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Introduction 
Sports in their modern form began, according to Weis and Gugutzer 

in the mid-nineteenth century [1]. Over time, non-athletic and non-
competitive sports came to be recognized as sports, leading to a general 
“sportification” of society and everyday life, with sports being not just 
a product but also a motor of societal individualization processes [2]. 
Sports thus function as a cross-cultural medium of communication 
and contribute to the integration of individuals in society, as do few 
other social fields of action including nature conservation. 

When studying societal processes of communication between 
sports and nature conservation against the backdrop of sustainable 
development, it is instructive to focus on the communicative interplay 
of the individual and society together with mediatory agencies [3,4]. 
As a regulatory idea, the implementation of the sustainability vision is 
essentially about making society capable of learning and taking action 
at all of its levels– from ecological to economic and especially social and 
cultural, and so also the conservation of nature. 

On the individual level the focus is on the development of 
new knowledge and new competencies that enable a person to act 
sustainably, whereas on the institutional level (in particular educational 
institutions as well as sports associations or political parties) it is about 
setting new priorities and the continuous improvement of the quality 
and performance of sustainability related structures. Ultimately, what 
is necessary is the creation of new agendas and their implementation 
with the help of new partnerships, together with new possibilities of 
interaction and participation [5]. The long-term goal is a learning 
society that develops towards sustainability in a co-evolutionary 
interplay of individuals and organizations (Figure 1). Without social 
communication about sustainability, neither a sustainable society nor 
sustainable sports will be possible [6] (Figure 1).

However this contribution is not focusing on or highlighting 
specific models of communication. It is more about trying to strike 
a new path by generalizing and compacting empirical findings, 
sometimes taking things to the extreme in a slightly provocative way.

Materials and Methods
For this brief study a great variety of materials on communication 

in the field of sports and nature conservation were surveyed. Particular 
emphasis was put on representative studies and due to lack of relevant 
data from other continents the geographical focus was laid on Europe. 
By means of “Eurobarometers“ a series of public opinion surveys 
conducted regularly on behalf of the European Commission since 1973, 
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Abstract
In the classical understanding of environmental policy, environmental communication is commonly considered a 

persuasive (or informational or appellative) instrument. As a result, its importance is often underestimated and it is 
classified as a ‘soft’ instrument, although it has a central function in terms of implementation and acceptance of other 
instruments. This contribution aims to highlight different levels and elements of communication that are particularly 
relevant in the context of sports and nature conservation. In this article the potential for optimization in this area will 
be described succinctly in the form of ten theses, supported by both positive and negative examples from a collection 
of material on this topic. An analytical framework relates the ten theses to different observation levels and phases of 
the communicative context. Furthermore, potential spaces for developing strategic options for communication in the 
field of sports and nature conservation that have been neglected until now.
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Macro level
 politics, society

Sustainable
Development

Micro level

 individual citizen

Meso level
 organizations

Figure 1: Communication and learning for sustainable development: Co-
evolutionary interaction in a multi-level system (see also Table 1).
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addressing a wide variety of topical issues relating to the European 
Union throughout all EU Member States a solid statistical foundations 
was sought. Selected Eurobarometers of special interest here included 
sport and physical activity and attitudes towards the environment 
[7-10]. Wherever possible these surveys have been complemented in 
recourse to a number of environmental data resources (among them: 
EarthTrends - the Environmental Information Portal; Socioeconomic 
Applications and Data Center at Columbia University; United Nations 
Environmental Programme Data Portal; World Bank Environment). 
Finally, a couple of significant nationwide surveys added to the data 
base, e.g. two-year nature awareness studies from Germany, a Swiss 
survey on attitudes towards wilderness and public demands on 
wilderness [11-14].

Along with printed media such as guidelines, conference 
documentation, hand-outs, journal articles, news media (e.g. the 
information service “Sports Protects the Environment” from the DOSB 
– German Olympic Sports Confederation) and training material, the 
webpages of selected associations and institutions (e.g. “Nature Sports 
Info” from BfN – German Federal Agency for Nature Conservation, 
and BAFU – Swiss Federal Office for the Environment) were also 
examined more closely. This material was analyzed using a matrix 
according to observation levels and communication phases in order to 
systematize its communication content [15]. 

The goal was not to undertake a comprehensive survey or a 
systematic qualitative content analysis. Instead, an overview of different 
aspects such as topic preparation, target group specificity, word choice 
etc. are condensed into theses that show the potential for optimizing 
communication in the field of sports and nature conservation (Table 
1).

The following theses are illustrated, where possible, with positive 
and negative examples.

Results and Discussion 

Thesis 1 The communication of content (primarily from a 
nature conservation perspective) is often one-dimensional and fails 
to adequately address target groups, thus reducing the probability of 
bringing about behavioral changes.

Communication about nature conservation should work towards 
raising awareness and behavioral change. However, most often the 
messages appeal at a cognitive level, although behavioral research in 
environmental psychology has repeatedly shown that knowledge has a 
minimal and at most indirect influence on behavior [16]. 

A well-understood balance between emotion, motivation and 
cognition is also missing from target group strategy [17]. Since the 
contents and forms of communication tend to be embedded in a 

network of self-understandings and behavioral dispositions, in nature 
conservation these would often be based on the natural sciences, which 
would then be reflected in the patterns of argumentation used [18].

Persons who take part in sports should thus be appealed to as 
laypersons in nature conservation while taking their individual 
differences into account, in particular gender-specific differentiation 
as well as age-dependent preferences. A good example of target group 
strategy in communication can be found in the hand-out “Biotope 
management on golf courses” (BfN and DGV 2005), which has created 
a balance between informative text and emotional images to motivate 
the targeted readership to take matters in hand and strive for change. 

Thesis 2 The potential of informal communication in informal 
contexts has not been sufficiently recognized.

Generally speaking, informal learning is taken to mean 
unregulated learning that happens as a result of life experiences, with 
communicative processes playing an important role [19]. Furthermore, 
the learning environment has a fundamental importance. With regard 
to the communication initiatives in this study, it should be noted that 
adult learning mainly occurs during leisure time where factors such 
as self-determination, self-initiated activities and freedom play a 
central role [20]. Accordingly, informal communication, provided it is 
carefully designed, offers favorable conditions for positive educational 
outcomes.

However, informal education during vacation and leisure time 
has been so far strongly neglected in Germany, in contrast to nature 
conservation efforts in the United States [21]. It was first in 2004 that 
a EUROPARC certificate for the interpretation of protected natural 
and cultural landscapes was introduced. This certificate is now being 
reviewed to ensure that it meets current needs, including those of 
education for sustainable development (www.parcinterp.de). It would 
be a logical step to target nature sports, not least because they are often 
non-organized and so there is a corresponding lack of opportunity 
to target the people participating in them through sports clubs and 
associations. 

Thesis 3 Cooperation among associations in sports and in nature 
conservation is important, but should be based on achieving results-
oriented goals.

Given the social representative function that both sports and 
nature conservation associations play it would only be logical for them 
to work jointly on solutions to emerging conflicts [22,23]. An example 
for this is the “Wiesbaden Declaration” from the German League for 
Nature, Animal Protection and Environment (DNR) and the German 
Sports Confederation (DSB) on principles for sports to be compatible 
with the conservation of natural and cultural environments [24]. Lower 
Saxony seems to lag behind in this respect, as cooperation between its 

Phase level
Input/Context

e.g. social and political framework 
conditions

Process
e.g. function of support systems, 

forms of anchoring

Output/Outcome
e.g. learning outcomes, improvement 
of competencies, changing of system 

functions
Macro-level (society)

e.g. national regulations, social change Ethics of responsibility [6] Transfer mechanisms [9] Research links to practice [8]

Meso-level (organizations)
e.g. nature conservation and sports 

associations, political parties

Strategic motivation alliances [4]
Mass media [10]

Cooperation among associations [3]
Resource communication [5] Evaluation [7]

Micro-level (individuals/small groups)
e.g. individual communication measures Target group strategy [1] Informal communication [2]

Table 1: Analytical framework for classifying the theses in observation levels and communication phases (own diagram; based on indicator-based heuristic in educational 
reporting; cf. Konsortium 2005; BMBF 2004, BMBF 2003; Konsortium 2006; Autorengruppe 2008).

http://www.parcinterp.de
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environmental ministry and sports confederation has so far brought 
forth little of value [25].

Cooperation among associations, on the other hand, has been 
productive in other areas. The work between the German Aero Club 
and the Federal Agency for Nature Conservation has resulted in a 
training module for pilots entitled “Aviation and Nature Conservation” 
[26]. A similar outcome was achieved with “Training Guidelines for 
Multipliers” produced by the German Youth Sports in the German 
Olympic Sports Confederation and the Youth Association for the 
Protection of Nature.

 Thesis 4 Greater attention should be paid to strategic 
motivation alliances in communication at the interface 
between nature conservation and sports. The principles of 
sustainable development serve as a suitable search corridor.

In their standard work Schemel and Erbguth transfer the principles 
of sustainable development to the relationship between sports and the 
environment to create a principle of “sustainable sports practice” (ibid: 
19f.) [27]. The multiple dimensions of sustainability reveal potential 
synergies that have not yet been recognized or have been so far 
insufficiently used [17].

It is worth looking more closely here at an example concerning 
health because the perspectives of communication strategy reveal 
possible motivation alliances. In this case participants combine an 
orientation to physical health and fitness with an orientation to nature 
as motivation for their practice of sports (Claßen et al. 2005). For 
example, the brochure “Nature Moves – Nature Sports in Germany” 
(BMU 2006) is advertised as promoting “experience, health and well-
being.” Just how these three elements are to be put into practice in 
sensitive and often protected natural areas requires however more 
initiative and creative input on the side of nature conservation. In many 
cases there is a lack of “courage to provide low-threshold offerings that 
are suitable for both ‘non-birdwatchers’ and ‘anti-sportspeople’ and 
take place in nature” [28]. 

Thesis 5 In communication between nature conservation and 
sports the dominant scenarios are of conflict and should be replaced by 
constructive resource communication.

Much published material at the interface between sports and 
nature conservation refers one-sidedly to real or potential conflict. For 
example, on the back cover of “Sports and the Environment” the work 
is promoted by specifying how it deals with “conflict relationships” 

and provides “solution methods.” Furthermore, “it demonstrates 
from the perspectives of the environment and sports where the goals 
are complementary and where there are starting points for concerted 
action” [27]. While doubtlessly the relationship between nature 
conservation and sports can hardly be free from tension, simply by 
emphasizing the possibility of finding solutions would help avoid the 
impression that this relationship is marked by permanent conflict. 

What is thus needed is a form of communication that takes each and 
every actor seriously by appreciating their knowledge and competencies 
as possible resources that can contribute to problem-solving – also 
when this involves conflict [29]. How resource communication can be 
used to shift this emphasis to be more constructive can be found in the 
NATURA 2000 guideline for “Sports and Nature”, which emphasizes 
“consequences and opportunities” and shows “pathways to cooperative 
solutions” [30].

Thesis 6 Both individuals and society should define the 
competencies needed so that the principle of responsible decision-
making and action can serve as an ethical foundation for the sustainable 
practice of sports.

As part of an “environment-related sports ethics,” Meinberg calls 
for putting next to the principle of the protection and conservation of 
the natural environment that of sustainable development [31]. Together 
with the optimistic assumption “that just as every relation to nature is 
socially determined and so politically changeable”, so too is every action 
in sports related to society and thus no less changeable” the principle of 
changeability is thus critical for a future-oriented development of the 
relationship between sports and the environment [32]. 

The concept of gestaltungskompetenz (shaping competence) in 
terms of education for sustainable development (ESD) is relevant 
here. This concept refers to the set of competences needed to recognize 
non-sustainable development and then apply knowledge and skills 
to move towards more sustainable development [33]. Many of these 
competences are communicative in nature (Table 2).

Thesis 7 Due to insufficient evaluation there is a lack of empirical 
knowledge about the effectiveness of communication approaches and 
strategies in nature conservation

There is significantly less systematic study of the effectiveness of 
communicative approaches and strategies than of nature conservation 
measures in the area of environmental planning. Generally speaking, 
evaluation is about – regardless of the media used or the contents being 

Classic concepts of competence Sub-competences of gestaltungskompetenz Communicative 
dimension

Professional competences

Being open-minded and able to develop new knowledge by integrating different perspectives
Being able to anticipate, analyze and evaluate developments

Being able to acquire interdisciplinary knowledge and take action X
Being able to recognize and weigh up risks, dangers and uncertainties

Social competences

Being able to plan and act together with others X
Being able to participate in collective decision-making processes X

Being able to motivate oneself and others to take action X
Being able to allow for goal conflicts when reflecting on strategies to take action X

Self-competences

Being able to reflect on one’s own visions and those of others
Being able to plan and take action independently

Being able to show empathy for others
Being able to use concepts of justice as a basis for making decisions and taking action

Table 2: Sub-competences of ESD in terms of the gestaltungskompetenz model (de Haan [33]).
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communicated – making processes transparent, documenting impacts 
and demonstrating relationships in order to improve the quality of 
a program or measure [34]. In spite of the great number of different 
creative projects, given the insufficient use or complete lack of quality 
assurance monitoring, there is a danger of continually having to 
reinvent the wheel. 

For example, in the opinion of the author and others, the toolbox 
developed as part of the project “Sports activities in harmony with 
nature and landscape – Action-oriented solutions for the practice” [35] 
still awaits review as to whether its goals have been achieved or not. It 
would be interesting to know, for example, to what extent the toolbox 
has been able to in particular “raise the awareness of athletes and those 
pursuing athletic activities in their free time that are not organized in 
clubs or associations” [36]. 

Thesis 8 Innovative approaches to research at the interface 
between communication and nature conservation need to specify their 
applicability to practice.

There are also deficits regarding research itself. For example, 
the broad empirical basis to studies on lifestyles and acceptance 
gives a certain initial plausibility to their recommendations for 
nature conservation campaigns. However, to date there has been no 
evaluation of these research findings regarding their practicability. Yet 
this is the only way to determine whether campaigns can be adequately 
targeted at specific and possibly problematic lifestyle groups and, more 
importantly, whether they can lead to the desired effects. This is also 
encouraged by one of the authors of this study “in order to be able to 
develop dialogic and persuasive communication channels” [37,38]. 

Thesis 9 There are too few initiatives and/or opportunities for 
bundling and transferring practical research findings to communicative 
practice in nature conservation.

Building on the eighth thesis, there is a lack of transfer of 
research findings in practical work in nature conservation. This is 
the responsibility of institutions sponsoring research, which should 
include a funding requirement that when communication concepts 
and instruments are developed their practicability is also evaluated. 
At the same time efforts should be made so that research findings 
include concrete steps detailing their implementation, as otherwise the 
potential of the research could be insufficiently or not at all used in 
practice. 

Research institutions should also require publications to have a 
greater practice orientation. To this end, conference report summaries 
or edited volumes are also useful, as for example the concluding chapter 
“Basic Information for Implementation” in the brochure “Nature Sport 
and Communication” [39].

Thesis 10 For communication at the interface between sports 
and nature conservation, greater use of mass media should be used to 
reach a broad public.

Many publications revolve around the thesis that topics in nature 
protection can only be poorly communicated in mass media [40]. But 
the TV feature “Eurosport For The Planet” shown by the sports channel 
Eurosport demonstrated that it is also possible to produce programs in 
television that “address … current environmental issues, such as the 
environmental policies of sports associations and the attitudes athletes 
have towards environmental protection” [41].

An ambitious consortium of partner institutions could search for 
ways to reach active participants in sports with information about 
nature conservation through mass media communication channels. 
The testing and careful evaluation of targetting sports participants 
– similar to the annual BfN nature sports campaign “Naturathlon” 
(without, except in 2008, a national media partner; www.naturathlon.
de) – would certainly be worth trying. 

Conclusions
Environmental communication has become a part of everyday 

communication. The discussion of the varied types of private, 
professional or social perception and processing of complex 
environmental problems influences the public perception of the 
environment and nature consumptive activities like sports. Since 
communication is neither defined by consensus or conflict the ten 
theses formulated in this contribution are aiming to open up potential 
spaces for developing strategic options for communication in the field 
of sports and nature conservation.

According to this direction of impact, communication is not 
simply a social phenomenon to be observed. It can and, this is what 
the ten theses on the optimisation of shared communication between 
sports and nature conservation suggest, also should be strategically 
influenced. Doubtlessly it is an important instrument of environmental 
policy, which however should not only be seen as an element of 
government policy. In fact it can be understood as the sum of all efforts 
undertaken to develop society ecologically and sustainably.
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