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H I G H L I G H T S

• The reviewed rewilding preference literature is heterogeneous and lacks cohesion.
• Preferences studies are under-represented in Eastern Europe and for proforestation.
• Traditional management was often preferred over rewilding mostly by rural people.
• Criticism on rewilding focused on landscape impacts and economical outcomes.
• Conflict can be limited through subsidies, trust building and stakeholder engagement.
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A B S T R A C T

Agricultural abandonment has been a trend in Europe over recent decades. The resultant abandoned land has 
been faced with multiple land change trajectories, including rewilding processes. Rewilding aims at facilitating 
ecological recovery, often through the reduction of human influence on the landscape or through restoring 
trophic complexity. However, rewilding is not always welcomed as it can challenge the place attachment 
stakeholders have for pre-existing and current landscapes. A total of 80 articles, published within Europe be
tween 2000 and 2024, were analysed and coded using a conceptual framework. We found that the body of 
literature describing rewilding-related preferences is heterogeneous, with rewilding often being an implicit 
concept rather than an umbrella term encompassing related processes. Proforestation, the rewilding of forest 
areas, was rarely addressed in the literature, and while case-studies were found throughout the continent, they 
were under-represented in Eastern Europe, specifically in agricultural abandonment hotspots of the Carpathians 
and Baltic regions. Rather than rewilding, traditional management of the landscape was often preferred, spe
cifically by rural, older, and farming communities. Discontent towards rewilding was primarily related to con
cerns around its potential impacts over the landscape such as landscape homogenisation and on economic 
activities within the area such as food production. The literature shows agreement on the need for better 
alignment between actors’ perspectives and rewilding objectives relying on stakeholder engagement, trust 
building, and financial support. Attention should be given to the evolution of perceptions, specifically given the 
dynamic nature of rewilding processes and the influence of knowledge and experiences on preferences.

1. Introduction

Up to 1.2 million square kilometres of agricultural areas across 
Europe have been abandoned since the 1990 s, especially in marginal 
and mountainous regions (Quintas-Soriano et al., 2023). Due to low 
profitability of agricultural production and demographic changes, 
landscapes that were traditionally croplands and grazing lands are being 
abandoned and can undergo different transitions (Guadilla-Sáez et al., 
2019; Pérez-Barbería & Gordon, 2023). Post-abandonment trajectories 

can include restoration, afforestation, agriculture maintenance or 
intensification, urbanisation, but most prominently the spontaneous 
regrowth of (semi-) natural vegetation (Fayet et al., 2022).

“Rewilding” is a concept coined by Soulé & Noss (1998) which has 
gained traction in both academic literature and policy mechanisms in 
recent years (Carver et al., 2025). Rewilding seeks to facilitate 
ecosystem recovery by promoting natural processes whilst minimizing 
human management of the ecosystem (Mutillod et al., 2024). There are 
several different forms of rewilding. One such form is spontaneous 
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vegetative regrowth following abandonment, often described by 
scholars as a passive form of rewilding. Passive forms of rewilding can 
also occur within existing forests (Wang et al., 2025), where they are left 
to progress to their full ecological potential, a practice referred to as 
proforestation (Moomaw et al., 2019). Another form of rewilding, 
termed active or trophic rewilding, focuses on the reintroduction of 
locally extinct species (Svenning et al., 2024). Over time, rewilding is 
anticipated to promote higher biodiversity conservation, water regula
tion, soil and nutrient protection, along with ecosystem resilience to 
disturbance (García-Ruiz et al., 2020; Navarro & Pereira, 2015; Regos 
et al., 2016; Selwyn et al., 2025).

Despite its potential ecological benefits, stakeholders can have strong 
negative emotions towards rewilding. Firstly, passive rewilding’s con
sequences on biodiversity are nuanced, as agriculture abandonment can 
initially lead to landscape homogenisation and the decrease of biodi
versity associated with extensive agrarian landscapes before providing 
ecological gain (Queiroz et al., 2014; Uchida & Ushimaru, 2014). 
Spontaneous revegetation caused by passive rewilding can also consti
tutes new fuel, leading to increased fire hazard (Navarro-Rosales et al., 
2025; Plumanns-Pouton et al., 2025). The occurrence of these outcomes 
in traditional cultural landscapes can threaten local livelihoods and 
modify the landscape’s aesthetic (García-Ruiz et al., 2020), thereby 
impacting local people’s place attachment. Defined as a cognitive- 
emotional bond to a meaningful setting (Low & Altman, 1992), place 
attachment is particularly strong in marginal and threatened moun
tainous areas, where it can drive farmland persistence (Hinojosa et al., 
2016). Place attachment leads to a wide range of psychological bene
fits including a sense of belonging, connection to nature and positive 
emotions (Scannell & Gifford, 2017). The loss of place attachment due to 
rewilding processes can therefore impede these benefits and drive 
negative emotions amongst stakeholders. Secondly, when rewilding 
involves species reintroduction, human-wildlife conflicts can arise, 
mostly for populations directly impacted by the rewilding (Bavin et al., 
2020; Coz & Young, 2020). This type of conflict consists of interactions 
between humans and wildlife, with negative outcomes for both. For 
humans, these outcomes mostly comprise of damages to crops along 
with the threatening, injuring or killing of domestic animals and humans 
(König et al., 2020; Nyhus, 2016).

Nonetheless, multiple scholars have highlighted a heterogeneity of 
preferences towards rewilding. Preferences depend on the rewilding 
context, on respondent types and on the involvement of stakeholders 
within a rewilding scheme (Bauer et al., 2009; Grammatikopoulou et al., 
2012; Holmes et al., 2024; Mayhew et al., 2016; Quintas-Soriano et al., 
2022). Furthermore, a clear understanding of stakeholder’s views and 
knowledge can inform the design of rewilding strategies. While positive 
perceptions promote public support, negative perceptions can hinder 
the success of rewilding implementation (N. J. Bennett, 2016; Carver 
et al., 2025). To this end, there have been many studies which have 
analysed preferences towards rewilding in specific case-studies. These 
studies have assessed multiple facets of preferences, such as attitudes – a 
person’s evaluation of an object (e.g., a wildlife species) (Albarracín & 
Johnson, 2019), and perceptions, described as values assigned to 
different ecosystem services (Scholte et al., 2015). Other concepts often 
used to qualify how people relate to the environment include value 
orientations and personal values. Fulton et al. (1996) defines “value 
orientations” as being the first cognitive level that drives beliefs, atti
tudes and behaviours towards wildlife, while (Kellert, 1980 & 1993) 
typology of “relational values” highlights the underlying emotional, 
intellectual and physical reasons that humans can value nature for (Ross 
et al., 2018).

Previous research on rewilding perception has predominantly 
focused on perceptions associated with the active reintroduction of 
species or rewilding-induced landscape changes, with little attention 
given to perceptions of other potential post-abandonment trajectories. 
Studies regarding human-wildlife conflicts have tended to focus on 
perceptions of specific wildlife species rather than rewilding processes, 

have rarely considered agricultural abandonment, and have mostly been 
located in regions outside of Europe (e.g., Giovanna et al., 2010; 
Pascual-Rico et al., 2021). Previous reviews on landscape preferences 
have largely focused on how physical characteristics, socio-cultural 
context, aesthetic aspects (Van Zanten et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2021), 
and the ecological qualities (Lee, 2017) of a landscape can drive pref
erences. To date, there has not been a review considering public pref
erences around rewilding processes. Furthermore, it is unclear if existing 
case-studies on rewilding preferences are representative for all European 
regions that face agricultural abandonment. Therefore, this systematic 
literature review of public preferences on rewilding aims to i) synthesize 
current understandings and generic trends in social preferences for 
landscape management following agricultural abandonment, ii) high
light thematic and geographic gaps within the existing literature in re
gard to current abandonment, and iii) uncover potential solutions 
mentioned across the literature that can help to inform policies con
cerning post-agricultural abandonment and rewilding.

2. Methodology

2.1. Literature selection

The search string included sections on a) preferences and related 
terms, b) agricultural abandonment and possible management strate
gies, c) European countries, and d) an exclusion section to refine the 
search (including non-European countries, medical terms, and terms 
which tailored the search to studies concerning land-use and prefer
ences). The entire search string is available in Table A.1. The search was 
conducted within Web of Science and returned 1116 papers. These pa
pers were screened with the help of the Rayyan tool (Ouzzani et al., 
2016) using the following selection criteria: i) study was located in 
Europe, ii) focused on human preferences, iii) focused on rewilding and 
post-abandonment management processes, iv) focused on agricultural 
related landscapes. Additionally, if studies addressed wildlife reintro
duction, these studies had to have v) focused on preferences for both 
rewilding and wildlife impact (not just preferences and perceptions 
around the species being reintroduced) (Fig. 1, Fig. A.1). Only peer- 
reviewed articles published between 2000 and 2024 (inclusive) were 
considered in this review. Following the screening, snowball sampling 
was conducted. The final list of papers can be found in Table A.2).

2.2. Coding process and analysis

For the analysis, each case-study included one perception analysis. 
When a paper presented separate perception results based on different 
locations, these were treated as separate case-studies. Data was collected 
on four categories: i) general characteristics (year of publication, site’s 
location and size, rewilding timeline), ii) landscape context (land-use, 
rewilding or post-abandonment management, species involved), iii) 
study design (theory, respondents, perception and engagement 
methods), and iv) perceptions on rewilding (a three-part conceptual 
framework defined in the next section). Fig. 2 summarises the coding 
framework of the literature review. The categories and options of codes 
were developed through a semi-iterative coding process. A preliminary 
literature analysis helped define some initial codes, such as the codes in 
“management type” (defined in Table 1) and “land-use aimed” issued from 
Sandström et al. (2023). When relevant, the initial codes were modified 
or complemented as the literature analysis progressed. Next to formal 
coding of the results, we noted relevant descriptions to construct the 
narrative of the codes with detailed and additional information. The 
codes were recorded in a structured database.

All case-studies were analysed by the main author, with triangula
tion being conducted on a sample of articles by the second author for 
data validation (i.e. authors compared results to ensure similar codes 
options were used to describe and analyse the case-studies). For each 
category used in the coding, an occurrence rate (i.e., the percentage of 
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total case-studies which that code occurred in) was calculated. In the 
perception results, categorisation was often done based on author’s 
judgement as categories used were often not mentioned or used 
explicitly in the case-studies, but rather implicitly. This allowed us to 
map the highly heterogeneous literature onto one common framework, 
and to summarize which aspects of that common framework were 
addressed in each study. These perception results were analysed sepa
rately per management type to allow for comparison. As many case- 
studies involved more than one management type, when relevant, pro
portional allocation was used to avoid over-representing the results of 

certain case-studies. For example, if one study involved active rewilding, 
passive rewilding and afforestation as a combined management within a 
single area, the result (e.g., on satisfaction with the outcomes) was 
proportionally allocated to each management type (here 1/3 as there are 
3 management types).

Due to the wide ranges of terminology existing in the literature, 
specific terms for rewilding and other management types and their 
definitions were established for consistent use within the review 
(Table 1). Three rewilding types were delineated: “active rewilding”, 
“passive rewilding” and “proforestation”. Many papers included other 

Fig. 1. Prisma protocol for the literature selection process.

Fig. 2. Coding framework. The large arrows represent the influences of the study design and the rewilding context on perceptions.

Table 1 
Post-abandonment management types and their definitions.

Category Management 
types

Definition Citations

Rewilding Active rewilding Species reintroduction (keystones species, functional mega-fauna…) to restore 
ecosystem processes and functioning, often qualified as trophic rewilding.

(Sandom et al., 2012); (Svenning et al., 
2016);(Nogués-Bravo et al., 2016); (Prior & 
Ward, 2016)

Passive rewilding Passive management (spontaneous regrowth, natural revegetation) of ecological 
succession with the goal of restoring natural ecosystem processes and reducing 
human control of landscapes. Spontaneous reappearance of associated wildlife is 
considered as a symptom of passive rewilding.

(Navarro & Pereira, 2012); (du Toit & 
Pettorelli, 2019); (Perino et al., 2019); (
Götmark, 2013)

Proforestation Practice of letting existing forests grow towards their full ecological potential (Moomaw et al., 2019)
Restoration Ecological 

restoration
Active process to assist the recovery of degraded ecosystems, to improve services 
provided & reflect values regarded as inherent to the ecosystem. This can include 
afforestation with the goal of creating natural habitat.

(Shen et al., 2023); (Fischer et al., 2021); (
Aasetre et al., 2022)

Production-oriented 
management

Afforestation 
& forestry

Practice of planting trees on land to grow a crop of trees. This can be used for 
restoration of production forests and/or agroecosystems.

(Grebner et al., 2022); (Alba-Patiño et al., 
2021)

Traditional 
management

Management based on historical evidence (e.g., traditional grazing), seeking to 
produce or maintain conditions that existed before modern agriculture & forestry 
converted the landscapes.

(Götmark, 2013); (Sucholas et al., 2022)
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post-abandonment management types. While these were not directly 
presented as rewilding, several other trajectories following abandon
ment were frequently mentioned and compared to rewilding trajec
tories. Hence, “ecological restoration” along with two production- 
oriented managements (“afforestation and forestry”, “traditional man
agement”) were added to the review.

2.3. Conceptual framework

A conceptual framework was used to guide the coding process of 
preferences toward rewilding. The framework consisted of three sec
tions (see Fig. 2).

The first section focussed on underlying preferences for landscapes. 
We delineate and record here preferences for landscape compositions (e. 
g., are open mosaic landscapes or wilder and forested landscapes 
preferred), management outcomes (e.g., are preferred outcomes related 
to conservation or related to economic development within the land
scape), and management types (e.g., is active rewilding, passive 
rewilding or traditional management preferred). To complement the 
assessment, the perceived importance of each management type was 
recorded (i.e., in a case-study on passive rewilding, 30% of respondents 
could consider passive rewilding an important process to take place 
despite preferring afforestation). As the body of literature relied on 
many different frames and methods, we used a broad definition of 
perceived importance. It was defined as the agreement of respondents’ 
statements such as: “there is a need to rewild or manage the landscape” 
(also including the need to reintroduce a species), “there are negative 
contributions without the management, or positive with”, or through 
high ‘Willingness-to-pay or accept’ the management. Recording the 
perceived importance of different management types allowed us to 
encompass and rank preferences for management options despite the 
high heterogeneity by which the literature studied management 
preferences.

To complement the underlying preferences, the second section of the 
conceptual framework recorded satisfaction with the implementation of 
rewilding or other management types. It also included dissatisfaction 
factors and general attitudes towards wildlife. These could consist of 
post-implementation observations (e.g., negative views on crop dam
age), and anticipated risks and challenges (e.g., fear for safety) which led 
to opposition towards the management types. Respondent types were 
also recorded to uncover any links between expressed satisfaction and 
specific stakeholders. Finally, any factors which increased acceptability 
were also gathered. These could include potential solutions to alleviate 
conflict and/or increase the success of post-abandonment rewilding.

The third section of the conceptual framework considers which 
psychological factors that could shape preferences towards management 
types were assessed within the studies. This section is inspired by the 
tripartite theory of attitudes (TTA) (Zanna & Rempel, 1988) and the 
theory of planned behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991). The TTA proposes 
that an attitude consists of cognitive, affective and behavioural com
ponents. The cognitive component relates to the properties which a 
person ascribes to a psychological object, here the outcomes of land
scape management, and how desirable they feel those properties (out
comes) are. The affective component consists of the emotions invoked 
by the object − in our case by aspects of the landscape management 
itself (e.g., fear of large carnivores with active rewilding). The behav
ioural component relates to how a person’s previous experiences and 
interactions with the object (management) informs their attitude to
wards it. Meanwhile, the TPB proposes that a person’s intention to 
engage in a behaviour is a result of their attitude, any subjective norms 
experienced in relation to that behaviour, and their beliefs on the suit
ability or difficulty of performing this behaviour (a.k.a., control beliefs). 
In this review, we focus on how subjective norms and control beliefs 
influence respondents’ attitudes rather than behaviours. We consider 
subjective norms as any form of social pressure (such as the influence of 
media), and control beliefs as respondents’ beliefs about the suitability 

of a landscape management option, on the capacity of the actors or 
institution in charge of the landscape management and/or on how much 
influence the respondent feels they have on decision-making.

2.4. Mapping of agricultural abandonment

One aim of this review is to assess if studies on rewilding preferences 
are representative for areas of high agricultural abandonment across 
Europe. To do this, we developed a map of agricultural abandonment 
hotspots, combining data on both existing and projected agricultural 
abandonment. While these data have their own limitations and un
certainties, it is assumed that agricultural abandonment is more likely to 
be found in locations that are indicated by multiple data sources. 
Existing abandonment was found using farm fallow frequency between 
2001–2012 (Estel et al., 2015) and both the absolute and relative agri
cultural abandonment between 2000–2018 from Corine land-cover 
raster. Projected abandonment was developed combining the aban
donment risk in 2030 (Perpiña Castillo et al., 2021) with two scenarios 
of abandonment in 2040 by van der Zanden et al. (2017). The raster 
datasets were converted to a binary scale to highlight areas of medium to 
high abandonment only. They were then combined using weighted 
factors to minimize the disproportionate influence of any single dataset. 
The full methodology of the mapping and data sources can be found in 
Appendix 1.2 (Table A.2). Coordinates of each case-study were recorded 
during the literature analysis and plotted on our map of existing and 
projected agricultural abandonment.

3. Results

3.1. Literature overview

We found an uneven distribution of case-studies across Europe. The 
85 case-studies (in 80 papers) we reviewed were located in a total of 21 
countries across Europe. The UK and Spain contained the largest number 
of case-studies (17–18% each). Eastern Europe was largely under- 
represented with only 9% of the case-studies (in Poland, Romania, 
Hungary and Bulgaria). Meanwhile, hotspots of high agricultural 
abandonment were predominantly found in Northern UK, throughout 
Spain and the Pyrenees, the Alps, the Baltics and the Carpathians, with 
case-studies often coinciding with these areas, notably Spain, northern 
UK and the Alps (the latter including many regional/national scales 
studies). However, a gap with an under-representation of perception 
studies in the abandonment hotspots of the Carpathians and the Baltics 
can be observed (Fig. 3).

Case-studies varied in their rewilding context (the overview and data 
can be found in Table A.3). Approximately 38% of the cases investigated 
“potential rewilding/management”. These consisted of large-scale per
ceptions studies (usually national-scale surveys) to investigate land
scape or management outcome preferences in abandoned areas. They 
could also be more localised studies that investigated preferences on 
different possible management scenarios for the area in a general sense 
(e.g., in all forested areas of a country), without representing an already 
planned intervention. The “real case studies” focused on defined regions 
and involved local people, either prior to the implementation of a 
planned rewilding scheme, or in regions already experiencing rewilding. 
Approximately one third of the literature focused on case-studies which 
combined and compared preferences across multiple potential man
agement options (e.g., active and passive rewilding with ecological resto
ration in Dolton-Thornton (2021)). Within the reviewed papers, the most 
frequent management options were active and passive rewilding, while 
proforestation was the least researched (found in 5 studies). Most case- 
studies were situated in mosaic landscapes (44%), followed by wet
lands (21%), and forests (9%) (mostly classified as combined-objective 
forestry). Fewer case-studies were situated in permanent crop systems 
(e.g., Mediterranean olive groves) and low- to medium-intensity grass
lands. Specific animal species were also mentioned, either as targeted 
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species in active rewilding (mostly Lynx, Beavers, Bisons and Wolves), as 
domesticated grazing species in passive rewilding and traditional man
agement (mostly Sheep, Goats and Cattle) or in some rarer cases, as 
contributing species (wild animals spontaneously present and influ
encing the landscape or management). The conceptualisation of 
rewilding was also different across the case-studies. It was only referred 
to explicitly in 40% of the reviewed articles and was otherwise implicit 
with related terms such as “abandonment”, “reintroduction”, “restora
tion” or “landscape change”.

Studies often used a combination of data collection methods 
(Table A.3). Questionnaires were the most frequently used data collec
tion method and tended to use a combination of open questions with 
Likert-scale rankings, or consisted of a choice experiment, sometimes 
associated with a contingent valuation exercise. Two thirds of the case- 
studies included over 50 respondents, with more than 1000 respondents 
in only 11% of the cases (mostly in national-scale surveys). The majority 
of respondents were local inhabitants, landowners or farmers. In addi
tion, both “project-based” stakeholders (e.g., experts, public agents and 
foresters), and external views (tourist, students, general public) were 
involved in practically all case-studies that included different types of 
respondents. Concerning theories, only 35% of the case-studies relied on 
an explicit theoretical framework, with the most cited concepts being 
“value orientations” from Fulton et al. (1996) and the “nine dimensions 
of attitudes towards wildlife” from Kellert (1980, 1993).

3.2. Preference analysis

Landscape composition and management outcome preferences.
Landscapes which stimulate cultural or economic benefits, such as 

supporting agricultural livelihoods or a sense of identity, were most 
often preferred. Respondents also tended to favour traditional, that is to 
say, historical, open and “ordered and clean” landscapes (Table 2). The 
most commonly preferred outcomes of landscape management were 
outcomes which would improve local economies and tourism, education 

and people’s well-being. Oftentimes, multiple types of preferences were 
mentioned per case-study, as these were raised by different respondents. 
Preferences for outcomes related to biodiversity conservation and for 
promoting wilderness were similar in their frequency (mentioned in 

Fig. 3. Agricultural abandonment hotspot map with location of data collection sites of the case-studies. The agricultural abandonment hotspots were determined by 
combining data on both projected and existing abandonment. Map lines delineate study areas and do not necessarily depict accepted national boundaries.

Table 2 
Preferences for outcomes of landscape management. Preferences are not 
mutually exclusive and multiple could be mentioned by the same respondents.

Preference for the 
landscape

% of case- 
studies

Main characteristics preferred % of case- 
studies

Benefits for 
individuals and the 
region

74% Promoting economy and 
tourism, including: 
• Food production

50% 
28%

Education and well-being 
opportunities, including:

50%

• Stimulate a sense of place 
and identity

• Experience of nature for 
current and future 
generations

21% 
7%

Traditional uses of the 
land

54% Open landscapes 22%
Maintenance of historical 
heritage

32%

Landscape that looks ordered 
and clean

15%

Conservation of 
biodiversity

42% Land quality and biodiversity 
habitat

8%

Protection of native species 5%
Promote wilderness 38% Presence of wildlife or 

specific animal species
12%

Natural regulation & species 
control 
Rights for wildlife to live 
there

7% 
6%

Other preferences 42% Landscape aesthetics 
Climate mitigation 
Resources provision

27% 
15% 
7%
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42% of case studies vs. 38%, respectively). While preferences for wil
derness were linked with a desire for a landscape without human 
impact, preferences for biodiversity conservation were linked to a desire 
to protect nature within a landscape without wanting or mentioning the 
removal of human influence. Promoting wilderness was associated with 
the desire for specific animal species and for natural regulation of 
ecosystems.

These preferences for landscape management outcomes were clearly 
linked with preferences for specific management types. Fig. 4 shows 
which management option was preferred by respondents for each 
context, i.e., the management type studied in the case-study, along with 
the perceived importance of each management type. In line with the 
strong preferences seen for cultural benefits, traditional land use and 
other services such as food production and landscape aesthetics, tradi
tional management was the most preferred landscape management option 
amongst respondents overall. This preference occurred both in cases 
focused on traditional management and on other management types. This 
was true in half of the case-studies which focused on passive rewilding, 
with passive rewilding being the most preferred option in only 7% of these 
case-studies. The perceived importance of both passive rewilding and 
traditional management was very rarely assessed. When it was, residents 
tended to find traditional management to be important (e.g., Kovács et al., 
2021; Loth & Newton, 2018; Mikołajczak et al., 2022; Pérez-Barbería & 
Gordon, 2023) and passive rewilding to be unimportant (e.g., (Getzner 
et al., 2016; Granado-Díaz et al., 2022; Höchtl et al., 2005; Sayadi et al., 
2009). Ecological restoration and active rewilding were the second and 
third most preferred management types respectively and the most often 
perceived as important by respondents. Preference for active rewilding 
related to a desire to promote wilderness while ecological restoration was 
most often associated with a desire for biodiversity conservation. Active 
rewilding was the management type whose perceived importance was the 

most studied in the literature.
People and reasons behind preferences.
To investigate what drove dislike for each management option, 

factors of dissatisfaction were recorded and gathered in Table 3. Aligned 
with the strong preferences for traditional land uses and management, 
traditional management had low occurrences of dissatisfaction factors 
(Fig. 5). Respondents were mostly concerned about how management 
types would impact the physical attributes of landscapes and local 
economies. These two concerns were linked, as land-use impacts can 
alter production means. This trend was observable in passive rewilding, 
which recorded the largest share of landscape impacts discontent, 
mostly associated with consequences of abandonment. Respondents 
often perceived the landscapes to become homogenous, less accessible 
and unsafe with increased fire risk due to shrub encroachment. Spon
taneous revegetation was also associated with strong consequences on 
agriculture production (e.g., reduced grazing space). Landscape impacts 
and subsequent economy concerns were also high in active rewilding. The 
presence of wildlife was often seen negatively, with large carnivores the 
least desired, due to their impact on other wild and domesticated animal 
species (i.e., killing and/or competing with) or humans. Nonetheless, 
there was variability amongst species, with the lynx often being 
preferred over the wolf (e.g., Wilson & Campera, 2024) and accept
ability for bison reported to increase after reintroduction, as fear of the 
species lowered (e.g., Balčiauskas et al., 2017). Administrative and 
procedural concerns were mentioned in active rewilding and ecological 
restoration, due to the “active” and human-driven nature of their pro
cesses. Overall, rewilding types (excluding proforestation, present in too 
little case-studies) were much more associated with dissatisfaction than 
ecological restoration and production-oriented management types.

Linking respondent types to particular preferences was often not 
possible due to missing information in more than a third of the case- 

Fig. 4. Preferred management option for each management type studied (a) and perceived importance of each management type (b). Results were proportionally 
allocated to account for studies that used multiple management types. For each management type, the number of case-studies in which it was present and the 
proportional allocation (n) are indicated. In (a), management type refers to the management studied in the case-studies while preferred management option refers to 
the management which respondents preferred for their area. Black outlines highlight the % of case-studies where the preferred management option matches the 
management type studied. In (b) perceived importance refers to the share of respondents in each case-study that found the management type important.
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studies. Nonetheless, in active rewilding, opponents tended to be farmers, 
older and retired people (typically over 60 years old), local inhabitants 
and hunters (12 occurrences in total). Active rewilding proponents tended 
to be scientists and experts along with highly educated people, most 
notably in social sciences (7 occurrences). Likewise, passive rewilding was 

mostly opposed by local inhabitants, farmers and older people (29 oc
currences in total), along with less frequent mentions of scientists and 
experts, male respondents and tourists. In turn, lower occurrences of 
tourists, scientists and younger respondents reportedly appreciated 
passive rewilding (12 occurrences in total). Older and rural respondents, 
the most commonly occurring stakeholder group within the literature, 
were most often negative towards rewilding, and most often preferred 
traditional management. Preferences amongst tourists and the general 
public tended to be more varied and included preferences for both forest 
and traditional open landscapes, such as in the Alpine regions (Stange 
et al., 2022). For the other management types, almost no mentions of 
stakeholder types were available, apart from ecological restoration which 
was stated to be preferred by local inhabitants in 4 occurrences.

Psychological factors assessed.
In the reviewed case-studies, the most studied psychological factor 

explaining respondent perceptions was the cognitive component (in 
95% of the case-studies). The believed outcomes were often related to 
underlying preferences for particular outcomes of landscape manage
ment, specifically preferences for wilderness and biodiversity conser
vation. Those in favour of rewilding tended to place higher importance 
on the intrinsic value of nature and expected rewilding to benefit 
biodiversity. Meanwhile, opponents to rewilding usually believed that 
rewilding would be harmful to biodiversity and to traditional land-use.

The other psychological factors were less studied in comparison. 
Control beliefs were mentioned in 45% of the case studies. Control be
liefs were mostly found to be an influence for those who had negative 
attitudes towards rewilding, especially visible in personal views and 
administrative-related discontent. Respondents, particularly older and 
farming communities tended to consider rewilding unsuitable for their 
area and often cited mistrust in the capabilities of responsible organi
zations or in the administrative process. 42% of the case-studies 
explored the role of emotions (i.e., the affective component) invoked 
in relation to management types or changes to the landscape. Pro
ponents of rewilding were usually found to express feelings of excite
ment at the prospect of having a ‘wilder’ landscape or would express 
feeling a moral duty to protect or enrich nature. Opponents often 
expressed feelings of loss around the disappearance of traditional land 
uses and ways of life, or feelings of fear concerning large carnivores. 
Personal experiences and interactions with given management types (i. 
e., the behavioural component) and influences related to subjective 
norms were more rarely examined (29% and 21% of case-studies 
respectively).

Factors of acceptability.
Certain case-studies reported factors that promoted the acceptability 

of respondents towards rewilding projects, Scholte et al. (2016) notably 
mentioned that different stakeholders may need different information, 
and targeted approaches can be necessary to raise awareness and 
acceptance on a specific landscape management. In the review, low 
acceptability was not always due to negative perceptions of animals per 
se and sometimes sprouted from concerns for animal welfare (i.e., risk of 
them being harmed or shot) (Hawkins et al., 2020; Schaal-Lagodzinski 
et al., 2024). Policy measures and financial support were seen as 
drivers of change and attitudes by about a fourth of the case-studies. 
Rewilding subsidies were reported to increase willingness to partici
pate in rewilding schemes, and acceptability could be lower if it meant 
losing farming subsidies. Collaborative aspects of successful rewilding 
projects were reportedly crucial to overcome feelings of distrust and 
injustice. Collaboration allows for bringing up the perceptions from 
other stakeholders who may oppose the views of farming and land- 
owner lobbies (Hawkins et al., 2020). As such, communication, trust 
building and the integration of stakeholder views into rewilding plans 
were often mentioned (Daugstad et al., 2014; Frei et al., 2020) and could 
be assisted by human support such as NGOs (Jacqmarcq et al., 2024; 
Petursdottir et al., 2017).

Table 3 
Factors of dissatisfaction associated with different managements found in the 
reviewed literature.

Category Dissatisfaction factor Description

Personal views Personal negative 
view

Negative view on the management 
outcomes because of personal 
values (i.e. dislike for the animals)

Not best-suited option Stakeholders believe other 
management strategies would be 
more suited for the landscape

Lack of knowledge Lack of knowledge on species/ 
ecosystem and associated benefits

Unattained objectives Perception that the management 
did not reach the rewilding or 
restoration objectives

Aesthetics & 
accessibility

Negative views on the aesthetics 
and accessibility of the resulting 
landscape

Safety concerns Perception that the management 
may cause unsafety for humans (e. 
g. wildlife harming children)

Controversy of the 
term

Perception that the term is too 
unpopular to use and creates 
controversy which disserves the 
process

Production & 
economy

Economic interests Perception that the management 
brings economic disadvantage or 
loss of productive land

Impact on activities Perception that the management 
has undesirable effect on land use 
and/or human activities

Impact on food 
production

Perception that the management 
has undesirable effect on food 
production

Administrative & 
procedure

Administrative & 
collaboration 
experience

Negative experiences with 
administrative bodies and 
processes, often involving lack of 
trust

Conflict-of-interest The management leads to a 
change in the landscape with 
conflict-of-interest arising

Administrative 
Procedure

Negative view on administrative 
procedure (top-down decision- 
making…)

Cost of 
implementation

Negative view on the cost required 
or perception of it as barrier for 
conducing management

Impact on workload Perception that the management 
procedures or outputs will lead to 
increased workload

Impacts on 
landscape

Not desired landscape The management does not lead to 
a desired ecosystem or loss of 
iconic landscape elements

Presence of wild 
animals

Negative view of presence of wild 
animals and making space for 
them

Impact on other 
species

Perception that rewilding has 
undesirable effect on some species

Loss of biodiversity Perception that the management 
leads to loss of biodiversity 
(landscape homogenization)

Increased natural 
hazards

Perception that the management 
leads to increased natural hazards 
such as forest fire

Restoration Procedure Negative view on conduction of 
restoration procedure (use of 
machinery…)

Unforeseen risks Negative views on possible 
unforeseen risks such as 
uncontrollable animal population.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Variability of literature on rewilding perceptions

As post-abandonment trajectories often show varied developments, 
in some instances co-occurring or contrasting, we included next to 
rewilding ecological restoration, traditional management and afforestation. 
From the 80 papers analysed, we found that the academic literature on 
rewilding perceptions in Europe is heterogenous both in conceptual 
framing and methodological approaches. We found a research gap in 
terms of where preferences for post-abandonment management options 
have been studied. Notably, the abandonment hotspots of the Carpa
thians and Baltics regions are under-represented. This gap may be 
explained by the relatively late appearance of agricultural abandonment 
in post-Soviet countries, as compared to other regions in Europe. Due to 
the absence of centralised economies and consequent competition be
tween urban and rural areas during the socialist period, abandonment in 
the Carpathians started in the 1990 s, 20 to 30 years later than in the 
Alps (Savulescu et al., 2019). Adding to this gap, certain study types 
were more predominant in specific regions, such as perceptions on 
beaver reintroduction in northern UK or landscape preference studies in 
the Alps.

The body of literature represents a wide range of methodological and 
theoretical approaches, including preferences on different landscapes 
and managements’ aspects (ecosystem services, processes, outcomes, 
etc.). On one hand, trophic rewilding literature tended to use clear 
frames and to precisely define the rewilding process being considered. 
Meanwhile, landscape preferences studies often did not explicitly state 
the underlying management or rewilding implications (i.e., the way in 
which the landscape would be achieved or shaped). As such, it was often 
needed to assume the links between preferences on landscapes and 
preferences on management. For instance, we considered perceptions on 
abandonment outcomes to be preferences on passive rewilding. The links 
were not always clear, such as preferences for mature forests over 
transitional forests, which could imply preference for afforestation 
instead of passive rewilding (i.e., planting a forest with trees reaching 
maturity faster instead of having transitional vegetation growing spon
taneously). Furthermore, the different processes relating to rewilding: 
species reintroduction, spontaneous revegetation, reappearance of 
wildlife, etc., were not studied together under one encompassing um
brella concept of rewilding, but rather independently and often without 
an explicit mention of the concept of rewilding.

Additionally, the distinction between rewilding and other manage
ment processes was not always clear. Rewilding and restoration are 
concepts that are, in academia, described in different ways (Deary & 
Warren, 2017; Jørgensen, 2015; Lorimer et al., 2015; Prior & Ward, 
2016). In some cases, the term “restoration” was used to describe 
rewilding processes (Decker et al., 2010; Mayhew et al., 2016), and in 
others rewilding was seen as an opportunity to “restore” ecological 
processes (Loth & Newton, 2018). While the distinction between 
restoration and rewilding often relied on the degree and nature of 
human influence involved in each, it could also relate to the ecosystem 
at stake and the historical baseline which the process aimed to achieve 
(Jacqmarcq et al., 2024). While forests were often “rewilded” (either 

through passive rewilding or proforestation), wetlands were “restored” 
to their pre-agricultural state (Aggestam, 2014; Scholte et al., 2016). 
Nonetheless, the temporal aspect of rewilding and restoration (i.e., to 
which state do we wish the landscape to return to) was not often high
lighted in the review, notably due to the fact that European rewilding is 
rather future-oriented, as opposed to the North-American focus on 
reaching a pre-human state of nature (Holmes et al., 2020). The di
chotomy of rewilding/restoration vs production-oriented management 
was also nuanced. Traditional management could be framed as a resto
ration strategy to get back lost biodiversity and ecosystems, specifically 
in rare and endangered permanent crop systems (Vrahnakis et al., 2021) 
or with traditional grazing systems. Traditional grazing systems have 
been found to deliver ecological functions comparable with rewilded 
systems with wild, large herbivores (Valdés-Correcher et al., 2018), 
despite differences in effect on plant communities and conservation 
implications (Cromsigt et al., 2018). Hence, the nuance in what con
stitutes rewilding or positive contribution to nature was another source 
of variability in the literature and in resultant perceptions.

4.2. Rewilding acceptability and possible solutions

The main results from the review focused on perceptions relating to 
active and passive rewilding. The overarching narrative found was that 
respondents, usually older residents or farmers perceived rewilding 
negatively. These respondents often preferred traditional uses of the 
landscapes, associated with specific livelihoods, aesthetics and nature 
compositions which rewilding was perceived to endanger. Passive 
rewilding was specifically often associated with increased natural haz
ard, mostly wildfire risk, as also seen in wildfire management literature 
(Lecina-Diaz et al., 2023). Reasons for opposition to active rewilding 
mainly consisted of fear of certain wildlife species, impacts on agricul
tural production, and personal safety. Meanwhile, passive rewilding was 
mostly viewed as the opposite of traditional land use, often presented as 
two non-conciliable states of the landscape: either abandoned or main
tained. As the wilderness concept can be controversial to stakeholders, 
some studies reported to purposefully remove it from surveys to study 
process-related preferences and avoid negative perceptions related to 
the term (Bauer et al., 2009). In many instances, farmers and rural re
spondents raised a feeling of injustice towards rewilding and mistrust in 
the authorities responsible for the rewilding process. They often 
perceived that wildlife and wilderness were prioritised over already 
marginalised humans (e.g., Bavin et al., 2023; Dolton-Thornton, 2021). 
Perceptions of rewilding also seemed to relate to human-nature re
lationships. Rural and older respondents often expressed utilitarian 
values for nature and wildlife (Bauer et al., 2009) and more domination 
value orientations (Hermann et al., 2013). Such values were usually 
linked with a preference for a maintained, and “clean” landscape where 
nature was managed by humans. Older respondents also often expressed 
an attachment to the landscape they grew up in, and that younger 
generations, tourists or newcomers did not have experience with nor 
sentimental attachment to the landscape (Dossche et al., 2016; Liu et al., 
2023; Pecher et al., 2018). Known as aging in a place, this pattern un
derlines how living in familiar environment allows aging people to 
maintain independent living and a sense of self-reliance (Pani-Harreman 

Fig. 5. Dissatisfaction factors occurrences and proportion in each management type.
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et al., 2021).
These underlying characteristics of older and farmer respondents 

may explain why their views were more homogenous than other 
respondent types. For the other stakeholder categories, variability could 
be due to contextual and cultural differences. Some case-studies used 
data from multiple regions and countries, along with both rural and 
urban respondents (Decker et al., 2010; Schirpke et al., 2016; Van Berkel 
& Verburg, 2014). In some instances, it was clear that tourists and 
younger generations tended to prefer forested landscapes over tradi
tional ones. This could be due to a lack of naturalness in their own living 
environment, as urbanization has been found to predict natural land
scape preferences (Xu et al., 2020). Positive views on rewilding could 
relate to preferences for what are perceived as more ‘natural’ manage
ment methods – a common reason of criticism towards ecological resto
ration, which tends to rely on heavy machinery. The ‘naturalness’ of 
active rewilding also appeared to be a factor in preferences. In some cases, 
respondents reported higher agreement for the natural colonization of 
wildlife rather than their active reintroduction by humans (Lopes-Fer
nandes & Frazão-Moreira, 2017; Lüchtrath & Schraml, 2015; Soliva & 
Hunziker, 2009). This indicates a potential contradiction between a 
preference for the passive return of animals, while the emergence of 
transitional forest with passive rewilding allowing these species to 
migrate was not preferred. For most respondents, human influence over 
the landscape was a pivotal point in shaping preferences, and biodi
versity conservation a common ground of desired outcomes.

Timeline is an important consideration for these studies. Attitudes 
are not static and can evolve, especially in dynamic processes such as 
rewilding. This phenomenon operates across scales: during a single 
person’s life and across generations. An example of the later is the 
shifting baseline syndrome, which highlights how perceptions of healthy 
natural states degrades with newer generations but where view of past 
environmental baselines can also be distorted (Jönsson et al., 2021; 
Alleway et al., 2023). While many of the reviewed studies focused on 
potential landscape trajectories, the ones which focused on existing 
rewilding projects were often completed at the beginning of the project. 
Few studies have addressed perceptions after prolonged experience with 
rewilding. A long-term perspective on attitudes is particularly relevant 
as rewilding outcomes can take decades to unfold and can involve a high 
degree of uncertainty. This timeline is either the time needed for a 
species population to impact the ecosystem’s trophic complexity or the 
one for a forest to reach a strong ecological potential with high bio
logical richness (García-Ruiz et al., 2020; Svenning et al., 2016). Per
ceptions can also be impacted by additional information, by learning 
and by experiences (Van der Wal et al., 2014), as has been seen with the 
increased acceptability for bison following reintroduction (e.g., 
Balčiauskas et al., 2017). This is particularly important given the vari
ability of rewilding’s outputs, which for example can fuel wildfires or 
control the fire regime depending on the specific rewilding measure 
(Plumanns-Pouton et al., 2025). Additional studies in later-stages of 
rewilding processes would be beneficial to provide insight on the way 
perceptions can evolve and the associated influence of different 
rewilding types. Furthermore, the influence between perceptions and 
rewilding processes is double-sided. Preferences are both outcomes and 
drivers of rewilding, by existing in reaction to a rewilding measure and 
by facilitating or inhibiting its implementation. Because of the timeline 
of study designs, the feedback of perceptions on rewilding schemes was 
often missing in the reviewed case-studies. As proposed by Carpio et al. 
(2025), monitoring the evolution and impact of human perceptions 
during rewilding processes would be beneficial. Other emerging trends 
integrate attitudes as dynamic influences on rewilding as a socio- 
ecological process, such as in Sakurai et al. (2024) who developed a 
causal loop system model between public support and active rewilding 
measures in Japan.

When considering the implementation of rewilding projects, factors 
of acceptability should be considered. Guidelines for rewilding devel
oped using the Rewilding Theory of Change from Hawkins et al. (2024)

emphasise the need for thorough contextual assessment of both 
ecological and social factors within project areas. In these guidelines, 
rewilding practitioners are encouraged to opt for interventions that are 
more socially feasible and which better balance both local socio-cultural 
and ecological aims over interventions that they themselves may feel are 
preferable. This review finds that preferences for landscape composi
tions and management approaches, specifically in opponents of 
rewilding, are more often driven by desires for social well-being, cul
tural heritage, economic security, and landscape aesthetics than by de
sires for conservation or restoration of biodiversity. Thus, rewilding 
strategies that fail to recognise and balance these socio-cultural aims of 
local stakeholders alongside aims related to biodiversity will be more 
likely to encounter social resistance. To promote the successful, context- 
specific and fair re-naturalisation of landscapes, practitioners should 
focus on awareness building and be attentive to stakeholder types. With 
varying contexts and issues, different rewilding options can be fitted and 
could resolve conflicts. In fire-prone regions for example, while passive 
rewilding can increase fire risk, active rewilding has been shown to miti
gate it (Plumanns-Pouton et al., 2025). Meanwhile, different rewilding 
effort and subsequent wildlife can bring about new leisure and provi
sioning services and opportunities such as tourism, wildlife watching or 
hunting in certain cases (Auster et al., 2020; Gren et al., 2024; Thulin 
et al., 2015). Policy measures and financial support are also strong 
drivers of acceptability, and additional financing could be considered for 
farmers and landowners to compensate the loss of farming subsidies. 
Providing additional resources and strengthening collaborative aspects 
could help reduce the top-down nature of many projects and reduce 
conflict risk on the long term. As wilderness occurrence increases, the 
management and population control of species can create new conflict 
where strong governance is a key limiting factor (Bennett et al., 2022). 
These aspects could consequently lower feeling of distrust and injustice 
while ensuring the measures are relevant to the area.
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