
© 2008 IALE-D. All rights reserved. www.landscapeonline.de   ISSN 1865-1542 Page 1

Received: 31.01.2007 Received in revision: 28.03.2008 Accepted:25.05.2008 Published:29.09.2008

Perception and Value of  Nature in Urban 
Landscapes: a Comparative Analysis of  Cities in 

Germany, Chile and Spain
C. Priego1*, J.-H. Breuste2 & J. Rojas3

1 Institute for Advanced Social Studies of  Andalusia, IESA-CSIC, Campo Santo de los Mártires 7, 
14004 Cordova, Spain, cpriego@iesa.csic.es

2 Paris-Lodron-University Salzburg, Department of  Geography, Geology and Mineralogy, Hellbrunnerstrasse 34, 
5020 Salzburg. Austria, juergen.breuste@sbg.ac.at

3 University of  Concepción, Department of  Sociology and Anthropology, Casilla 160-C., 
Concepción. Chile, jrojas@udec.cl

* Corresponding author

Abstract

Cities are not socially homogenous, but divided into socially and structurally differentiated sub-units. Likewise, 
the individuals of  a community, city or neighbourhood present specific behavioural patterns and uses with 

respect to their public green areas. This premise has led us to explore the question of  how the perceptions, uses, 
and behaviours of  people from different countries, cultures, and socioeconomic levels in Chile, Germany and 
Spain differ or coincide as far as urban nature and landscapes are concerned. Due to the comparative nature of  the 
project, research areas with similar characteristics were chosen, thus allowing a comparative analysis of  upper and 
lower middle-class neighbourhoods. People from all six study areas were surveyed using the same questionnaires. 
The results revealed that people of  different social and cultural backgrounds use and perceive urban landscape in 
different ways. We found that nature of  different kind plays an important role in all the urban societies and particu-
larly in the neighbourhoods studied, regardless of  social status or nationality. However, the higher the social status, 
the greater the urban green area dedicated to private uses. The preference for specific types of  nature depends not 
only on social status, but cultural elements, accessibility and tradition as well. Moreover, nature-related outdoor 
activities are defined by this status, in turn reflecting the individual’s cultural status within society. 
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1 Introduction - problems of  nature in 
urban landscapes 

Urban growth has profoundly transformed the 
landscapes in recent decades. This has had a sig-

nificant effect on the ecological systems that make up 
these landscapes and led to the creation of  a special 
landscape type (Sukopp & Werner 1983; Beer 1994, 
McDonnell et al. 1997; Breuste & Wohlleber 1998; 
Baker et al. 2001). Although cities have traditionally 
been perceived as an aggression against the environ-
ment which can have a profound impact on adjacent 
ecosystems (Douglas 1983), much can be learned and 
remedied by applying concepts of  biodiversity to urban 
ecosystems (Savard et al. 2000). As evidence suggests, 
people exposed to nature in their daily lives heighten 
their perception of  environmental problems. To en-
hance the biodiversity of  urban ecosystems it is there-
fore important to reflect the perception of  different 
parts of  the ecosystmes by the urban population (Seb-
ba 1991; Rohde & Kendle 1994). Urban nature con-
sists of  different urban environmental elements and 
settings. Its ecosystem services are improvements of  
climatic, hydrological and biodiversity functions and 
often described. An increasing number of  articles have 
been published during the last decade dealing with the 
interactionof  humans with urban nature (Matsuoka & 
Kaplan 2008). The knowledge about this is necessary 
to improve the functionality of  urban nature and for 
optimal planning and development. 

The pursuit for wellbeing - reflected in the growing 
interest in urban nature - has awakened environmen-
tal awareness about the importance of  “urban green 
space” in ecologists, biologists, geographers and socio-
logists alike, giving rise to a vast amount of  research 
on the environmental (Jacobs 1961; Akbari et al. 1992; 
Santibáñez & Uribe 1993; MacDonald 1996; Peck & 
Callaghan 1999; Nowak et al. 2000), economic (Ander-
son and Cordell, 1988; Selia & Anderson 1982), and so-
cial (Ulrich 1984; Chenoweth & Gobster 1990; Dwyer 
et al. 1992; Kaplan 1993; Brunson et al. 2001; Kuo & 
Sullivan 2001) benefits to be gained from these green 

areas. There is a wide spectrum of  human dimensions 
and issues, or human needs. These can be classified 
following Matsuoka & Kaplan (2008) into two main 
groups. The nature needs, directly linked with the physi-
cal features of  urban nature setting, can be categorized 
in terms of  contact with nature, aesthetic preference, 
and recreation and play. The role of  the environment is 
less immediate in the human-interaction group, which 
includes the issues of  social interaction, citizen partici-
pation in the design process, and community identity. 

There is a wide range of  ways in which contact with 
nature contributes to improved quality of  life. This in-
cludes brief  opportunity to relax from the urban bust-
le and to contemplate and enjoy the time in a natural 
surrounding. This natural surrounding consists larger 
areas, such as green corridors and parks (Gobster 1995; 
Shafer et al. 2000, Chiesura 2004; Jim &Chen 2006; 
Oguz 2000; Özgüner & Kendle 2006) and urban fo-
rests (Coles & Bussey 2000; Simson 2000; Roovers et 
al. 2002; Kaplan & Austin 2004). The equipment of  re-
sidential areas with “green” (urban nature) is the most 
important community feature contributing to inhabi-
tants’ appreciation of  their neighbourhood (Crow et al. 
2006). Scenic beauty, cleanliness, and pleasant sounds 
can be seen as a category of  aesthetic preference. The-
se preferences are expressed by gardens and parks 
(Oguz 2000; Jim & Chen 2006; Özgüner & Kendle 
2006), greenways (Gobster 1995), and neighbourhood 
green (Dökmeci & Berköz 2000; Berg 2004; Kaplan & 
Austin 2004; Vogt & Marans 2004; Crow et al. 2006; 
Ellis et al. 2006).

A third nature needs - category is recreation and play. 
These opportunities can be satisfied in urban natural 
contexts. Urban parks, greenways and urban woodlands 
offer important settings for recreation and play (Gobs-
ter 1995; Yabes et al. 1997; Lindsey 1999; Fjørtoft & 
Sageie 2000; Hörnsten & Fredman 2000; Oguz 2000; 
Shafer et al. 2000; Gobster 2001; Roovers et al. 2002; 
Chiesura 2004; Jim & Chen 2006). These studies ex-
press the important need for such activities across the 
age spectrum, socioeconomic groups, and nationalities. 
Urban nature opens a wide field of  human interactions 
promoted by the natural environments. There is still 
a great optimism that urban open spaces and urban 
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nature can improve social interactions between soci-
al groups and neighbourhood residents (Owens 1993; 
Lewis 1996; Berman 1997; Shafer et al. 2000; Barn-
hart et al. 1998; Gobster 1998; Kuo et al. 1998a; Saleh 
1999; Oguz 2000). The sense of  community identity is 
being lost worldwide among urban citizens in residenti-
al neighbourhoods. The physical/natural environment 
can increase the sense of  community (Hull et al. 1994; 
Ulrich 1976; Lucy & Phillips 1997; Kuo et al. 1998b; 
Stewart et al. 2004).

There is a wide range of  possible combinations of  the-
se different needs regarding urban nature. Following 
Matsuoka & Kaplan (2008) the following summarizing 
statements are possible:

Urban nature nearby to urban residential areas has  �
worldwide the most important influence to human 
wellbeing. Concerning the wellbeing of  the resi-
dents, the distance or ability to reach a natural area 
is the main factor and more important than the size 
of  the area.
Remarkable similarities exist concerning people re- �
quirements across diverse cultures and political sys-
tems.
Urban residents worldwide express a desire for con- �
tact with nature and other places in which to recreate 
and play.

Oguz (2000, 2004); Sherman et al. (2005); Crow et al. 
(2006) and Oku & Fukamachi (2006) show that peop-
le of  different ages, gender, and scoioeconomic status 
differ greatly in how they use natural urban landscapes. 
Many of  these differences are shared across diverse 
cultures. Lindsey (1999); Dökmeci & Berköz (2000); 
Shafer et al. (2000); Roovers et al. (2002); Damigos & 
Kaliampakos (2003); Vogt & Marans (2004); Balram & 
Dragicevic (2005) and Crow et al. (2006) show that re-
sidents of  higher scoioeconomic status use or value ur-
ban nature to a greater degree than those of  lower me-
ans. Hough (1989) explains that exposure to nature in 
one’s place of  residence is vital to developing environ-
mental perception. Matsuoka & Kaplan (2008) argue 
that the scoioeconomic differences, however, may be 
a reflection of  how richer people use their resources 
rather than an expression of  differential preferences, 
benefits, or desires. A wide variety of  spaces can meet 
the same needs and a particular setting can meet mul-

tiples needs. The design of  urban landscapes and na-
ture strongly influences the behaviour and wellbeing of  
users (Pacione 1982; Lewis 1992; Abu-Ghazzeh 1996; 
Al-Hathloul & Mughal 1999; Saleh 1999). Contrasting, 
many city governments of  the world have cut expen-
ditures for the development, management and mainte-
nance of  green space (Tyrvainen & Vaananen 1998).

There are still some open questions regarding the inter-
actions of  urban dwellers and urban nature: Are large 
scaled areas more important than small scaled? How 
do communities approach this tension? There is more 
research necessary to identify the individual and com-
munity benefits of  urban nature. People’s needs may 
also interact with political, cultural, historical, religious, 
scoioeconomic issues, which are still not much investi-
gated. The geographic, economic and cultural context 
has an important influence on people’s relationship with 
nature and landscape including urban landscapes. The 
majority of  research in this field has been carried out 
in developed countries of  'the north', especially in Wes-
tern, Northern and Central Europe, while much less is 
known about the conditions in 'the south'. Matsuoka & 
Kaplan (2008) found in an evaluative study of  90 scien-
tific articles about people needs in the urban landscape 
(between 1991 and 2006) that 75.6% were studies of  
“the north” (North America 51%, Europe 17.7%) and 
only 17.7% are studies from cities of  'the south'. Only 
3.3% were from South America. There is a clear lack of  
knowledge regarding urban green and its utilization in 
cities of  the south, including in Europe.

2 Research targets

The point of  departure for this research is the hypo-
thesis that people’s perceptions, uses and behavi-

ours regarding the landscape and urban natural spaces 
in general and different landscape elements in particu-
lar are conditioned by their scoioeconomic and educa-
tional background. In order to confirm this hypothesis, 
an empirical study was conducted in three completely 
different countries: Germany, Chile and Spain.
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The research project was carried out jointly by scien-
tists from the three countries selected for this study. 
The aim of  the project was to explore and find answers 
to particular issues regarding the relation of  peoples to 
urban nature and to support the main hypothesis. These 
issues included a comparison of  nature perception by 
people having less access to urban nature and peoples 
having many opportunities to use urban nature. It was 
questioned if  urban nature holds the same importance 
for different social strata (the local 'rich' and the 'poor'). 
It should be clarified how and when urban nature is 
used and perceived by socially different communities 
within cities and across cultures and countries.

3 Methodology

3.1 Selection of  research sites

For the empirical, social and scientific study, and 
with the aim of  examining the behaviour towards 

exploitation and use of  natural resources in sites repre-
senting a range of  architectural styles and social groups, 
settlement structures were chosen in countries with dif-
ferent cultural and developmental models. Most of  ac-
tual studies use interviews and case studies as methods 
of  investigations (Matsuoka & Kaplan 2008).

Germany and Spain were selected as two examples of  
developed countries with large scoioeconomic and cul-
tural differences, while Chile was chosen to represent a 
developing country. Selection was based on a criterion 
of  convergence between the existence of  and access 
to urban landscapes by citizens from different social 
segments. The residential sites of  each country were 
chosen according to the following criteria:

The research areas (urban neighbourhoods) of  each  �
country are located in the same city to ensure that 
they were influenced by the same local and regional 
culture.
All of  the research areas have a high population den- �
sity with social and economic differences regarding 
settlement structure and standard of  living. Both a 
high-income and a low-income area were chosen in 
each country. 
All of  the cities have settlement structures that can  �
also be found in other cities with similar characteris-
tics (typology).
One of  the two neighbourhoods in each country has  �
clearly poorer natural conditions than the other in 
terms of  both quality and quantity (accessibility to 
nature and landscape).
All residents of  both neighbourhoods in each city  �
have easy access to an urban park.
The neighbourhoods are located in outlying districts  �
(at a maximum distance of  10 to 15 minutes) with 
nearby nature areas that remain practically intact (ur-
ban wilderness). 

Figure 1: Latin America. Chile. Concepción. Study sites.
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For the Chilean study sites, Laguna Chica and Laguna 
Grande are the urban wilderness areas corresponding 
to the town of  San Pedro de la Paz, while Tumbes Park 
is the wilderness area that corresponds to the town of  
Talcahuano (Fig. 1). In Germany, the Paulusviertel and 
Silberhöhe neighbourhoods of  the city of  Halle-Salle 
were chosen for this study (Fig. 2). The Galgenberg 
nature area corresponds to the neighbourhood of  Pau-
lusviertel, while the Weissen Elster and Saale meadows 
correspond to the neighbourhood of  Silberhöhe. For 
the city of  Cordova in Spain, Colon Park corresponds 
to the neighbourhood of  Santa Marina, while the Si-
erra Morena Mountains correspond to the Brillante 
neighbourhood (Fig. 3).

In Halle (Saale), an important historic industrial city lo-
cated in the new federal states of  Germany, the large 
housing development of  Silberhöhe and the residential 
neighbourhood of  Paulusviertel were chosen for this 

study. In Chile, the agglomeration of  Tumbes/Talca-
huano and some urban sectors of  the city of  San Pedro 
de la Paz were selected. Both of  these areas are loca-
ted in the conurbations of  the city of  Concepción, the 
capital of  the VIII Region of  Chile. Cordova (Spain), 
declared as World Heritage City by the UNESCO, is 
famous for its historical architecture; a legacy left by 
the different civilisations that have settled in the city 
over the centuries. The neighbourhoods selected in 
Cordova include Santa Marina, which is located in the 
historical city centre, and El Brillante, a residential area 
undergoing rapid growth.

The high-income settlement structures or “residenti-
al communities” studied are the historical district of  
Paulusviertel (Germany), San Pedro de la Paz (Chile), 
and El Brillante (Spain). The low-income or “working-
class” communities included Silberhöhe (Germany), 
Tumbes (Chile) and Santa Marina (Spain). These urban 

Figure 2: Germany. Halle. Silberhöhe and Paulusviertel neighbourhoods

Figure 3: Spain. Cordova. Study sites.
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areas were intentionally chosen to represent complete-
ly different architectural structures with a view to de-
monstrate the impact of  the residential environment 
on the perception and use of  natural resources.

3.2 Characterisation of  study areas

Halle/Saale, Germany: The Paulus neighbour-
hood (middle-high social standard area) is a re-

sidential district located in the historical part of  town 
and contains typical dwellings with different building 
conditions and building densities (Anim. 1, Fig. 4). 
It was mainly built in 1900 to 1930 and mostly made 
up of  blocks of  flats, small buildings on the periphe-
ry (4-storey rental units dating from 1900 to 1914), 
villas and old residences that are rented by the upper 

middle-class. Approximately 8,600 inhabitants reside 
in the study area, resulting in the most highly popula-
ted district within the city. The Paulus neighbourhood 
has a population density of  82 inhabitants per hectare 
(1995), second only to the sectors with large housing 
developments. Nonetheless, the number of  inhabitants 
and the population density decline. 

The Silberhöhe housing development (low social stan-
dard area, 35,000 inhabitants, Anim. 2, Fig. 5) is located 
in the south of  the city and is the most recent construc-
tion of  the GDR (1978-1989). With a population densi-
ty of  74 inhabitants per hectare Silberhöhe is the most 
densely populated neighbourhood in Halle. Although 
there are numerous open spaces, they are insufficient 
given the high population density and not very func-
tional. The green spaces include relatively large lawns, 
grass roadside verges and a few green areas with trees. 

Figure 4: Paulus NeighbourhoodAnimation 1: Rathenaus Square and  
Paulus neighbourhood

 

Figure 5: Silberhöhe neighbourhood Animation 2: Green Corridors in Silberhöhe
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The survey was conducted in the 8 WK (GDR-time 
prefabricated housing estates) housing development. 
Built in the eighties, this is one of  the most recent de-
velopments of  its kind. A green corridor covers only a 
few hectares, the park barely satisfies the needs of  the 
neighbourhood residents. It has lawn areas and bushes, 
is crossed by a pathway and is equipped with a playg-
round. Adjacent to the housing development there are 
extensive flood plain meadows along the Weisse Elster 
and Saale rivers. This is a mostly uncultivated landscape 
that is easy accessable for urban wilderness recreation. 
The meadow is mainly composed of  perennials on 
wasteland, small cultivated surfaces and woodlands 
and forms part of  the Saale Valley protected landscape. 
Owing to the variety and wealth of  bird species that 
can be found here, it is particularly good for observing 
nature. 

Conurbation Concepción-Talcahuano, Chile: The 
town of  San Pedro de la Paz (middle-high social stan-
dard area) originally belonged to the city of  Concepci-
ón until its independence in 1995 (Fig. 6, Anim. 3). The 
town currently has 80,284 inhabitants (2002 Census) 
and is 99.4% urbanised. The town is chiefly residenti-
al and commercial and services industry oriented. The 
residents in this sector are, on the whole, median in-
come professionals, teachers, public service employees, 
independent workers, shopkeepers and retirees. The 
large residential communities are located close to natu-
ral resources and areas of  high ecological value which 

fulfil important urban functions. The most notable of  
these are Laguna Chica, Laguna Grande, the lake basins 
and the Los Batros wetlands. The lagoon basins have 
forest plantations, remnant native brush land and new 
housing developments. Private residences and clubs, 
public spas, sports facilities and other buildings can be 
found on the margins of  the lagoons and have modi-
fied the coastline.

Talcahuano is considered the most important military, 
industrial, fishing and commercial port in Chile (Anim. 
4) . The study area is located in census districts No. 5 
and No. 8. The entire area is known as Tumbes (low-
income area). The neighbourhoods studied include Los 
Copihues, Nueva Los Lobos, Bandarán and Centinela 

Animation 3: Laguna Grande

Figure 6: San Pedro de la Paz neighbourhood

Animation 4: Port of  San Vicente. Talcahuano
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Sur with a total population of  some 12,000 inhabitants. 
The area is comprised of  multi-storey blocks of  flats 
which were built in the eighties and nineties. These sett-
lements are of  recent construction and characterised 
by their high population density (300 - 500 inhabitants 
per ha). The concentration of  a low-income popula-
tion constitutes a serious problem as it leads to social 
conflicts and has an adverse affect on the green areas, 
including Tumbes Park. The majority of  the working 
population of  Talcahuano is engaged in activities con-
nected to the informal sector of  the economy and lack 
stable, well-paid employment. Due to their low educa-
tional level and lack of  skills, the residents in this area 
cannot aspire to better jobs. 90 % of  the people of  Tal-
cahuano live in houses, many of  which are small, shan-
ty-like structures. These dwellings measure 34m² in size 
and are constructed of  light materials (wood and sheet 
metal) on 70m² plots of  land, leading to overcrowding 
and social conflicts. The area lacks community facili-
ties and green spaces. Tumbes Park is the natural urban 
wilderness nearest the residential sector. It consists of  
woodlands, open grass tableland and rough coastline.

Figure 7: View of  Sierra Morena

Cordova, Spain: El Brillante (middle-high class area), 
covering a total of  560 hectares, is the most extensive 
residential district in the city (Anim. 5). The enormous 
growth the neighbourhood has undergone in recent de-
cades can be explained by the pursuit for new modern 
lifestyles and the desire to escape from degraded urban 
environments with a high population density and defi-

Animation 5: El Brillante

cient services; features which characterise the traditional 
neighbourhoods of  Cordova. This lack of  urban plan-
ning has prevented the creation of  a unified landscape 
that is integrated into its natural environment (García, 
1993). The population of  El Brillante has grown expo-
nentially from 2,010 inhabitants in 1960 to 10,879 in 
2003 (Municipal Census). In spite of  this growth, El 
Brillante continues to have the lowest density (10 inha-
bitants per ha.) and youngest population in Cordova. 
Although 73% of  the population is between 15 and 65 
years of  age, the majority is under 50. The neighbour-
hood residents are mainly middle-class liberal professi-
onals, civil servants and trained or business professio-
nals. Given the individualistic and possession-oriented 
cultural models of  this sector of  the population, the 
residents tend to have a more private vision regarding 
green spaces and access to and enjoyment of  nature. 
The neighbourhood is known as the “green lung” of  
Cordova. The largest public green space is the “Circui-
to del Tablero” or Tablero Track, which is mainly used 
for sports. However, the park is not adapted for use by 
pedestrians as it lacks rest areas or playgrounds. Due to 
its location in the foothills of  the Sierra Morena moun-
tain range (Fig. 7), much natural urban wildlife can be 
found in the areas surrounding El Brillante; areas with 
native vegetation and patches of  reforestation that can 
be observed from any point of  the neighbourhood. 
The entire area is currently protected by the PGOU, 
the General Plan for the Regulation of  Urban Areas.
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other areas of  the city that are currently experiencing 
growth. Santa Marina has ten public squares of  varying 
sizes, all of  which are of  diverse origin and designed in 
the traditional manner. The majority of  these squares 
are not fit for the recreational needs of  the local resi-
dents. Colon Park is the green area that is closest to 
the Santa Marina neighbourhood. It is equipped with 
a variety of  amenities for recreational use such as large 
trees, benches, dog parks and playgrounds.

Animation 6: View of  historical quarter

Animation 7: Streets of  Santa Marina

Santa Marina (working class area) is one of  the most 
traditional neighbourhoods in Cordova (Anim. 6, 7). 
Located in the core of  the most easterly part of  the 
historical district of  the city, Santa Marina contains 
many buildings and spaces that are an important ele-
ment of  the city’s architectural and cultural heritage. 
Built during the Islamic period and the early Middle 
Ages, Santa Marina lacks in a structured urban plan. 
The neighbourhood is comprised of  a complex net-
work of  narrow, winding streets which occasionally 
open out onto small squares. Although most of  the 
houses are built following a similar architectural style, 
a large number of  homes or public housing develop-
ments for the working classes can be found alongside 
palatial homes in which the wealthier peoples of  the 
city live (García, 1993). 

While most of  the dwellings have courtyards, their 
function in the lower-income dwellings is not aesthetic 
but social, creating common ties and providing a space 
in which residents can carry out household-related 
tasks. Although the population of  Santa Marina has 
risen slightly in recent years (from 4,671 inhabitants in 
1996 to 4,676 in 2003), the population growth in the 
neighbourhood remains practically at a standstill today. 
Little over 22% of  the population is under 20, while 
the large elderly population (16.46% of  the populati-
on is over 65) is growing. The urban features of  this 
neighbourhood such as the lack of  space and social 
services (hospitals, centres for adult education, green 
spaces, etc.) has led many of  its residents to migrate to 

3.3 Design and implementation of  survey

The survey was designed taking into account the 
social criteria that best represent the aims of  this 

study, namely those having to do with the interactions 
of  different socioeconomic classes with nature such as 
“Quality of  Life”, “Community and Local Identity” 
and “Recreational Activities” (see Table 1). The sur-
vey consisted of  interviews of  selected samples of  the 
population residing in all the six research areas of  the 
three cities. The survey was conducted using question-
naires that included closed questions on the following 
topics:

Free time activities.1. 
General interactions with nature, behaviour towards 2. 
nature, daily perception and  assessment of  nature.
Nature in the residential environment.3. 
Observation of  nature.4. 
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Table 1 Green spaces and quality of  urban life
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Use of  nature and natural amenities in the residen-5. 
tial area and in the city in general: Type of  nature, 
reasons for use, amount of  time spent in nature, and 
aesthetic assessments of  nature.
Use of  natural landscapes in the residential environ-6. 
ment: Type of  area, frequency of  use, reasons for 
use, time, means of  transport, proposals, notions, 
requests and preferences.
Social background of  respondents.7. 

This complex set of  topics was chosen with a view to 
determining if  and how the public green areas studied 
are perceived, used and exploited in recreational terms. 
A further aim was to study the ecological characteristics 
of  the natural landscape components in the residenti-
al environment and analyse the main attitudes towards 
nature and social values attached to nature (Friedrichs 
1985; Kromrey 1991). Although the questionnaire was 
adapted to the particular features of  each country, the 
general structure and questions remained much the 
same across countries. The survey included a total of  
50 equal questions for all sites, and additional three for 
Halle (Saale) and six for Cordova, reflecting only local 
conditions. The questions were verified by means of  a 
trial survey of  20 people who were selected at random 
from each of  the study sites.

The six research sites contain the same type of  natu-
ral elements, although their layout and number vary in 
each area studied. The communities of  San Pedro de la 
Paz (Chile) and El Brillante (Spain), both of  which have 
detached houses, stand out for their variety of  natural 

elements (household gardens, trees, wilderness), which 
far surpass the other study areas. There is a much gre-
ater abundance of  “patches” of  natural vegetation in 
the areas surrounding the residential neighbourhoods 
of  Chile and Spain than in most of  the study areas in 
Germany, thus enhancing the sample neighbourhoods. 
In contrast, there is a notable lack of  natural spaces 
in the working-class neighbourhoods around Tumbes 
Park; a fact which appears to go hand in hand with the 
underprivileged situation of  the residents who live the-
re. In the neighbourhood of  Santa Marina in Cordova 
urban vegetation is also scarce, although this is most 
likely due to historical, social and cultural factors.

Prior to conducting the survey, the interviewers visited 
the sample households to request the residents to take 
part in the survey. A sheet was then left at the entran-
ce to the building with information on the institutions 
conducting the study, the interviewers and the objecti-
ves, contents and duration of  the survey. The survey 
was conducted using standardised questionnaires and 
the stratified random probabilistic sampling technique. 
The sample population was made up of  residents over 
18 years of  age in each of  the sample study sites. The 
survey was conducted in a different manner in each of  
the countries depending on the participation culture of  
the population, application time and available budget 
(Table 2). Only complete questionnaires where used 
for the evaluation. The questionnaires were distributed 
and later collected in Germany and Spain. The investi-
gation in Spain are based on personal interviews. 

 Table 2 Relation between distributed and collected questionnaires in the reach areas
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The survey in Germany was conducted in 1998. Parti-
cipation was voluntary and anonymous. Before distri-
buting the questionnaires, the interviewers visited all 
of  the households to ask the residents to participate in 
the survey. The survey, accompanied by an explanatory 
letter, was then left on bulletin boards located at the 
entrance to each of  the buildings in the sample. The 
questionnaires were distributed in person and collec-
ted by the interviewers at the agreed time. Upon sub-
mission, questions were answered and help was given 
to complete the survey. The survey was conducted in 
Chile between 2001 and 2002. The study areas selected 
in Chile were: Laguna Grande, Los Arrayanes and Las 
Acacias of  the town of  San Pedro de la Paz and the 
neighbourhoods of  Los Copihues, Nueva Los Lobos, 
Villa Badarán and Centinela Sur of  the town of  Talca-
huano. The questionnaire was conducted in person by 
the interviewers. A group of  interviewers with previ-
ous experience in survey methodology were trained in 
the use of  a system to control and validate the surveys. 
The interviewers went door to door - according to a 
stratified sample by neighbourhood and household - 
in order to aid the respondents in completing the sur-
veys. 

The survey was conducted in Spain in 2004. The surveys 
were delivered personally to the sample households. 
They were then collected at the time and date agreed 
upon by the respondents. In order to ensure that a gre-
ater number of  surveys were submitted, the intervie-
wers had to visit some households up to three times. 
The population of  the six study areas was represented 
proportionally in the sample by age (Table 2).

The study was chiefly exploratory in nature. Greatest 
emphasis was placed on the analysis of  data in order 
to qualitatively examine the interaction between na-
ture and citizens through their perceptions (Puddifoot, 
1996). The methodology was largely based on the work 
of  Austin (2004) and Stewart et al. (2004) in which data 
is analysed in a fundamentally interpretive manner. 

4 Results of  the survey and comparative 
discussion

4.1 Urban nature in the residential areas

The quantity, quality and location of  urban green 
spaces form part of  the natural heritage of  the 

city or neighbourhood in which they are found. These 
spaces are of  high importance for their users. When we 
asked the question: “Are you satisfied with the natural ame-
nities of  your neighbourhood?”, the most frequent respon-
se in the six areas studied, regardless of  the presence 
or absence of  vegetation was: “I am satisfied” (Tumbes 
49.5%, San Pedro de la Paz 51.5%, Silberhöhe 45.9%, 
Paulusviertel 55.8%, Santa Marina 51.3% and El Bril-
lante 49.1%, Fig. 8). Inhabitants’ level of  satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction regarding the natural elements of  their 
community is not wholly conditioned by the scarcity 
or abundance of  green areas. Indeed, those who live 
in communities with little or no vegetation feel just as 
satisfied as those who reside in neighbourhoods well 
equiped with green. The El Brillante (Spain) and San-
ta Marina (Spain) neighbourhoods stand out from the 
neighbourhoods in the other countries studied for the 
larger number of  respondents who stated that they are 
“very satisfied” with their natural surroundings. The large 
percentage of  “satisfied” or “very satisfied” residents of  
El Brillante (Spain) is to be expected given that this is 
the neighbourhood contending most green areas of  all 
those studied, even though nature is only present here 
in form of  private gardens. In contrast, due to its his-
torical architecture, Santa Marina (Spain) is the neigh-
bourhood with the least amount of  public or street 
vegetation. However, many of  the households have in-
terior courtyards with abundant trees and plants, pro-
viding homeowners with numerous benefits on a par 
with those gained from public vegetation. 
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4.2 General attitudes towards nature.

Along with the questionnaire a general explanation 
of  the understanding of  'nature' was given to the 

questioned persons so that a common understanding 
about 'urban nature' could be reached to compare later 
results of  different countries and cultural background. 
A positive attitude towards nature was found across the 
six study sites. In the German neighbourhoods, 68.2% 
of  the sample population declared that 'nature is impor-
tant', while 56.8% did so in Chile and 55.4% in Spain. 
Those who declared themselves to be 'nature lovers' or 
felt themselves to be 'very connected' to nature accoun-
ted for 27.9% of  the population in Germany, 39.8% 
in Chile and 39% in Spain. This suggests that the le-
vel of  appreciation of  nature (people who think that 
nature is important to them in addition to those who 
feel a close tie with it) is high in these countries (San 
Pedro de la Paz (Chile) 95.6%, Tumbes (Chile) 97.5%, 
Paulusviertel 94.4% (Germany), Silberhöhe (Germany) 
97.7%, El Brillante (Spain) 92.5% and Santa Marina 
(Spain) 96.3%). This attitude is quite surprising as it 
suggests that nature is subject to a personal scale of  
values, which is in turn influenced by the problems 
and social background of  each neighbourhood. All 
neighbourhoods that value nature, are also those which 

suffer from greater social problems and where urban 
vegetation is scarce (Tumbes (Chile) , Silberhöhe (Ger-
many) and Santa Marina (Spain)). 

It became clear that neighbourhoods with social prob-
lems in Chile value beside ornamental green especially 
nature areas from the point of  economic benefit. When 
inhabitants were asked “With respect to the investments made 
to protect nature, do you think that...?”, the most frequent 
response was “Nature has a high cost but it is worth investing 
in it” (San Pedro de la Paz (Chile) 84%, Tumbes (Chi-
le) 77%, Paulusviertel (Germany) 57.8%, Silberhöhe 
(Germany) 54.9%, El Brillante (Spain) 65% and Santa 
Marina (Spain) 69%). Inhabitants of  the Chilean study 
sites are more aware of  the importance of  protecting 
nature, even when this involves large investments. The 
statements made by the Chilean residents are striking 
given that Chile is the least developed country of  those 
studied and has greater social problems and a lower per 
capita income.

This environmental perception is also reflected in the 
level of  participation by citizens in protecting nature. 
Twenty-seven percent of  the citizens in San Pedro 
de la Paz , 21.5% in Tumbes (both Chile) , 24.4% in 
Paulusviertel, 16.3% in Silberhöhe (both Germany), 

Figure 8: Satisfaction with natural amenities in the neighbourhood
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31.6% in El Brillante and 44.1% in Santa Marina (both 
Spain) have, at some time, participated in activities to 
conserve nature. The Spanish study sites far surpass 
those of  Germany and Chile in this regard, with the lo-
wer middle-class neighbourhood of  Santa Marina stan-
ding out most for its participation. On the other hand, 
the mid to high-income neighbourhoods of  Chile and 
Germany participate more in protecting nature than in 
the low-income areas, perhaps due to the fact that they 
are in closer contact with nature and have more money 
and time to do it.

4.3 Use of  green spaces: different views

Urban green spaces are used differently in each 
country depending on their availability and acces-

sibility and the culture of  use in that country. In almost 
all of  the study sites, private green spaces (household 
gardens, land for weekend getaways) are the prefer-
red choice for spending free time (San Pedro de la 
Paz 51.5%, Tumbes 28.5% (both Chile), Paulusviertel 
44.5%, Silberhöhe 41.7% (both Germany), El Brillante 
64.1% and Santa Marina 33.3% (both Spain), Fig. 9). It 
should come as no surprise, that the residents of  the 
neighbourhood with the largest number of  private gar-

dens, El Brillante (Spain), spend their free time in these 
spaces. Likewise, the residents of  Tumbes (Chile) and 
Santa Marina (Spain), having the least amount of  pri-
vate space, prefer other green areas to spend their free 
time. Private gardens (with what only some areas were 
equipped) have a big importance for neighbourhoods 
but don’t replace public green.

In the study areas of  Germany, the use of  natural land-
scapes is significantly higher than in the neighbour-
hoods of  the other countries (San Pedro de la Paz 19%, 
Tumbes 27.5% (both Chile), Paulusviertel 58%, Silber-
höhe 44.2% (both Germany), El Brillante 7.5% and 
Santa Marina 4.5%(both Spain)). These results shed 
some light on the land owning culture in the countries 
studied, although they are not conclusive given the easy 
access to the small social gardens in Germany known 
as 'allotment gardens'. These social green areas permit 
almost all of  the inhabitants of  Germany, regardless 
of  their socioeconomic status, to have access to some 
type of  green space either within or outside the city; 
a situation that does not occur in Chile or Spain. This 
may explain why the urban green areas in Germany are 
used as a last resort for enjoying nature, unlike Spain or 
Chile where this is the second option chosen for enga-
ging in free-time activities.

Fig. 9 Use of  green spaces in free time
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When people have free time and choose to go out, the 
Germans and Chileans in particular prefer to “take a 
walk in the parks or public gardens near home” (San Pedro 
de la Paz 54%, Tumbes 61.5% (both Chile), Paulus-
viertel 52.3%, Silberhöhe 49.8% (both Germany), El 
Brillante 15% and Santa Marina 23.4% (both Spain), 
Fig. 10). In Spain, however, the most frequent respon-
se was to “take walks along streets with trees” (El Brillante 
36.6% and Santa Marina 38.7%, Fig. 10), followed by 
taking walks in nearby public parks. The second option 
chosen by the well-to-do in Chile and Germany was to 
“take walks along streets with trees” (San Pedro de la Paz 
47% (Chile) and Paulusviertel 47.3% (Germany), while 
the underprivileged classes prefer to “take walks along 
any street in the neighbourhood” (Tumbes 32.5% (Chile), 
Silberhöhe 26.3% (Germany)). This could be due to 

tance. In some cases, these public areas are used by 
more than half  of  the local residents. The first choice 
of  Germans and Chileans is to spend their free time in 
public spaces, while the Spanish prefer to take walks 
along tree-lined streets.

In both Chile and Germany, nature is largely observed 
in passing “when walking through the city to run errands” 
(San Pedro de la Paz 66%, Tumbes 32% (both Chile), 
Paulusviertel 77.1%, Silberhöhe 64.8% (both), Fig. 11). 
Vegetation in the city or neighbourhood is perceived 
to be important solely in San Pedro de la Paz, where 
51.5% of  the population observes nature when wal-
king through the city and 41.5% when taking a walk 
through the neighbourhood. In Germany, the second 
option for observing nature is while “on holiday” (Pau-

the absence of  urban trees in these neighbourhoods. 
Very few respondents gave answers such as “Go bike 
riding”, “Walk the dog”, “Travel by car to parks” or “Other 
activities”. A large percentage of  the people in the study 
areas spend their free time in contact with nature. Gi-
ven the absence of  private gardens, urban green spaces 
such as parks or tree-lined streets are of  great impor-

lusviertel 42.6%, Silberhöhe 32.6%) and in natural en-
vironments far from the city, “I observe nature in landscapes 
outside the city” (Paulusviertel 50%, Silberhöhe 38.6%). 
The Spanish behave differently from the Germans and 
Chileans. In the areas surveyed, residents largely ob-
serve nature when walking on the outskirts of  the city 
(El Brillante 55.8%, Santa Marina 52.25%), followed 

Fig. 10 Preferred free-time outdoor activities
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at a great distance by observing nature in the city. The 
Spanish have a different concept of  nature than the 
Chileans or Germans. Given that the Spanish do not 
associate nature with urban settings, more than 50% 
stated that they observe nature outside the city and did 
not relate nature with urban parks or trees. It should be 
noted that only 11.6% of  the residents of  El Brillante 
observe nature when taking walks through their neigh-
bourhood, in spite of  the fact that this is the with green 
best equipped area of  all those studied.

As regards the frequency of  use of  urban parks, the 
most common response in the three countries was “once 
or twice a month” (Villa San Pedro 55%, Tumbes 49% 
(both Chile), Paulusviertel 58.5%, Silberhöhe 59.2% 
(both Germany), El Brillante 42.5% and Santa Marina 
53.15% (both Spain)), followed by “I go frequently” (Villa 
San Pedro 38%, Tumbes 35% (both Chile), Paulusvier-
tel 22.5%, Silberhöhe 10.3% (both Germany), El Bril-
lante 35% and Santa Marina 42% (both Spain)).

The proximity of  natural areas with respect to the stu-
dy sites was reflected in the question “Time spent travel-
ling to natural areas”. The majority responded that they 
spent “less than ten minutes” (Villa San Pedro 62.5%, 
Tumbes 67% (both Chile), Paulusviertel 32.2%, Silber-
höhe 42.9% (both Germany), El Brillante 45.2% and 

Santa Marina 45.6% (both Spain)). On the other hand, 
the majority spends “more than an hour” in these spaces 
at each visit (Villa San Pedro 55%, Tumbes 47.5%, Pau-
lusviertel 46.9%, Silberhöhe 42.9%, El Brillante 45.2% 
and Santa Marina 45.6%).

5 Discussion 

The study supports the position that urban nature 
and urban forests are of  high importance for ur-

ban dwellers (Gobster 1995; Coles & Bussey 2000; 
Oguz 2000; Shafer et al. 2000; Simson 2000; Roovers 
et al. 2002; Chiesura 2004; Jim &Chen 2006; Kaplan & 
Austin 2004; Özgüner & Kendle 2006). Nature is not 
perceived in the same way by individuals from different 
socio-cultural backgrounds or from different countries. 
This was already expressed by Oguz (2000), Chiesura 
(2004), Sherman et al. (2005), Crow et al. (2006) and 
Oku & Fukamachi (2006). Nevertheless, there is a ma-
nifest need to have contact with and access to green 
areas both inside and outside the urban setting in order 
to achieve full personal development, mostly not de-
pending on social or cultural status. To be in contact 

Fig. 11 Observation of  nature
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with nature is an important need of  all people, also in 
the cities.

Although large environmental and social differences 
exist between the study areas, more than 90% of  the 
Chilean, German and Spanish population sample de-
clared that nature is important or very important in 
their lives. This demonstrates that contact with nature, 
in any of  its many manifestations, is a fundamental pil-
lar of  individuals’ wellbeing, regardless of  their geogra-
phical, cultural or socioeconomic background. Marked 
differences do not exist between low, mid or high-in-
come neighbourhoods with different natural amenities 
in terms of  the inhabitants’ behaviour to nature and 
the importance given to it . These results contradict the 
studies by Hough (1998), who affirms that people who 
are frequently exposed to natural spaces are more en-
vironmentally aware than those who have little contact 
with nature.

Socioeconomic status was shown to be a determining 
factor in the use of  and preference for green spaces. 
Members of  the higher income groups, regardless of  
the area studied, often opt for other alternatives when 
using nature; alternatives that are less accessible to the 
inhabitants of  low-income neighbourhoods. These 
can be private gardens or nature sites only reachable 
by car. Most people prefer to use private rather than 
public green spaces. In both Germany and Spain little 
difference was found between areas with varying soci-
al backgrounds. In Germany this difference is offset 
by social policies which facilitate access by low-income 
people to small gardens known as 'Allotment Gardens' 
within the city. In Spain, low-income people have ac-
cess to green areas due to easy accessibility to areas 
on which illegal homes can be built. Neither of  these 
situations occurs in Chile.

Less nature in cities and urban neighbourhoods can be 
estimated as the reasons why a large number of  people 
spend time in natural landscapes outside the cities. This 
especially happens in the densely built-up European ci-
ties with limited nature attractions. But it can also be 
influenced by the accessibility, long distances, entran-
ce and traffic costs and other reasons. This has to be 
further investigated (Matsuoka & Kaplan 2008). Beside 
all cultural and social differences it could be shown that 

the neighbourhoods have an enormous importance for 
all nature related activities (observations, aesthetic pre-
ferences, recreational activities). This could be expected 
based on results of  former studies (Dökmeci & Berköz 
2000; Berg 2004; Kaplan & Austin 2004; Vogt & Ma-
rans 2004; Crow et al. 2006; Ellis et al., 2006).

Private green spaces (e.g. private gardens), including 
land used for recreational purposes, rather than public 
gardens or parks, is the first choice of  Chilean, Spanish 
and German citizens who prefer to spend their free 
time in contact with nature. The second most prefer-
red option in Germany is to spend free time in natural 
spaces outside the city, while the citizens of  Chile and 
Spain prefer to spend their free time in urban parks. 
This supports the assumption that people demand dif-
ferent types of  nature. There are differences in the va-
luation of  private and open spaces between the studied 
Spanish and German cities. These could be cultural 
based, which has to be investigated further. 

Cultural differences and differences in urban settings 
and nature implementation in it can be assumed when 
we register that questioned persons in Spain observe 
nature and recreate in natural conditions more outside 
cities. In Spain nature is not preferable associate with 
city parks, tree-lined streets or other areas with patches 
of  vegetation. Here a different idea of  “nature” can be 
found and realised in the people’s behaviour.

For the majority of  questioned middle-class people in 
Chile, Germany, and Spain, urban trees have a high im-
portance. Urban trees are a determining factor when 
choosing where to go for a walk. However, trees are 
only important in neighbourhoods which have a large 
number of  them. Indeed, residents from low-income 
neighbourhoods, where the absence of  trees is noto-
rious, cannot express this behaviour. This goes along 
with aesthetic preferences and needs of  greenways 
(Gobster 1995; Oguz 2000; Jim & Chen 2006; Özgüner 
& Kendle 2006).

This study doesn’t support the hypothesis expressed by 
Lindsey (1999), Dökmeci & Berköz (2000), Shafer et al. 
(2000), Roovers et al. (2002), Damigos & Kaliampakos 
(2003), Chiesura (2004), Vogt & Marans (2004), Bal-
ram & Dragicevic (2005), and Crow et al. (2006) that 
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residents of  higher scoioeconomic status use or value 
urban nature to a greater degree than those of  lower 
means. Both groups use nature as it is existing, acces-
sible and near to their homes. The only socioeconomic 
difference in the utilization of  nature consists of  those 
nature parts in and outside cities which are not easy 
reachable and therefore connected with costs and time. 
Such areas are prefered by higher income groups and 
often exclude lower income groups. Further investiga-
tions are necessary, too. There are good arguments to 
follow Matsuoka & Kaplan (2008) which argued that 
richer people using their resources rather than regis-
ter differences are an expression of  differential prefe-
rences, benefits, or desires. The possible differences in 
gender and age, following Oguz (2000, 2004), Sherman 
et al. (2005), Crow et al. (2006), and Oku & Fukamachi 
(2006) had not been investigated yet.

Nature elements of  neighbourhood supports the com-
munity identity. This is not primarily a question of  large 
or small scale but of  usability and accessibility (Chie-
sura 2004). The expected benefits of  such nature ele-
ments (greenways, neighbourhood parks, street trees) 
cannot be easily identified separately. It is a 'package' 
of  benefits which improves the quality of  life as well 
as peoples’ health, which gives space for recreation and 
enables to consume aesthetic quality. All this supports 
the community identity. It can be stated that this result 
goes along with Ulrich (1976), Hull et al. (1994), Lucy 
& Phillips (1997), Kuo et al. (1998b), and Stewart et al. 
(2004). The promi fact is, that there are no significant 
differences between the investigated communities with 
very different social and cultural backgrounds.

It can be stated that the political, cultural, historical, 
religious, scoioeconomic issues interact for sure with 
peoples’ behaviour to urban nature, but there is a broad 
common basis of  nature perception independent from 
social conditions. This could clearly be found because 
there is a common cultural linkage between the investi-
gated cities in Europe and Chile. The social dimension 
is less influencing than may be expected.

6 Conclusion

This is the first study connecting nature percepti-
on of  'the north' with 'the south' and including 

more than two countries (most stdies are located in 
only one!). Due to the small size of  the sample used 
in the survey, the study results are purely explorato-
ry in nature. However, this does not detract from the 
worthiness of  the research results considering that they 
are interpreted in an appropriate manner and empirical 
generalisations are not made. Although the objective 
of  the study was neither to conduct a statistical analy-
sis nor to identify group-dependent variables between 
users and nature, it enabled us to quantitatively explore 
the relationship between citizens and the urban nature 
they use and draw the following conclusions:

To conclude, nature and open urban spaces as elements 
of  the urban landscape are keys to improve the quality 
of  life of  urban dwellers regardless of  their cultural or 
social status. Natural landscape elements in urban sur-
roundings must be taken into account in urban plan-
ning policies to reflect the needs, economic possibili-
ties and customs of  the city’s inhabitants. Urban nature 
is important in all of  its manifestations, from private 
gardens, tree plantations and city parks to land used for 
recreational purposes in or near the city. This wide ran-
ge of  options permits users to select what is best for 
them and make nature a part of  their daily lives.

Nature plays an important role in all the urban socie-
ties studied, regardless of  social status and nationali-
ty (Gobster 1995). Both Europeans and Latin Ame-
ricans consider urban green areas to be an important 
aspect of  urban culture. There is an important need 
of  cross-social and cross cultural studies in the field of  
nature perception (Chiesura 2004; Jim & Chen 2006). 
This study can only be a support of  further hypothesis 
which have to be investigated. There is a clear lack of  
knowledge regarding urban green and its utilization in 
cities of  the south, including in Europe (Matsuoka & 
Kaplan 2008). This study showed that people from all 
the study areas are highly interested in nature in gene-
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ral and the nature in their neighbourhood in particular. 
The higher the social status, the larger the amount of  
private urban green areas. Lower-income areas in par-
ticular need to be compensated for this lack of  private 
green space by making green areas more accessible to 
the population. Unfortunately, this is seldom the case 
(e. g. Crow et al. 2006). 

On the whole, urban dwellers use different kinds of  
nature in their cities. The preference for specific types 
of  nature depends on cultural background, accessibi-
lity and tradition, although social status can also play 
an important role. Multifunctional urban nature spaces 
and different kinds of  nature elements, especially in the 
neighbourhood are necessary to develop (e.g. Chiesu-
ra 2004). Although the socioeconomic status of  urban 
dwellers plays a role in their general free-time behavi-
our, there are certain nature-related outdoor activities 
that are independend from this status. Instead it reflects 
peoples’ cultural status within society. Thus, peoples’ 
relationship to nature depend on the culture shared by 
all the members of  the society.

It is important that urban landscapes include green 
spaces in order to satisfy urban dwellers’ need to be in 
contact with nature. This need must be reflected much 
more clearly and categorically in urban planning poli-
cies to ensure that cities are liveable and urban lands-
capes are attractive for people. The results of  this study 
can help local planners to improve their urban green 
planning. In example, social functions of  urban green 
in neighbourhoods should be emphasised in all three 
countries, reflecting the needs of  the people. All coun-
tries have to develop a special strategic planning to in-
clude their natural green spaces in the outskirts and at 
the edges of  the cities into their urban green planning 
concepts. This will add more nature offers to the most-
ly small ornamental green of  the inner cities. The stra-
tegic planning have to include also more environmental 
education to value all kind of  urban and peri-urban na-
ture, and to ultilize the nature for the urban dwellers.
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