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Abstract | In recent years, the integration of the landscape approach with other approaches 
has attracted wide attention for its holistic view and new paradigms redefining the relation of 
man and environment. Yet there is no consensus over precise definitions for the landscape, 
and landscape approach to reflect their essence. The extensive theoretical literature on 
landscape definitions has caused ambiguities in understanding these terms and concept and 
made its application difficult. The purpose of this study is to explore the nature and different 
dimensions of the landscape approach by developing a conceptual model.
Based on the findings of this study, from theoretical perspective, landscape is an objective 
phenomenon, and objective-subjective whole, or a temporal-spatial phenomenon born 
through the interactions between nature and culture, and hence a complex system. Also, from 
a practical view point, it is the landscape approach that deals with a holistic view and the applied 
aspect of theoretical concepts. The systematic review of previous research shows that, this 
approach is based on three components: conceptual nature, principles and characteristics, and 
management processes. Its nature is composed of physical-semantic aspects and presents an 
interpretation of the conceptual framework of landscape in the human-environmental system. 
The principles and characteristics that emerge from this nature are holistic, multifunctional, 
multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, participatory, dynamic (ecological-social), complex, 
place-based, and can involve multiple stakeholders. Also, integrated, adaptive, participatory, 
contextual, and resilient dimensions are the main features of the landscape approach at the 
management level, which lead to the guidelines for their applications through two processes: 
planning policy-making and decision-implementation. This approach is evaluated through 
monitoring and controlling and evolves into a cyclical and progressive process to expand.

Keywords | Landscape concept review, Landscape approach, Landscape approach conceptual 
model, Theoretical perspective, Operational level.
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Introduction| Climate change, poverty, food security, 
inequality, and biodiversity loss are some of the most 
important challenges facing the contemporary world. 
The proposed solutions to these problems are mainly 
one-dimensional and do not address multilateral 
problems. However, today, the need of the international 
community to address integrated solutions through 
a comprehensive approach is  apparent. So far, a wide 
range of sciences and disciplines have tried to create 
coordinated and comprehensive management. The 
landscape approach as one of these paradigms seeks 
to achieve sustainable development in areas such as 
nature protection, biodiversity conservation, integrated 
natural resource management, land use planning, 
ecosystems restoration, and climate change mitigations 
(Arts et al., 2017; Chia & Sufo, 2016), cultural heritage 
protection and urban management (Van Oers, 2015). 
Many scientific disciplines such as ecology, geography, 
economics, sociology, environmental sciences, planning, 
and management are interrelated with this approach. Yet, 
its wide applications, the definitions, terms, and tools for 
using this approach are still not fully adressed. Therefor 
a conceivable example of its implementation has rarely 
been identified; and its application in reality has been 
regarded challenging (Reed, Deakin & Sunderland, 
2015; Reed, Van Vianen, Deakin, Barlow & Sunderland, 
2016; Reed, Van Vianen, Barlow& Sunderland, 2017). 
Today, the landscape approach has been interpreted from 
different perspectives. However, some interpretations 
are in contrast with the basic concepts and components 
of landscape definitions. This study attempts to 
examine the concept of the landscape approach. For this 
purpose, the review focuses on the nature and different 
dimensions of this approach; investigates through a 
conceptual framework and scrutinizes implementation 

measures and instructions in the real world. This study 
attempts to answer the following questions: 1) What 
is the landscape approach in its essence and how is it 
different from the landscape concept? 2) What are the 
principles and characteristics of this approach and how 
its implementation processes are realized?

Materials and methods
This research employs a systematic analytical method to 
review the litearture. The main purpose is to understand 
the nature of the landscape approach through landscape 
concepts. Therefore, at first, the literature review was 
undertaken using vocabulary, terms, definitions and 
features in various sciences. The term Approach means 
to turn, to turn to something or someone, to take a 
position, to orient oneself towards a specific subject. It is 
a process that identifies the necessary steps in strategic 
and tactical decisions to achieve the goals of a system or 
field of knowledge (Weatherall, 1968). Like perspective, 
it specifies the angle of view of a phenomenon 
(Malekian, 2001)1 and is characterized as a process-
oriented phenomenon with a direction, perspective, and 
positioning. In examining the evolution and description 
of paradigms and schools of strategic planning, different 
theories are classified according to a set of principles in 
the form of different schools, then schools are classified 
in the form of approaches (Mintzberg, Lampel & 
Ahlstrand, 2018) (Fig. 1).
In the following section, the concept of landscape 
is presented from both theoretical and practical 
perspectives. The theoretical perspective reviews its 
evolution and examines the roots of its development 
in chronological order, and the practical perspective 
examines the perspective focusing on areas such as 
resource management, conservation and development, 

Fig. 1. A hierarchy model of paradigm-approach-school-theory. Source: Authors based on Mintzberg et al., 2018.
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sustainability, ecosystem, and so on. The components 
of the landscape approach then were presented by 
deriving the common features and principles of this 
approach. Then, analytical articles and written sources 
were consulted, and a new classification of the process of 
landscape approach was presented.
Preliminary data were collected through a qualitative 
systematic review. To achieve this, the published mix-
method studies,  and gray literature sources (studies, 
reports, interviews, etc.) were included. The keywords 
for review included approach2, landscape, and landscape 
approach. Using the keywords, we examined articles, 
books, scientific reports, and professional associations 
guidelines, official reports, interviews on scientific 
websites, and valid statements by international 
organizations. Then we reviewed related English articles 
and books published on databases of Elsevier, Willey, 
Springer, Science Direct, Scopus, and Web of Science 
between1884 and 2021. In the first phase, more than 580 
written sources were extracted. Sources were to include 
a wide range of cultural, aesthetic, philosophical, and 
literary insights, but we were able to categorize them in 
the field of ecology and sustainable development. In the 
second phase, by determining the criteria for referring 
to the conceptual framework of landscape, the nature, 
attributes, the process of the landscape approach, and 
theoretical and practical steps, we selected a total of 
169 articles as the main sources. In the third phase, we 
categorized the studies based on the dominant views, and 
finally, the intellectual foundations of both theoretical 
and practical views were inferred and developed. 
Based on the data from three phases, the analysis in the 
theoretical framework included the fundamentals and 
components of the concept of landscape through the 
lens of group of experts in five different disciplines. The 
classification was based on the frequency of keywords 
used in their statements. From a practical point of view, 
the studies related to the landscape approach were 
analyzed through content analysis. Then approach was 
introduced and interpreted as a three-phase process 
from the main theoretical concepts to the operational 
levels.

Literature review 
Each epistemological field can be defined from two 
perspectives: a) theoretical, which focuses on the 
definitions, characteristics, and dimensions of that 
domain, and b) practical perspective, which focuses 
on the actions, operationalization, and functions of 
the definitions. Theoretical framework and practical 
methods are two sides of the same phenomenon (Mautz 
& Hussein, 1961). Conceptual frameworks are based on 
theoretical perspective, and the emergence of approaches 

depend on both theoretical and practical perspectives. 
This approach is a concept derived from a theoretical 
framework that is operationalized by determining the 
principles, steps, and procedures of solving a problem. 
In this section, the concept of landscape is examined 
from a theoretical and practical point of view through a 
systematic review of the opinions of experts.
•• Landcape through the lens of theory

The concept of landscape in the  current literature 
is considered to be referred to variety of meanings 
and terms namely, scenery, perspective, vista, point 
of view, image, etc. In general, the three concepts of 
“sensory-subjective”, “scientific-interdisciplinary” and 
“transdisciplinary” form the main concepts of this field.
Landscape emerged as a means for aesthetic and 
individualistic perception and representation of a part of 
the earth and nature (Alehashemi & Mansouri, 2017), for 
the first time in the 15th century (Berque, 2013 Collot, 
2011;) when its physical dimension received much 
attention. This concept became popular simultaneously 
with gardening and urban planning in imaginary 
landscapes and used to express human feelings, ideas 
and beliefs emerged (Antrop, 2013). Philosophically, 
the landscape was associated with the separation of the 
subject from the object world in Descartes’ philosophical 
duality, the development of perspective in art, the 
establishment of the principles of modern geometry, and 
the separation of representation from symbolism and 
subjectivism in the Renaissance (Berque, 1995). In the 
eighteenth century however, with the emergence of the 
industrial revolution and the scientific research methods, 
the concept of the landscape changed as implications of 
the various disciplines to discover the new world.  
The beginning process of the landscape scientification 
goes back to the naturalistic explorations and systematic 
descriptions of Alexander von Humboldt (1769-
1859) and Charles Darwin (1809-1882). In the field of 
geography, Landscape was defined as an interdisciplinary 
discipline and a comprehensive, phenomenon perceived 
by human beings (visual perception) in Alvin Opel’s 
book entitled Landscape science in 1884  (Zonneveld, 
1995; Farina, 2006; Troll, 1950; Oppel, 1884). Vidal 
(1818-1845) defined the term landscape as a unique 
aesthetic combination between natural and cultural 
features, a pattern of habitation, and social realms (Kolen, 
Renes & Bosma, 2017, 2017; Claval, 2004; Vance, 1929). 
He proposed this term using a literary and historical 
approach based on the data from fields, maps, literature, 
and designs. Later, the Royal Geographical Society 
of England in 1830 and the National Geographical 
Society of America in 1888 contributed to the term 
cultural landscape in 1890 (Jones, 2003). The American 
Association of Landscape Architects in 1899 emphasized 
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the importance of narratives and symbolic meanings 
in landscape perception3, by merging landscape with 
philosophical approaches, (Tuan, 1974; Schama, 1995; 
Olwig, 2002; Lowenthal, 1975). The National Trust 
Foundation then passed laws in the UK in 1895 to 
protect monuments, nature, and heritage sites (Antrop, 
2013). With the advent of aerial photography in 1939 
and the discovery of archaeological features, historical 
geography, archeology and, landscape was formed4 
(Kolen et al., 2017). Technological advancement and 
the advent of computers and applications, modeling and 
quantification of information led to the emergence of 
landscape ecology in the 1980s whose aim was protecting 
the environment5 (Reed et al., 2015). Launching the 
International Society for Landscape Ecology in 1988 
promoted systems theory and dynamics (Forman & 
Godron, 1986; Naveh & Lieberman, 2013). Emphasizing 
the relationship between spatial patterns and 
environmental processes, landscape ecologists proposed 
three main perspectives on landscape and ecology: 1) 
Landscape like a mosaic consisting of ecological units, 
forming a matrix and edges (Forman & Godron, 1981-
1986; Forman, 1995a); 2) scrutiny and emphasis on the 
mental, temporal, spatial and natural dimensions of the 
landscape as a complex system (Tress & Tress, 2001); 
3), multifunctional perspective as an interactive and 
tangible natural-cultural system (Naveh, 2001).
The link between landscape and social and cultural 
characteristics in the first assessment of the European 
Environment Organization led to the interdisciplinary 

nature of landscape discipline (EEA, 1995). The first 
formal definitions of the term landscape were proposed 
by the UNESCO World Heritage Convention in 1992 
and later by the European Landscape Convention in 
2000 (Rossler, 2006). Based on this, “landscape is an 
area as perceived by people whose character is the result 
of the action and interaction of natural and/or human 
factors” (Council of Europe, 2000, Luzenbul, 2014; Arts 
et al., 2017). Today, the concept of landscape, with its 
emphasis on public landscapes, encourages research into 
issues of landscape perception, participatory processes, 
community-based, and promotes the creation of 
practical solutions rather than theoretical and academic 
concepts (Antrop, 2013) (Fig. 2).
Today, several definitions for landscape have been 
proposed by Iranian and foreign experts. The emphasis 
on a particular aspect or component has distinguished 
definitions from each other and has led to disagreement 
over an integrated concept (Tress &Tress, 2001). 
A systematic review of these views reveals6 main 
components contributing to the nature and definition of 
landscape (Table 1).
•• Landscape through practice (landscape approach)

After proposing formal definitions, practical landscape 
perspectives were presented in the form of integrated 
landscape management whose aim is promoting 
sustainable development, integration of socio-
economic development while preserving biodiversity, 
and reducing climate change (Kozar et al., 2014). The 
explanation of the landscape approach and its principles 

Fig. 2. The evolution of the concept of landscape and areas of influence after the 15th century. Source: Authors.
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Table 1. A classification of the fundamentals and constituent components of the concept of landscape in the views of landscape professionals and 
thinkers. Source: Authors.

Landscape as a 
foundation ... Aspects emphasized Scholars

ob
je

ct
iv

es Attention to the visual and physical aspects of the environment within the 
range of human perceptions

Landscape as a visible exterior space 
The importance of the earth element (part of the surrounding earth)

Haber, 2004
Hartshorne, 1939

Ervin Zube, Line Han and Gross 
(cited by Mahan and Mansouri, 

2017)
Khorasanizadeh, 2003

Zekavat, 2006

ob
je

ct
iv

e-
su

bj
ec

tiv
e 

 w
ho

le

The importance of objective facts and mental perception of viewers in the 
form of a single whole

Continuous phenomenon and inseparable objects from subjects
Affected by human forces: life, perception, and imaginations
Having three emotional, cultural, and ecological dimensions

Different ways of perceiving the landscape from the point of view of each 
viewer (relativity of the landscape)

Cosgrove, 1992
Daniels, 1989
Herring, 2009
Meinig, 1979

Pearson and Gorman, 2010
Tuan, 1979

Turner, 2006
Kutter and Westby, 2014

Berque, 2013
Donadieu, 2013

Habib, 2006
Norberg – Shulz, 2003

Sheybani, 2010
Golkar, 2008

Mansouri, 2005
Mansouri,2010

Bell, 2003

te
m

po
ra

l-
sp

at
ia

l

Landscape as a system consisting time intervals and spatial limits
Dynamics of landscape and changes over time in the physical context of the 

environment and the dynamics of the mind of viewers
Landscape as a type of the place in relation to the subject, the perceived place

Landscape as the product of human experience of the environment

Fairclough, 2006
Masnavi, 2013 

Risser, 1987
Samuels, 1979

Zonneveld, 1990

in
te

ra
ct

io
n 

be
tw

ee
n 

na
tu

re
 a

nd
 c

ul
tu

re

landscape as a medium for shaping a whole including cultural and natural 
components (semiotics)

Preservation of landscape identity through ecological infrastructure, natural 
processes, cultural and historical features

The relationship between natural and cultural patterns, its constituent 
processes and human perception of the beauty of this collection

Bakhtin, 1986
Brown et al., 2005

Dabiri & Masnavi, 2015
Duncan and Ducan, 2009

Lewis, 1979
Makhzoumi, 2015

Masnavi, 2013 
Schama, 1995
Simmel, 2007

Cosgrove, 2003
Walter and Hamilton, 2014

Taghvaei, 2004
Simmons((cited by Taghvaei, 2012)

Shaheer, 2013
Motalebi, 2006
McHarg, 1992

C
om

pl
ex

 sy
st

em

A set of processes of natural and man-made patterns with reciprocal 
communication

A whole unit of physical, ecological and geographical features
The nature of a complete system, landscape sustainability in the form of 

restoration of natural processes and perfection to nature
The complexity of the landscape in the complexity of the ecological layers

Manifestation of changing processes in nature
Recurring interactive ecosystems

Geographical and biological subsystems (geological processes, natural 
landscape form and its natural patterns)

Bormann, 1987
Forman and Godron, 1986

Forman, 1995b
Ingold, 2000

Masnavi, 2013
Masnavi, Gharai & Hajibandeh, 

2019
Naveh and Lieberman, 2013

Wiens and Milne, 1989
Wu, 2002

Aminzadeh, 2016
Gharai & Masnavi & Hajibandeh, 

2018
Masnavi and Soltanifard, 2006

Masnavi, 2010
Masnavi,2011
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dates back to the 1990s, but its roots go back to the 1970s 
when the international community became increasingly 
concerned about environmental issues (Holling, 1978; 
Walters, 1986; Light, 2001). Presenting the models 
limiting human intervention in nature and the use of 
multifunctional landscapes were also influenced by the 
emergence of landscape ecology and conservation and 
development management models in the 1980s, as well 
as the reports of the World Wildlife Fund and Brundtland 
in 1987 (Saxena, Rao, Sen, Maikhuri & Semwal, 2001; 
Tress, Tress, Décamps & Hauteserre, 2001; Scherr, 
Shames & Friedman, 2012; Harvey et al., 2014). During 
this period, the protection of natural resources and the 
development of rural areas were considered by non-
governmental organizations.
Emphasizing the integrated management, theoretician 
and international associations sought to find 
management approaches and landscape design (Milder 
et al., 2012; Sayer et al., 2013). In the field of cultural 
heritage protection, the landscape approach has emerged 
through the integration of scientific and humanistic 
approaches (Tress et al., 2001; Fairclough & Londen, 
2010) that focus on the interaction between landscape-
related communities (ICOMOS, 1999; Mason & Avrami, 
2002) to produce environmental, economic, social, 
cultural, and political values (Arts et al., 2017). While 
the landscape approach was based on conservation 
theory, its development did not require understanding 
the landscape preferences of viewers (Lawrence, 2011). 
Therefore, the landscape approach was proposed as an 
alternative method for land-use adaptation (Sayer et 
al., 2015), and the implementation of socio-economic-
environmental goals in the 90s (Denier et al., 2015; 
Wu & Hobbs, 2007) was based on the principle of 
partnership, that is the joint efforts of researchers, 
stakeholders, beneficiaries and policymakers in bottom-
up management projects and actions to promote 
sustainable development and local sustainability 
(Axelsson, Angelstam, Elbakidze, Stryamets & 
Johansson, 2011; Sayer et al., 2013-2015; Folke, 2006). 
In recent years, this approach has been used to change 
climate policies (DeFries & Rosenschweig, 2010). The 
generalization of the landscape approach to urban 
planning issues has paved the way for the phenomenon 
of landscape urbanism in which the priority is given 
to environmental processes, the role of man in the 
urban landscape, and aesthetic developments (Dabiri & 
Masnavi, 2015; De Block, 2016).
Criteria for the landscape approach were defined 
based on the concepts of space-place, infrastructure, 
sustainable development, process and states, and the 
procedure of sustainability (Angelstam et al., 2019) and 
this approach is known as a social innovation involving 

social relationships and structures and viewers’ 
subjectivity (Council of Europe, 2000). The landscape 
approach depends on the analysis of environmental 
interactions along with the study of social dimensions 
based on the understanding of culture (Denevan, 1992; 
Dunning et al., 1999; Thurston, 1999; Feinman, 1999; 
Abarghouei Fard & Saboonchi, 2020). Holism, physical-
mental dimensions, Integration of social, cultural, 
environmental and ... layers (Saboonchi & Abarghouei 
Fard & Motedayen, 2018; Spirn, 1998; Tress and Tress 
2001; Saboonchi, 2021), and economic dynamics are 
the principles of the landscape approach that accept 
adaptive management, diversity of solutions, actors, and 
institutions (Saboonchi & Abarghouei Fard, 2020; Berkes, 
2009; Gupta et al., 2010; Koffi et al., 2016). The landscape 
approach is integrated and creates compatibility between 
stakeholders and land use, especially in the field of 
conservation and economic development (Folke,  Hahn, 
Olsson & Norberg, 2005; Harvey et al., 2008; Sayer et 
al., 2013; Reed et al., 2016) while increasing stakeholder 
capacity, it seeks awareness, monitoring, and evaluation 
through negotiations (Sayer & Maginnis, 2005; Lebel 
et al., 2006; Balint, Stewart, Desai & Walters, 2011; 
Fakuda-Parr & Lopes, 2013; Virji, Padgham & Seipt, 
2012; Clark, Van Kerkhoff, Lebel & Gallopin, 2016). 
Due to its dynamic nature, this approach is a constantly 
changing and unpredictable phenomenon and requires 
forward-looking preconditions (Naveh, 2001). However, 
adopting such a comprehensive approach to planning 
and policy-making faces many challenges and requires 
an appropriate combination of complementary or 
synergistic tools (Gunningham & Sinclair, 1999; Borrás 
& Edquist, 2013; Bastos Lima, Visseren-Hamakers, 
Josefina Braña-Varela & Gupta, 2017).
The review of recent literature on the landscape 
defivitions indicates that it has moved towards more 
practicality and applicability through a series of 
theoretical discussions and conceptual definitions. The 
practical aspect of the landscape was initially focused 
on a set of partial approaches at the micro-scale, but 
with the evolution and development of theories, it has 
become integrated and overseeing the whole on a large 
scale (Freeman, Duguma & Minang, 2015). Today, the 
landscape approach is achievable in the operational 
dimension and planning to achieve multiple landscape 
goals. Accordingly, landscape is seen as an evolving 
theoretical concept, and the landscape approach seeks 
for more effective and practicable definitions for the 
term landscape in the real world. Landscape definitions 
expanded the philosophy of landscape and the landscape 
approach using this philosophy and its various aspects, 
introduces new dimensions to sort out problems. In the 
following section, the statements of experts regarding 
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the landscape approach are systematically reviewed and 
a summary of these statements examines the landscape 
approach from the three areas of nature, principles, 
characteristics, and implementation instructions.
‐ Nature of landscape approach 
landscape approach is a tool for interpreting the meaning 
of the environment in relation to its physical entity from 
the audience point of view, and as Cosgrove (1984) 
states, “landscape is not merely the world we see, but a 
structure, a perception of that world and a way to see the 
whole world.” The landscape approach has a common 
nature with the landscape. The nature of the landscape 
approach is defined in a human-environmental system 
and to balance the social interests of people and the 
environment, it tries to make this approach more realistic 
by presenting principles at the macro-level (Sayer et 
al., 2013) (Fig. 3). Diverse specialties and areas such as 
ecology, conservation and biodiversity of ecosystems, 
sustainability, philosophy, social sciences, psychology, 
complex systems science, and urban and architectural 
areas can benefit from it, although in the specialized 
literature of this approach, the issues of management 
and operational planning have been reduced (Johnston, 
Meija & Vogel, 2017).
‐ Principles and features
The principles of the landscape approach through the 
lens of scholars are expressed in the characteristics based 
on the main components of the landscape phenomenon 
(human, environment, and the relationship between man 
and environment) and a set of plans, macro-management 
policies that are introduced to put theoretical 

concepts into practice. It considers the characteristics, 
multifaceted concepts, and basic principles of landscape 
and describes the general characteristics of landscape 
concepts and their attributes, while programs and 
policies try to create practical patterns and approaches 
and problem-solving techniques (Table 2).
‐ Implementation guidelines
One of the challenges of implementing the landscape 
approach is that experts tend to remain at the level of 
theoretical concepts and conceptual frameworks (Duff 
et al., 2009; Pressey & Bottrill, 2009). Among these, 
processes (based on ecological principles) proposed 
to implement the landscape approach include the 
description of the project’s site and landscape context, 
analysis of existing features and functions, the use of 
ecosystem-based approach, and inclusion of humans 
as an element of the ecosystem, and monitoring 
environmental functions (Lovell & Johnston, 2009). In 
another guideline, based on the interaction between 
experts and researchers, requirements for implementing 
the landscape approach contain four main pillars namely 
understanding landscape performance, discovering 
social needs and environmental changes, designing 
future landscapes, and turning negotiations into effective 
interventions (Burgi et al., 2017). Executive measures can 
be the awareness of integrated landscape management 
and assessment among local governments and the 
private sectors and civil society actors, monitoring and 
evaluation, organizational actions and legal means of 
protection, the agreement between stakeholder interests 

Fig. 3. Landscape approach resulting from the implementation of the landscape conceptual framework. Source: Authors.
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Researchers and theorists Stated principles

Axelsson et al., 2011 Implementation of the 
landscape approach with five main features

1. Adapting large areas to management needs and challenges
2. Multi-level and multi-sectoral cooperation of stakeholders

3. Understanding sustainability and commitment to it
4. Integrated knowledge production

5. Sharing experiences, results, and information to develop local knowledge

Sayer et al., 2013
Ten Principles of Landscape Approach for 
Adaptation of Agriculture, Conservation 
and Land Use (used by Gray, Henninger, 

Reij, Winterbottom & Agostini, 2016) in the 
integrated landscape approach for Africa’s 

dryland 

1. Continuous learning and adaptive management
2. Common concern for getting into the issue

3. Multiple scales 
4. Multi-functionality

5. Multiple stakeholders
6. Participatory monitoring

7. Negotiation and clear logic of change
8. Clarification of rights and responsibilities

9. Resilience 
10. Strengthening the capacity of stakeholders 

Milder, Hart, Dobie, Minai& Zaleski, 2014
 An investigation of 87 case studies and 
introduction of an integrated landscape 
approach as a project, program, or set of 

actions.

1. Improving food production, biodiversity, or ecosystem conservation 
(multifunctionality)

2. Planning, managing, and supporting activities (landscape scale)
3. Coordination between activities, policies, or investments at the level of 

governmental and non-governmental organizations (being interdisciplinary)
4. Adaptive management and collaboration in the context of social learning 

(participation)

Ros-Tonen, Derkyi & Insaidoo, 2014; Foli, Ros-
Tonen, Reed & Sunderland, 2018

Principles of the landscape approach for 
analyzing natural resource management plans

1. Integrated approach
2. Adaptive management and continuous learning

3. Multicenter rule
4. Negotiation of multiple stakeholders

5. Capacity building

Freeman et al., 2015
A review of 43 articles and presentation of 
conceptual framework and principles and 

guidelines in theoretical-descriptive literature 
from a socio-ecological aspect

1. Multipurpose
2. Interdisciplinary or interdisciplinary

3. Stability
4. Participation
5. Complexity

Reed et al., 2016
 A review of 13,000 articles, 500 written 

documents, websites of 30 research 
organizations, and introduction of five key 

aspects of the landscape approach.

1. Evaluation and monitoring
2. Development of management structures

3. Solutions appropriate to the goals and context
4. Stakeholder participation and negotiations

5. Dynamic processes for random and unpredictable changes

International Wetlands Conservation 
Organization (CARE and WI, 2017)

 Seven Steps in utilizing a landscape approach 
to reduce disaster risk

1. Preliminary assessment of risky landscapes
2. In-depth analysis of stakeholders

3. Having multiple stakeholders and allying with them
4. Participate to analyze the problem and the solution in-depth

5. Participatory-practical planning
6. Participatory implementation

7. Promoting adaptive management

Scheyvens et al., 2017 Utilizing the principles of 
the landscape approach to protect, enhance and 
develop the ecosystem and its services in Asia 

and the Pacific

1. Based on ecosystem
2. Multiple geographical scales

3. Multipurpose
4. Resilience 

5. Participatory process
6. Using knowledge and its continuous production

7. Adaptive management

Arts et al., 2017 
Landscape as a border concept and has 7 

convergent features

1. Based on location
2. Multipurpose

3. Stability
4. Participation

5. Engage with the community
6. Joint planning

7. Interdisciplinary

Table 2. Extracting and explaining the principles of landscape approach through the lens of foreign scholars. Source: Authors, 2021.
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and land use, access to spatial information and resources, 
financial benefits and ... (Gray et al., 2016; Pfund, 2010) 
Benefits of operationalizing the landscape approach 
include cost reduction (Molin, Chazdon, Ferraz & 
Brancalion, 2018), shifting sectoral and project-oriented 
activities to process-oriented activities (Sayer & Wells, 
2004), and adopting long-term plans instead of quick-
return and small-scale plans. In common approaches, 
decisions made in one section have not considered the 
results in other sections, but the landscape approach, 
instead of imagining an endpoint for the project, 
considers it as an iterative process of negotiations, 
testing, and compliance. Accordingly, the landscape 
approach in practice includes three steps of preparation, 
planning, and evaluation (Lei, Pan & Lin, 2016).
 The challenges of implementing the landscape approach 
include the lack of effective political structures and 
government decisions, lack of social capital, lack of 
strong leadership (Pretty, 2002-2003; German et al., 
2007; Vander Velde, 2014), weak organizational support, 
lack of capacity, or financial resources, unequal shares of 
benefits (Ostrom, 1999), and inability to attract resources 
and elites. The landscape approach desperately requires 
sufficient resources, full stakeholder participation, and 
long-term flexible programs for dynamic social and 
environmental landscape projects (Sayer et al., 2013-
2017; Mansourian et al., 2020; Sandler et al., 2010). 
Collaborative models help to better understand complex 
systems, improve stakeholder communication, and 
appreciate common problems better (Rouwette, Vennix 
& Van Mullekom, 2002; Lynam, Jong, Sheil, Kusumanto 
& Evans, 2007; Bousquet et al., 2007; Castella,  Kam, 
Quang, Verburg & Hoanh, 2007). Therefore, community 
interaction, institutional support, and the principles 
of good governance are three important factors 
in implementing the landscape approach (Reed & 
Sunderland, 2016).

Discussion
The difference between the concept of landscape and 
the landscape approach lies in theoretical and practical 
perspectives. Landscape is a phenomenon resulting 
from the interaction between man and the environment 
in a temporal-spatial context. However, the landscape 
approach is based on the conceptual framework of 
the landscape and it deals with making processes and 
practical strategies, methods and techniques of analysis, 
and management.
•• Landscape from a theoretical perspective 

Based on the systematic review of landscape literature, 
this study argues the reason for disagreement over a 
single definition and different perceptions of landscape 
(as an objective, objective-subjective, temporal-spatial, 

cultural-natural, and systemic phenomenon) that is 
associated with philosophical debates in each discipline, 
the context of its development; the concept of the viewer, 
and the concept of environment in the landscape. The 
differences in points of view will be a determining factor 
in explaining the principles and characteristics of the 
landscape approach.
Scope of definition: The term landscape refers to an 
objective matter and is limited to sensations (as of 
surroundings, natural environment, geographical 
location, plots of land) or it is a matter dealing with 
human perceptions and minds, culture, history, and 
society. 
Context of development: landscape as nature and 
ecological context containing natural-human elements 
or living and non-living organs; or landscape as a relative 
concept of the environment including the material and 
immaterial environment.
Concept of viewers: landscape perception depends 
on the individual’s perception of the environment or 
emphasizing the perception of society and social and 
cultural currents
Status of viewers: Emphasizing the role of man, his 
activities, and the way he intervenes in the environment 
when it comes to the material dimension (the viewer 
like other elements of ecosystems) and the dynamics 
of the landscape means that the environment is static 
or emphasizing the physical and mental existence of 
human beings simultaneously and the non-appearance 
of the landscape without human perceptions and the 
dynamics of the landscape depend on the dynamics of 
the environment and the human mind.
Type of relationship between man and the environment: 

Fig. 4. Landscape approach and its three components.
Source: Authors.
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the landscape refers to a whole and a new product 
composed of the relationship between man and the 
environment (continuous communication) or it is 
something simply to say discrete communication, 
the sum of man and the environment(Hemmati & 
Saboonchi, 2021).
Summarizing and synthesizing the findings in the 
landscape approach: From a practical point of view, lack 
of consensus and different interpretations of the concept 
of the landscape have made different the nature of the 
landscape approach quite tricky. Therefore, there is no 
single landscape approach with a fixed concept and 
different principles and actions are presented based on 
different frameworks. Accepting pluralism for greater 
flexibility and adaptability can help to better define the 
approach and identify its elements (Johnston, 2017). 
Based on the findings of this study, the landscape 
approach is a three-part structure consisting of 1) 
conceptual nature, 2) principles and characteristics, 3) 
process and guidelines (Fig. 4).
‐ Conceptual nature 
Landscape is a theoretical concept in evolution and 
the landscape approach is a concept derived from the 
definitions of landscape theory. The approach explains 
the relationship between man and the environment. 
By taking advantage of this philosophy and its various 
aspects, the landscape approach introduces new 
dimensions to solving problems. Thus, the landscape 
approach derives its nature from the commonalities 
and differences of definitions in the areas of context, 
the concept of viewers, the scale and scope of the 
intervention, and the resources available in the 
environment. This nature depends on the definition of 
the intervener from the landscape.
‐ Principles and characteristics
With the introduction of the landscape approach 
to natural-human systems and its evaluation and 
identification, various features of the human relationship 
with the environment are revealed. The recurrence of 
these characteristics will lead to the extraction of the 
principles of the landscape approach. According to Table 
2, the principles defined by scholars for the landscape 
approach are a combination of their characteristics and 
strategies. Some of the principles are specific and some 
are political and strategic, and this lack of classification 
has caused confusion in examining the principles of this 
approach. The findings of this study indicate that the 
features presented in Table 2 consider the multifaceted 
concepts and basic principles of the landscape 
approach and describe the general characteristics of the 
landscape concepts and their attributes, while policies 
and strategies rely on the principles of sustainable 
development and try to create a model and monitor 

problem-solving techniques. By separating and 
classifying the opinions of scholars, the most important 
features of the landscape approach can be considered as 
holistic, multi-functional, multi-scale, having multiple 
stakeholders, interdisciplinary, participatory, dynamic, 
complex, and location-based. The other items listed 
in Table 2 are planning and strategies (intermediatory 
process) appropriate to these characteristics.
‐ Process and guidelines
Based on previous studies on the implementation 
of the landscape approach and the challenges of its 
advancement, the operationalization of the landscape 
approach can occur through two processes: 1) planning-
policy-making (mediation process) and 2) decision-
implementation.
Planning-policy-making is a multifunctional process 
aimed at achieving multiple landscape goals in a 
temporal-spatial context with the integration of social, 
environmental, and economic aspects in the form of 
integrated management from micro to macro scale. 
The importance of collaborative association as well as 
efforts to increase community awareness and capacity 
has been increased due to the lack of  researchers and 
professionals engaging in multidisciplinary approaches 
and the limitations of using the landscape approach 
in a particular area of specialty (Reed et al., 2016). At 
the same time, the expression of common principles 
by scholars does not mean providing a consistent and 
comprehensive version for solving complex challenges 
and setting policies (Gray et al., 2016), and specific 
measures are required in various fields. Therefore, 
policy-making based on the landscape approach requires 
a comprehensive vision, taking into account the needs of 
stakeholders through negotiations to increase capitals, 
active participation of communities. This can occur by 
defining a supervisory role for them, context-oriented 
management, creating sufficient capacity to adapt and 
adapt to different conditions and future planning. These 
points indicate the complexity and versatility of the 
landscape approach.
2) decision-implementation process includes practical 
actions and implementation guidelines that lead to the 
advancement and operationalization of the goals of the 
landscape. Adherence to a single definition of planning 
(Johnston, 2017) starts from the conceptual aspect and 
moves to implementation of guidelines, organizational 
support, integrated management and planning, resource 
provision, utilization of expertise, performance analysis, 
and, of course, acceptance of landscape dynamics 
to adopt long-term strategies. They are a landscape 
approach. This approach requires a vision of the outputs 
and validation of the intervening actors in systemic 
change (Sunderl, Ehringhaus & Campbell, 2007) and it 
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includes evaluation, monitoring, and control to develop 
the initial conceptual frameworks and develop better 
guidelines after the implementation of the landscape 
approach (Fig. 5).

Conclusion
Given the wide range within which the conceptual 
landscape fall, it is difficult to provide a singular, and 
common definition for this concept. The landscape 
approach can be expressed in different ways, based on 
the influence of landscape and the degree of emphasis 
on each of the human components, the environment, 
and the relationship between the two. At the same 
time, commonalities between different approaches 
can be established. The landscape approach is a 
practical framework and process that helps to advance 
management and adopt better programs and policies 
based on landscape concepts and various aspects of 
human-environmental systems. This approach can 
be considered as a tool for macro-scale development 
goals in which environmental-human data is gradually 
transformed into concepts, principles, programs and 
policies, practical actions, and guidelines. The landscape 
approach is the applied aspect of the definitions of 
landscape theory, which includes three components of 
conceptual nature, principles and characteristics, and 
the management process:
- Its conceptual nature is the outcome of identifying 

and evaluating human information, environment, the 
interaction between the two, and it is derived from the 
definitions of landscape theory, the scope and range 
of its application and generalizability can be dealt with 
multiple goals.
- Its characteristics and principles are holistic, 
multifunctional, multiscale, interdisciplinary, participatory, 
dynamic (ecological-social), complexity, and location-
sensitive, which affects the management process and 
involve multiple stakeholders.
- In the management process, a set of strategies 
and programs are adopted based on the principles 
and characteristics of the landscape approach, such 
as integrated, adaptive, participatory, contextual, 
and resilient management and planning. They are 
implemented in the form of  written instructions and/or 
practicable guidelines.
Although different definitions of the term landscape 
have raised theoretical controversy, those differences in 
view points can lead to the development and refinement 
of the landscape approach; after the implementation 
process through incessant analysis of performance and 
monitoring , it can provide solutions tailored to the 
challenges in the context, content and can address the 
needs of communities. This issue requires interactions 
between the both experts and researchers and needs the 
integration of ideas and solutions in the form of long-
term processes.

Fig. 5. Analytical process and categorization of landscape concept and landscape lpproach from theoretical to operational level, and the 
interrelations of their components. Source: Authors.
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