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Abstract

Purpose- This study explores cross-cultural differences in the assessment of rural landscapes among landscape
architecture experts in Iran and Sweden. The research focuses on three key indicators of landscape aesthetics: diversity,
naturalness, and sense of place, aiming to understand how cultural background influences the perception and valuation of
these elements in rural environments.

Design/methodology/approach- A quantitative survey approach was employed using a structured questionnaire based
on a 7-point Likert scale. The sample included 31 landscape architecture experts—18 from Iran and 13 from Sweden—
who were selected purposively and responded via email. To analyze the data, non-parametric statistical methods were
used, including the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test for normality and the Mann—Whitney U test for comparing group
differences.

Findings-The results revealed that both groups valued vegetation diversity similarly, indicating a shared professional
appreciation for diverse plant types. However, a significant divergence was noted in perceptions of naturalness: Iranian
experts tended to associate cultivated and managed vegetation with higher natural value, while Swedish experts favored
more untouched, wild natural elements. Regarding the sense of place, particularly the activity subcomponent, Iranian
experts gave more weight to cultural infrastructure and traditional or religious events, reflecting the socio-cultural
importance of communal and ritual activities in Iran.

Practical Implications- These findings can guide rural landscape planning and design processes that are sensitive to
cultural context, providing a basis for cross-cultural assessment tools tailored to differing aesthetic values.
Originality/Value- The study contributes to the underexplored area of non-Western landscape perception research,
offering fresh insights into how cultural frameworks shape aesthetic evaluations across distinct environmental and social
settings.

Keywords- Cross-Cultural Differences, Landscape Preferences, Diversity, Naturalness, Sense of Place,
Assessment of Rural landscape.
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1. Introduction

According to the definition of the European
Landscape Convention (2000), “Landscape"
means an area, as perceived by people, whose
character is the result of the action and interaction
of natural and/or human factors;”. In line with the
definition of this convention in ICOMOS
documents (2017), the rural landscape is the
biological areas of water and soil that are the result
of human-nature interaction and have dynamic
biological systems that include rural elements and
functional relationships. These areas can be large
rural areas or small areas in the suburbs. The most
common feature of a rural landscape is that it
includes farmland and agricultural activities. The
importance of the rural landscape as a valuable
cultural heritage has been recognized by the
international documents of ICOMOS, Council of
Europe (CoE), and UNESCO. In general,
demographic-cultural, structural, and
environmental changes are three related factors
that make rural landscapes vulnerable to the risks
of destruction, abandonment, or fundamental
changes (ICOMOS, 2017). To maintain the
sustainability of these landscapes, it is very
important to recognize their intrinsic values and
ensure their transmission to future generations.

An innovative approach to dealing with these
issues involves adopting a psychological
perspective to understand how different cultures
perceive and respond to global environmental
challenges (Eisler et al., 2003). The intrinsic values
of rural landscapes arise in different cultural
contexts and deeply affect their perception and
conservation strategies. Considering that societies
are going through the process of globalization,
understanding human preferences towards the
landscape, and especially the difference in these
preferences among different groups, becomes
important from the perspective of basic and
practical research in landscape and environmental
management. This cross-cultural convergence in
aesthetic preferences has encouraged scholars to
propose generalizable models for landscape
evaluation and management that can be adapted
across cultural settings. Several studies have
supported the potential for such universal
frameworks, particularly in relation to visual
landscape assessment and ecological value
recognition (e.g., Tveit et al., 2006; Ode et al.,
2008; Hagerhall et al., 2018; Van Zanten et al.,

2014).

However, in current landscape planning and
decision-making processes, the perceptual and
emotional dimensions of how people experience
landscapes are often overlooked. While ecological
and functional aspects typically receive priority,
the subjective values—such as aesthetic
preferences, cultural meanings, and sense of
place—are rarely integrated systematically into
planning frameworks (Huai & Van, 2022). This
disconnect can lead to designs that fail to resonate
with local communities or reflect their cultural
identity.

Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) is a
widely recognized and well-established framework
for understanding and describing the character of
landscapes by integrating both physical and
perceptual dimensions. It offers a systematic
approach to capturing the complexity of landscapes
through the analysis of visual, ecological, and
cultural attributes. Within this framework, the
perceptual dimension—which includes emotional
responses, aesthetic preferences, and cognitive
interpretations—has gained increasing attention in
recent years (Aoki, 1999; Karmanov, 2009;
Mclntosh et al., 2022; Hung et al., 2023).

Our study is positioned within this perceptual
dimension of LCA and focuses specifically on the
psychological evaluation of rural landscapes. By
investigating how experts from two culturally
distinct countries—Iran and Sweden—perceive
key landscape attributes, we aim to contribute to a
more inclusive and culturally informed application
of LCA.

In particular, we examine three core indicators
derived from landscape aesthetics theories—
diversity, naturalness, and sense of place—to
evaluate how cultural background influences
landscape  preferences. This  cross-cultural
comparison highlights the importance of
incorporating cultural variability into the
theoretical development and practical application
of rural landscape assessments. By aligning our
approach with the LCA framework, we provide
insights that complement its physical assessments
and reinforce the significance of subjective
perception in landscape planning and management.
Building upon this framework, the present study
aims to explore how cultural background
influences the perception and evaluation of rural
landscape aesthetics among experts in Iran and
Sweden. The investigation focuses on three core
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indicators—vegetation diversity, naturalness, and
sense of place—with the intention of identifying
similarities and differences in expert judgment
across distinct socio-cultural and ecological
contexts. To guide this investigation, the study
addresses the following key questions: How do
experts from Iran and Sweden differ in their
perception of vegetation diversity within rural
landscapes? What variations exist in how
naturalness is interpreted and valued in each
context? And how is the concept of sense of
place—including its physical, semantic, and
activity ~ components—perceived  differently
between the two cultural groups?

2. Research Theoretical Literature

2.1. Landscape appraisal and landscape
preference

Research on landscape preference and aesthetics
began in the 1960s (Purcell et al., 2001). Lothian
(1999) believes that landscape perceptions are
formed by the two factors of inherent
environmental  characteristics and people's
interpretations of these characteristics (Taghvaei
al., 2017; Huai & Van, 2022). Landscape
preferences derive more from emotional reactions
to the physical environment than anything else and
affect the sense of attraction or aversion to the
environment. These preferences are usually called
aesthetic or evaluative reactions resulting from
visual communication with the natural or built
environment (Buijs et al., 2009).

2.2. Landscape aesthetic concepts

This study adopts a comprehensive theoretical
framework that integrates subjective and objective
components of environmental values in landscape
aesthetics theories and wuses the framework
developed and outlined in Tveit et al. (2006). In
this study, we specifically focus on three
fundamental concepts in rural landscape
assessment: diversity (or complexity), naturalness,
and sense of place. These were selected from a
broader set of theoretical constructs commonly
used in landscape aesthetics research, such as
coherence, legibility, stewardship, and openness
(Tveit et al., 2006).

These three indicators were prioritized because
they collectively capture both the objective,
physical properties of landscapes—such as
structural complexity and ecological patterns—and
the subjective, experiential dimensions, including
emotional attachment and cultural interpretation.
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The concept of diversity, often associated with
ecological richness and visual variety, has been
widely addressed in works such as Ode et al. (2008)
and Erikstad et al. (2008).Naturalness, defined as
the perceived degree of human influence in a
landscape, is rooted in frameworks developed by
Ode et al. (2009) and expanded by Keong &
Onuma (2021).Sense of place, reflecting emotional
and cultural ties to the landscape, is grounded in the
works of Jorgensen & Stedman (2001), Taghvaei
(2012), and Ghorbanzadeh et al. (2023).

The combination of these three distinct yet
complementary indicators make them particularly
suitable for examining cross-cultural differences in
landscape perception and valuation (Li et al., 2022;
Tenerelli et al., 2017; Frank et al., 2012). The
choice of these three indicators centers on studying
landscape preferences through environmental
features, species, and physical or natural qualities.
Additionally, it examines historical and memorable
components integral to the landscape.

The selected indicators are conceptually distinct:
diversity relates to visual and ecological variety,
naturalness to the degree of perceived human
influence on the landscape, and sense of place to
emotional and cultural attachment. This distinction
allows each indicator to capture different yet
complementary aspects of landscape perception
and evaluation. Relevant research highlights the
role of environmental factors and local context in
shaping rural development strategies and landscape
preferences, emphasizing that effective planning
should consider place-specific ecological and
socio-cultural conditions (Jome’epour et al., 2018;
Ghorbanzadeh & Niloufar, 2019). This study will
explore cross-cultural differences in the
interpretation and importance of different aspects
contributing to the perception of vegetation
diversity, naturalness, and sense of place.

2.2.1. Diversity

Landscape diversity includes the complex
interaction between pattern, form, composition,
and configuration of landscape features. This
multifaceted concept, presented in the Biophilia
hypothesis by Kellert and Wilson (1993),
emphasizes the central role of diversity in nature,
which includes both species richness and landscape
species variety (Ode et al., 2008). In landscape
ecology, diversity is often synonymous with
complexity and has a central place (eg, Green et al.,
20006). In particular, landscape diversity is defined
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as the diversity of land cover classes, and it is
usually measured through land cover mapping
methods (Ramezani, 2019).

The importance of landscape diversity transcends
ecological domains and affects human perceptions
and preferences in specific landscapes. People's
preference for a particular landscape is
fundamentally related to their ability to perceive
the complexity, variety, and level of interaction
with that landscape (Kaplan et al, 1989).
Significantly, a Europe-wide meta-analysis, by
Van Zanten et al. (2014) found that there is a
distinct preference for mosaic landscapes and that
diverse landscapes are considered being more
attractive (Hermes et al., 2018). Therefore,
landscape diversity plays an important role in
shaping human perceptions and preferences, since
more diverse landscapes are often more attractive.
We assessed vegetation diversity by classifying
land cover into distinct types and structural
categories. This helped to identify visual contrasts
and transitions between different landscape
components.

2.2.2. Naturalness

Naturalness refers to the extent to which a
landscape appears untouched by human influence
and emphasizes its similarity to natural
environments. The concept of naturalness is one of
the concepts studied in most landscape preference
research and is generally used to describe how
close a landscape is to the perceived natural state
(Ode et al., 2009). It is noteworthy that perceived
naturalness can be different from ecological
naturalness (Tveit et al., 2006). Environmental
psychologists and proponents of ecological
aesthetics both recognize naturalness as a critical
aspect of visual quality (Purcell & Lamb, 1998;
Gobster, 1999).

The results indicate a preference for environments
that are perceived as natural in appearance and
structure, even if such landscapes may include
human-modified or cultivated elements, as
opposed to clearly artificial or built environments
(Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989), This confirms the
cross-cultural relevance of perceived naturalness in
shaping both visual appreciation and recreational
preference.

The Hemeroby index is used to measure the
perceived naturalness of the land cover based on
the level of human influence on the landscape. The
Hemeroby index, which was originally designed
for ecological studies, has now become a standard

tool in the assessment of landscape aesthetic
quality (Frank et al., 2013). Using this approach,
the human perception of naturalness is considered
rather than its ecological meaning, such that
deciduous forests are usually rated as more natural
than mixed or coniferous forests, and surface water
is ranked second in importance (Jackson et al.,
2008).

In this study, to assess the naturalness, the
Hemeroby index classification has been used, and
based on this, it has focused on natural components
such as vegetation, water bodies, and elements of
natural and built environments. In this way, a
systematic approach to the assessment of
naturalness is presented and helps to increase our
understanding of human perceptions in societies
with different cultures.

2.2.3. Sense of Place

The sense of place has been the focus of
geographical science studies and refers to the
attachment or emotional connection of people with
a place or the meaning that a person attributes to
such areas (Williams & Vaske, 2003; Brown &
Raymond, 2007). Attachment to a place is
proposed by environmental psychologists. They
consider it equivalent to geographers’ sense of
place. The place attachment scale (Williams and
Waske, 2003) is one of the first valid scales used in
different areas of land use. This scale is defined
based on the two concepts of place identity and
place dependence (Brown and Raymond, 2007).
Tuan’s theory (1977) posits that individuals who
are rooted will act responsibly toward their
immediate environment (Kudryavtsev et al., 2012).
In addition, people in communities with stronger
place attachments enjoy a higher quality of life, and
they tend to identify landscape values and specific
places in their communities (Brown et al., 2007,
Mohammad-Moradi et al., 2022).

Place attachment, or the human-place bond
(Altman, 1992), has been present in academic
discourse since the 1990s. As understanding of the
construct and its applicability has grown, so has its
use across contexts and cultures (Falahat, 2006;
Montazerolhodjah & Sharifnejad, 2023). The
scale's psychometric properties have not been
evaluated despite being widely used. Certain
researchers (e.g., Williams and Vaske, 2003)
suggest that because context plays a crucial role in
comprehending and  gauging individuals'
attachment to places, further examination is
necessary to evaluate the conceptual consistency
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and measurement accuracy of commonly used
attachment scales across various locations and
situations (Wynveen et al., 2018).

The assumption of item equivalency, as proposed
by Budruk (2010), could present challenges when
comparing data gathered from diverse social and
physical settings. Scholars such as Kyle and
Johnson (2008) and Trentelman (2009) have noted
differences in place conceptualization among
individuals with varied experiences and cultural
backgrounds. Alternatively, there may be subtle
differences in how distinct groups perceive places,
which conventional variables like shared
experience history or activity preferences fail to
capture (Wynveen et al., 2018).

2.3. Cultural differences

There are several established theories in this field;
including the landscape sanctuary theory, the
savanna theory (Orians, 1980), and the biophilia
theory (Wilson, 1984), which are based on the
global consensus on landscape preference. Most
people's consensus on landscape preferences is
focused on tree and water preferences (Ulrich,
1983). Evolutionary psychology acknowledges
that there are innate and shared perceptions of
perspective regardless of cultural differences
(Ozgtiner, 2011; Tveit et al., 2006).

Other studies have shown that different social
groups may have varying preferences for wild
versus managed landscapes, depending on factors
such as cultural background, education, or
familiarity with nature (e.g., van den Berg &
Koole, 2006; Gobster et al., 2007). Likewise,
people from different socio-cultural backgrounds
have different preferences for urban parks (Kaplan
& Kaplan,1989; Buijs et al., 2009). This suggests
that comparative studies among different cultural
groups can reveal commonalities and differences in
preferences (Madureira et al., 2015), hence further
studies are required to understand how landscape
characteristics lead to global consensus or specific
cultural differences (Swapan et al., 2017). Also,
background-based studies such as comparisons
between landscape experts and the general public
have shown differences in landscape preferences
(Ode et al., 2010; Van Den Berg and Koole, 2006).
Most people today, especially in eastern countries,
live in urban areas, with nature experienced almost
solely through vacations. However, the experience
of nature differs for those living in Western
countries (Hung et al., 2023). In addition, natural
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environments are universally considered to have a
higher aesthetic value than urban environments
(Ulrich et al., 1993). However, research suggests
that cultural variations affect aesthetic perceptions
(Lehman et al., 2004) and emotional responses to
landscapes (Ulrich, 1983). This idea suggests that
the perception of landscape aesthetics can be
influenced by socio-cultural structures such as
knowledge, experience, or individual cultural
background, different from one person to another
(Lim et al., 2015).

Thus, it is important to understand the different
roles played by nature for people living in Western
and Eastern countries and the extent to which these
differences are based on cultural differences and,
more extensive research on landscape preferences
with different cultural contexts seems necessary
and informative (Hégerhill, 2001; Van Den Berg
and Koole, 2006; Héagerhéll et al., 2018). In
addition, expertise, special interests, and landscape
typology can also influence aesthetic preferences.

There are still important gaps in the understanding
of cross-cultural differences despite many studies
in the field of landscape evaluation. Many of these
studies assessed only one indicator, such as
perceived preferences for naturalness or landscape
openness. In addition, despite the importance of
cultural preferences, the impact of cultural
diversity on landscape perception has limited
research (Eisler et al., 2003). Also, landscape
preference studies have mostly been conducted
among Western populations, and this has led to a
more limited understanding of cultural differences
among populations in different countries
(Hégerhéll et al. 2018). Therefore, there is a need
for more basic research that examines different
cultural dimensions in diverse landscape contexts.

3. Research Methodology

This study is an initial pilot research project
designed to examine cross-cultural differences in
rural landscape preferences between Iranian and
Swedish landscape architecture experts. The
research specifically focuses on the psychological
dimension of landscape perception, using three
indicators: vegetation diversity, naturalness, and
sense of place, which are frequently discussed in
landscape preference literature.To address the
cultural contrasts meaningfully, a purposive
sampling strategy was adopted to select
participants with extensive academic and
professional experience in rural landscape studies.
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This ensured that respondents would have
sufficient knowledge and contextual insight to
evaluate the indicators effectively. The sampling
approach also aimed to include experts from
diverse academic institutions and professional
backgrounds to enhance the validity and reliability
of the findings.

To gather the required data, a structured
questionnaire was developed based on established
landscape preference frameworks and adapted to
fit the cross-cultural context of Iran and Sweden.
The questionnaire consisted of clearly defined
items measured on a Likert scale to quantify
participants’ perceptions. Before the final
distribution, the instrument was pre-tested for
clarity and cultural appropriateness.

Overall, this pilot study serves as a valuable
preliminary investigation to test the feasibility and
relevance of a larger, more comprehensive cross-
cultural study in the future (Kunselman, 2024).
3.1. Participants

Landscape architecture experts from several
Iranian universities and the Swedish Agricultural
University (SLU) in Sweden participated in this
study. Due to the specialization of the questions of
this study and their inherent complexity, the
participants were selected from landscape
architecture experts. Proficiency in the terms and

concepts of landscape architecture requires that
study sampling be limited to professionals and the
general population excluded from the study.
Selective selection reduces bias and increases the
focus of the study. In selecting Iranian and Swedish
landscape architecture experts participating in this
study, we tried to recruit them from among those
who have experience working on rural landscape
studies. While Swedish participants were affiliated
with SLU, we clarified in the methodology that we
recruited only those who had lived and worked in
Sweden for an extended period and had practical
experience in Swedish rural landscape studies.
Similarly, all Iranian participants were natives and
residents of Iran. This has now been explicitly
stated in the text to ensure cultural validity in the
cross-national ~ comparison.  Therefore, the
interview questions were sent to 25 Iranian experts
and 25 Swedish experts in the form of email
invitations, and they were given two weeks to
respond. By obtaining confirmation from the
participants, we were assured of their willingness
to participate in the interview. This email interview
resulted in a response rate of 62% with 18 Iranians
and 13 Swedes responding (For detailed sample
statistics, please refer to Table 1).

Table 1- Profiles of the respondents engaged in the online questionnaire.

Country Number of Expertise Organizational affiliation
respondents
SBU (Shahid Beheshti University), TU (Tehran
Iran 13 Landscape University), TMU (Tarbiat Modares University),
Architecture IKIU (Imam Khomeini International University),
IUST (Iran University of Science and Technology)
Sweden 13 Landscape SLU (Swedish Un}versny of Agricultural
Architecture Sciences)

The two countries studied — Iran and Sweden —
differ significantly not only in terms of habitat
characteristics such as vegetation and topography,
but also in climate conditions, which range from
arid and semi-arid zones in Iran to temperate and
subarctic zones in Sweden. These environmental
contrasts are relevant as they shape cultural
practices and landscape interactions in each
context. To ensure the cultural grounding of our
expert sample, all Iranian participants were native-
born and residing in Iran, and all Swedish
participants were long-term residents with Nordic
cultural backgrounds and direct professional

experience in Swedish rural landscapes. These
efforts were made to strengthen the validity of
cross-cultural comparison by ensuring that the
expert evaluations were rooted in each country’s
cultural and environmental context.

3.1.1. Iranian (Iran)

The history of settlement throughout the Plateau of
Iran has a long history (which dates back to the 4-
S5th millennium BC). Traditional Iranian
landscaping, enclosed courtyards, and gardens in
particular, have been regarded as constitutive
sources of design patterns and conceptual context
for architecture. The country of Iran, with an area
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of 1,873,959 km? (the 17th largest country in the
world), is located in the Northern and Eastern
Hemispheres, on the Asian continent, and among
the countries of West Asia. A major part of Iran,
which is located in the dry belt of the world,
consists of areas with harsh hot, and dry climate
conditions and deserts. Most of these areas, which
face severe limitations of water resources,
vegetation, and some other natural features, at the
same time, contain many very old and important
urban and rural settlements. In addition, the
average height is more than 1200 meters above sea
level, and as a four-season country with a great
variety of climates, such that the northwest has a
mountainous climate, the north has a moderate and
humid climate, the central regions have a hot-dry
climate, and the south and southeast regions have a
hot and humid climate.

According to the United Nations forecast, Iran's
population in 2023 is estimated at around 88
million, with approximately 26% living in rural
areas based on the 2015 national census. While this
study focuses on expert evaluations rather than
public opinion, such demographic data provides
important context. The considerable portion of the
population residing in rural areas reflects a strong
and ongoing connection to rural landscapes, which
may influence how Iranian landscape architecture
experts perceive and evaluate these environments
through direct experience or professional
engagement. Furthermore, the formation and
physical texture of these rural ecosystems are
deeply shaped by a combination of geographical,
social, economic, and cultural factors that vary
across climatic regions of Iran (Zargar, 1999;
Taghvaei, 2006). Iran caters to a wide range of
preferences, climates, and weather conditions. The
official language of the Iranian people is Persian
(Farsi). The landscape architecture experts
participating in the study were from the universities
located in Tehran (as Capital) and Qazvin city in
Iran (Table 1).

3.1.2. Swedish (Sweden)

Sweden is a country with an area of approximately
450,000 square kilometers and is considered one of
the largest countries in Northern Europe. Sweden's
geographic location is in the northern and eastern
hemispheres, its western border is Norway and its
eastern neighbour is Finland. The latest UN census
estimates Sweden's population to be approximately
10.5 million in 2023, a significant fraction of
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Europe's population. The majority of Sweden's
population, about 85 percent, lives in cities and
larger settlements. Sweden has a diverse
geographical landscape including forested areas,
numerous lakes, and vast plains. About half of
Sweden is covered by forest and the other half is
covered by farmland and urban areas.Due to the
geographical extension of Sweden, there is a wide
range of climates in this country, from the southern
temperate climate to the northern semi-polar
climate. Swedish is the official languages of
Sweden. The landscape architect professionals
who participated in this study were based at the
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU,
in Alnarp and Uppsala, in southern Sweden.

3.2. Questionnaire

This questionnaire was designed to examine the
opinions of landscape architecture experts on three
evaluation indicators of rural landscapes: diversity,
naturalness, and sense of place. This questionnaire
with 15 main questions, of which three questions
are related to diversity, eight questions are related
to naturalness, and four questions are related to the
sense of place, was first prepared in Persian and
then translated into English. To design this
questionnaire, the survey methodology of previous
related studies was used, for example, for the
indicators of diversity and naturalness from Zhang
et al., (2022) and Olafsdottir and Saepérsdottir
(2020), and for the sense of place index from the
studies of Jorgensen & Stedman (2001) and
Mohammad-Moradi et al. (2022) were used.

In addition, adherence to the ethical standards that
were guaranteed in the design of the questionnaire.
Given that the main method of identifying
preferences in landscape preference studies has
typically been rating or ranking images (Kaplan
and Kaplan, 1989). Based on this, all items were
evaluated on a seven-point Likert scale, from
I=very little to 7=very much.

In addition, the normative and semantic
equivalents of the questions in both Persian and
English languages were carefully examined, and
after the questionnaire was prepared in Persian, its
semantic equivalents were translated into English.
This survey was prepared for Iranian experts using
the Porsline online survey platform in Farsi and
sent as an invitation link to their email, and for
Swedish experts it was designed in English using a
university intranet system with the Netigate
platform and emailed to them. In this survey, the
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participants were asked to rate their opinion on the
importance of three rural landscape concepts in 15
questions with a 7-point Likert scale, and three
open questions were presented at the end of each
section for the participants to express their

opinions. An overview and interpretation of the
selected indicators and their sub-components is
presented in Table 2 to support a clearer
understanding of the study framework.

Table 2. Summary of questionnaire framework.

Main Question (in two Number of
Indicator Sub-indicator Questions per Sub-
languages) o .
indicator
- Different t f tati
To what extent do you find that Herent types ol vegetation
. ) . - Composition and configuration of 3
Experiences different features of vegetation )
. g vegetation 2
of Landscape contribute to your experience of . .
! ) . X - Open-ended question, a suggestion
Diversity landscape diversity? .
for the components of vegetation 1
diversity
- Natural vegetation 6
- Cultivated vegetation p
To what degree do natural and - Waterbody p
Experiences cultivated components of rural - Patterns and shapes of the landscape 3
of landscapes contribute to your - Natural relief components 4
naturalness experience of naturalness? - Paths and roads 3
- Building components
. . 6
- Open-ended question, a suggestion 1
for the components of naturalness
How important are different - Physical components 4
physical, semantic, and activity - Semantic components
Sense of . - 5
lace components for your experience of - Activity components 7
p a sense of place? - Open-ended question, a suggestion 1
for the components of sense of place

Overview of the questionnaire structure, including main indicators, sub-indicators, and the number of questions assigned
to each. The questionnaire items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = very low, 7 = very high).

3.3. Data Analysis

The statistical analysis of the aesthetic preferences
of three indicators of vegetation diversity,
naturalness, and sense of place was done using
IBM SPSS 29 software. Descriptive statistics were
used to determine the average responses for each
sub-index and its items. After the assumption of
normality of the data was rejected with the help of
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and obtaining a p-
value of less than 0.05, non-parametric tests were
used to analyze the data. Since the study was

conducted between two groups (Iranian and
Swedish experts) with independent data, U Mann-
Whitney comparative tests were chosen as the most
appropriate test to investigate cultural differences
and similarities. In addition, due to the relatively
small size of the sample (N=31), the exact
distribution of the test statistic (U) was used to
obtain more reliable results (Table 3).

Table 3. Tests for differences in preferences for three Indicators across two respondent groups.

Indicators Test Group n Analysis method
Experience of landscape diversity . Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
. Iranian, .
Experience of naturalness Swedish 31 Mann—Whitney U test
Sense of place Exact Mann—Whitney U test

3.4. Limitations of research

In this study, the survey was developed to assess
Iraninan landscape, and hence not adapted to fit
into a Swedish landscape context, and hence
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concepts might be less relevant. While this could
be seen as negative, we believe this is one of the
strengths of the study — there has been a tendency
to theory development taking place in Western
Europe/US and by testing a survey developed for
an Iranian landscape context and experts in Europe,
this provide something that are more novel.

Experts in landscape architecture were used
because of the specialization of landscape
assessment questions and their complexity. There
is a need for background knowledge and familiarity
with the specialized words of landscape
architecture, which makes it limited to involving
the general population in the study and only makes
it possible for experts to answer them. Their
inclusion reduces noise and bias, enhances the
study's focus, and prevents response bias.
Therefore, considering that the study is based on
the preferences of landscape architecture experts,
especially those with experience working on rural
landscape studies, it basically includes a small
statistical population in two countries. At the same
time, this study has been done with the aim of
emphasizing the importance of cross-cultural
differences among landscape architecture experts.
In addition, because the questionnaire was without
visual questions and was based on the mentality of
each expert towards the elements of the rural
landscape, it is possible that it may be different

from the experiences that are obtained in reality in
these landscapes. However, since the questionnaire
has specifically questioned three important
indicators of aesthetics in the rural landscape with
specific elements in this landscape, the results
effectively show the effect of cultural differences
on the responses of landscape aesthetic
preferences. At the same time, more studies with a
larger sample size and more types of cultural
samples are necessary. Future studies can fill the
knowledge gaps related to different kinds of rural
landscapes and their relationship with human
resources, and can also strengthen explanations for
human and natural experiences.

4. Research Findings

In the U-Man-Whitney comparison test, the
significance level of landscape aesthetic
preferences regarding vegetation diversity was
0.68, which shows that there is no significant
difference between the two groups. This average
for Iranian experts is 4.95, which is slightly lower
than the average of experts. Sweden, which was
5.25 (Table 4), but at the same time with a p-value
greater than 0.05, this difference is not statistically
significant. This means that there are similar
preferences regarding plant species diversity as
well as vegetation patterns and configuration
between Iranian and Swedish experts (Table 4).

Table 4. Comparison of the differences in opinions of two groups of Persian and Swedish experts

Indicator Sub-indicator 1\(/1131)11 lzg%?;)l Sig. Analysis item h(/ll‘i;l)n lzgi:;)l Sig.
Tree species (3 to 12
meters) 5.56 5.62 0.182
Shrub species (1 to 3 4.83 5.15 0.745
Different types and meters) 3.83 5.00 0.271
Diversity structures of 4.95 5.25 0.68 | Herb species (0 to 1 m)
vegetation Composition and
configuration of 5.67 5.92 0.668
vegetation 5.61 5.23 0.118
Vertical structure

By comparing the indicators of naturalness (Figure
1) and sense of place (Figure 2), significant cultural
differences were revealed, especially regarding the
perception of naturalness, the average ratings
showed that cultivated vegetation for Iranian
experts had an average of 4.80 compared to
Swedish experts with an average of 2.65 is more
important and this difference of opinion is
considered significant with p-value=0.001.
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Specifically, the understanding of the naturalness
of sub-indices such as gardens, vineyards, and
agricultural land was higher for Iranian experts



(\
JRGIY

Journal of Research and Rural Planning

No.1/ Serial No.48

(sig<0.05). On the other hand, differences were
observed in the perception of relief components,
which showed that Iranian experts attach less
importance to it than Swedish experts
(Iranian=4.68; Swedish=5.75, p-value=0.012).

® [ranian

Related to this index, the degree of naturalness of
items such as bare rocks, heights with little
vegetation, and sandy hills was ranked higher by
Swedish experts (sig<0.05).

Swedish
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Figure 1. Comparison of difference of mean of sub-indicator of naturalness

In addition, for paths and roads, Iranian experts
compared to their Swedish counterparts gave
higher importance (Iranian=4.12; Swedish=3.27,
p-value=0.052). These significant differences were
also observed in some of the building components,
so Iranian experts in architecture with canvas
materials and rural stepped residential areas
received higher scores than Iranian experts (mean

® [ranian

5.8

Wi

physical componen

= 4.72 to 5.33, p-value = 0.004) (Table 5).
Examining these findings shows how cultural
differences affect the perception of naturalness and
highlights the importance of paying attention to
local contexts in rural landscape planning and
decisions.

Swedish

5.6
54
5.2
4.8
4.6
4.4

semantic activity component
component

Figure 2. Comparison of mean of sub-indicator of sense of place

Contrary to the significant cultural differences that

were seen in some aspects of the perception of
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naturalness, in other naturalness sub-indices such
as natural vegetation (sig=0.382), water bodies
(sig=0.095) and configuration (sig=0.095) with a
p-value greater than 0.05 significant difference was
not observed between experts of two groups and
the sub-indices were evaluated similarly. These

results indicate that the experts of the two groups
have a common understanding of the importance of
natural vegetation, water bodies, and landscape

organization and form.

Table 5. Comparison of the differences in opinions of two groups of Persian and Swedish experts on the
naturalness of rural landscapes.

Indicator Sub- Mean | Mean | o, Analysis item Mean | Mean | o
indicator | (IR) | (SW) | >'*® y (IR) | (SW) g
CBmi“fdleaf fgr“tt 533 | 575 | 0225
_-ontierous fores 439 | 458 | 0.863
Mixed forest (broadleaf and
Natural . 5.33 5.68 | 0.516
. 5.17 5.04 | 0.382 coniferous)
vegetation 5.83 475 | 0.144
Natural pasture and bushland
An area rich in vegetation >-89 275 0.915
0 vegeta 428 | 3.75 | 0.528
Area poor in vegetation
Planted forest 4.17 3.08 | 0.060
Cultivated Orchard 5.33 3.08 | 0.001
veeetation 4.80 2.65 | 0.001 Vineyard 4.83 2.50 | 0.001
& Irrigated agricultural land 4.72 2.25 | 0.001
Dryland agricultural land 4.94 2.33 | 0.001
Water spring
Seasonal river 6.11 6.17 | 0.229
Water Perennial river 6.61 6.25 | 0.722
bodi 5.14 475 | 0.095 Narrow rural man-made water 5.61 6.08 | 0.294
odies channels 3.67 | 2.92 | 0.170
Fish breeding ponds with 3.72 | 233 | 0.007
soundscape
Naturalness . Varlogs Vegetatlgn patch sha}pes 5.50 5.58 | 0.806
Configuration Multi-layer vertical vegetation 554 553 | 0178
(pattern and 4.94 5.08 | 0.958 and complex structure ’ ’ ’
shapes) Number and arrangement of 3.89 433 | 0559
roads around vegetation patches
Natural Bare rocks 4.50 591 0.017
. Heights with low vegetation 4.39 5.82 | 0.015
o Iﬁecl)‘gefms 4.68 | 575 | 0.012 Sandy hills 417 | 536 | 0.035
P Densely vegetated valleys 5.67 591 | 0.539
Paths and Asphalt road 2.83 2.36 | 0.182
rosds 4.12 3.27 | 0.052 The dirt road 4.33 3.09 | 0.056
footpath or nature trail 5.22 4.36 | 0.188
Small industrial and commercial
units
The rural stepped residential area 2.78 2.09°)0.061
. . 4.83 3.00 | 0.007
Buildin Rural flat residential area 372 3.00 0.160
& 3.95 2.80 | 0.010 Architecture with canvas ’ ’ ’
components materials 5.61 3.09 | 0.001
Architecture with modern 2.28 2.45 0.773
chitecture with mode 450 | 3.18 | 0.107
materials
Beehives with different colors

No standard descriptions or images were provided
for each variable. Respondents interpreted the
items based on their own expertise and professional
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judgment, which may introduce variability in
interpretation for less concrete categories.

The analysis of the sense of place index leads us to
interesting insights about the sense of place in
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Iranian and Swedish experts. While in general the
sense of place does not show significant cultural
differences (p values > 0.05), subtle differences are
revealed in some sub-indices. One of the observed
differences is related to various activities that are
effective in creating a sense of place. Iranian
experts rated the importance of some activity
components with an average rating of 5.44
significantly higher than Swedish experts with an
average rating of 5 (Table 6). Especially, the
importance of equipment such as electricity, water,
gas, and the internet was significantly higher for
Iranian experts with an average of 4.22 compared
to Swedish experts with an average of 2.64
(sig=0.015). Also, holding cultural, religious, and
ritual events was much more important for Iranian
experts with an average of 5.39 than for Swedish

experts with an average of 3.18 (sig=0.006).

On the other hand, no significant difference was
observed in the physical and semantic components
of the sense of place between the two Iranian and
Swedish specialized groups. Physical
characteristics such as the quality of materials and
facades of buildings, rural residential context,
historical monuments, and the overall historical
value of the landscape had similar values for both
groups (sig=0.815). In the same way, the
evaluation of two groups of the sub-indices of the
semantic components of the landscape including
narratives, collective memories, kinship ties, and
prosperity did not differ significantly (Sig>0.05).
These findings emphasize the common
understanding that exists among people of different
cultures regarding the sense of place (Table 6).

Table 6. Comparison of the differences in opinions of two groups of Persian and Swedish experts on the Sense of
place in the evaluation of the rural landscape.

Part Sub-indicator l\élli;l)n 12&;1/1)1 Sig. Analysis item l\élﬁ:)n lzgi:,l)l Sig.
Quality of materials and
facades of buildings
Quality of the rural 5.06 5.64 0.311
Physical residential context 5.56 5.73 0.824
component 372 336 0.815 Historical and valued 5.67 491 0.404
building 6.00 5.36 0.356
The historic value of the
overall rural landscape
Safety.and Security 533 480 0.493
Narratives from the
Semantic history of the village >.17 4.55 0.487
5.67 491 0.098 . 4.56 3.36 0.076
component Prosperity and comfort
Collective memories 372 336 0.272
— o 4.94 5.18 0.777
Kinship and ethnic ties
Sense of - :
place The existence of suitable
walking paths
Existence of suitable
roads
Equipment (electricity, 5.06 5.64 0.160
water, gas, internet) 4.61 3.91 0.087
Activity A.ssistance to Hll"fll 4.22 2.64 0.015
component 5.44 5.00 0.017 res1denFs on occasions 5.28 391 0.065
Holding cultural, 5.39 3.18 0.006
religious, and ritual 5.28 4.18 0.132
events 5.44 4.36 0.422
Fun recreational
activities
Cleanliness and garbage
collection
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

5.1. Comparison of vegetation diversity

Table 4 and the analysis of the p-value results show
that there is no significant difference between
Iranian and Swedish experts in the prioritization of
vegetation types and structures, including
herbaceous, tree, and shrub species, despite the
cultural and geographical differences. There is a
high degree of commonality in rural landscape
aesthetic preferences between the two expert
groups. In environmental psychology, there is a
consensus on the relationship between complexity
and preference (Ode et al. 2010). The result of this
study suggests that also the indicators used to
assess diversity are similar across cultural contexts.
The lack of significant differences in vegetation
diversity preferences between Iranian and Swedish
experts suggests intriguing implications regarding
the universality of aesthetic experiences in rural
landscapes. While cultural and geographical
factors often shape individuals' perceptions of
beauty (Zargar,1999; Rosley et al., 2017; Hagerhéll
et al., 2018) the observed similarities hint at
underlying commonalities that transcend these
influences. From a psychological standpoint,
evolutionary theories propose that humans are
innately drawn to natural environments due to their
restorative qualities, irrespective of cultural
background. Thus, while cultural differences
undoubtedly exist, the convergence in aesthetic
preferences regarding  vegetation  diversity
underscores the potential existence of fundamental
human values toward nature's beauty and
functionality (Garrido-Velarde et al., 2018;
Williams & Cary, 2002).

5.2. Comparison of naturalness

Comparing the preferences of Iranian and Swedish
experts in the perception of naturalness using the
results of Table 5 reveals interesting results about
the influence of culture on landscape aesthetic
preferences.

Important differences arise because Iranian experts
show a more natural understanding of cultivated
vegetation. This may reflect the cultural
importance of traditional agricultural practices and
the integration of nature into daily life in Iran.
However, this interpretation is based on contextual
assumptions, as the questionnaire did not explicitly
include questions about participants’ personal
experience with agriculture or land-based
livelihoods.
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This preference difference can also be related to
Iran's prevailing arid and semi-arid climate, which
makes them value the abundance of green
vegetation. In contrast, in Sweden, with its
temperate climate and abundant natural resources,
preserving natural landscapes and integrating
environmentally friendly design elements is a
higher priority. Swedish experts placed more value
on natural highland components such as bare rocks
and sand dunes, which is probably due to the lack
of high mountains in southern Sweden. Socio-
economic factors such as population density and
economic development also significantly affect the
perception of landscape aesthetics. Finally,
different perspectives emphasize the deep impact
of cultural norms, historical heritage, and
collective experiences on the interaction of people
with their environment (Shaw, 2019; King, 2016;
Wall and Oswald, 2010).

Despite the differences, significant similarities
have been identified across cultural differences in
the assessment of naturalness sub-indices. Iranian
and Swedish experts have the same preferences for
natural vegetation, water bodies, and landscape
configuration. Shared cultural preferences in key
landscape elements emphasize that innate human
preferences for specific environmental features are
rooted in evolutionary adaptations and biophilic
tendencies, thus aligning the results with
psychological theories (Petrova et al., 2015; Hoyle
et al., 2019). While subtle differences in landscape
preferences emerge under the influence of culture,
a shared understanding of the core elements of
landscape emphasizes the universal aspects of
human-environment interactions (Ulrich, 1993;
Kellert & Wilson, 1993).

5.3. Comparison of sense of place

The analysis of the sense of place index shows a
new perspective on the preferences of Iranian and
Swedish experts regarding the cultural significance
of rural landscapes. While significant cultural
differences in the evaluations of the sense of place
index are not shown in the results, at the same time
subtle differences are visible. Some activities
related to the sense of place are rated more
important than their Swedish counterparts in the
opinion of Iranian experts, and this shows how
different cultural norms affect the sense of place.
Especially for Iranians, access to essential services
such as electricity, water, gas, and internet was
emphasized and this highlights the role of
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infrastructure in shaping the identity of a place. In
addition, the importance of holding cultural,
religious, and ritual events among Iranians
emphasizes the influence of cultural practices on
the construction of place meanings and emphasizes
the dynamic nature of place-making processes.
Aligning with place attachment theories (Jorgensen
& Stedman, 2001; Scannell & Gifford, 2010), these
findings emphasize the importance of shared
experiences in shaping people's connections with
place. In other words, based on the theory of place
attachment, people establish deep emotional bonds
with certain places through their interactions and
experiences with the environment, which plays a
central role in this process of common encounters.
In short, shared experiences in collective activities
while establishing one's connections with the place
and its inhabitants; also strengthens the sense of
belonging and collective identities.

On the contrary, despite these significant
differences, no significant difference was observed
in the physical and semantic components of the
sense of place between Iranian and Swedish expert
groups. Both groups showed similar evaluations of
physical features such as the quality of materials
and facades of buildings, rural residential context,
historical buildings, and the overall historical value
of the rural landscape. Similarly, the semantic
components that included the symbolic meanings
and cultural significance attributed to the landscape
showed the same values across the -cultural
contexts. In examining the complex relationship
between place attachment and landscape values,
Brown and Raymond (2007) argue that people's
emotional connections with specific places in their
neighbourhood are influenced by the surrounding
environment. Also, the study of the concepts of
place attachment, place identity, and place memory
by Lewicka (2008) reveals the importance of
collective memory in the formation of people's
place attachment. In this study, the observed
similarities in how Iranian and Swedish experts
evaluated the physical and semantic characteristics
of rural landscapes align with existing theories on
place identity and collective memory. These shared
perceptions suggest that certain aspects of place
attachment and landscape heritage may transcend
cultural boundaries. Therefore, even when specific
components of the sense of place differ, a common
understanding of human—environment interaction
often remains. While specific differences in
preference were observed, the primary goal of the

study was to highlight the significance of cultural
perspectives in shaping rural landscape assessment
frameworks.

It seems necessary to express this point that while
this study has obtained considerable differences
and similarities in the results of the naturalness and
sense of place indexes of the rural landscape, the
main emphasis of this research is on recognizing
the different perspectives in the assessment of rural
landscape aesthetics rather than the specific
differences we found here and, the importance of
understanding  cross-cultural  differences in
landscape considerations.

A comparative analysis of rural landscape
evaluations among experts of Iranian and Swedish
landscape architects provides valuable insights into
the influence of cultural, environmental, and socio-
economic factors. This comparative study provides
us with a new understanding of rural landscape
aesthetics and by examining three indicators of
vegetation diversity, naturalness, and sense of
place, it clarifies similarities and differences in
cultural contexts.

Aesthetic preferences in vegetation diversity are
the same among Iranian and Swedish experts,
despite the cultural and geographical differences.
These shared preferences stem from universal
values related to aesthetics and awareness of the
role of vegetation diversity in habitat health,
microclimate  regulation, and  biodiversity
enhancement, which  transcends cultural
influences. By recognizing the common
understanding that exists among different cultures
of the importance of biodiversity and ecological
balance, the potential for intercultural cooperation
in landscape planning and decision-making is also
provided.

The observed cross-cultural differences between
Iranian and Swedish landscape architecture experts
can be interpreted in light of cultural,
environmental, and socio-economic contexts,
which are widely discussed in the literature as key
influences on landscape perception. While these
factors were not directly measured in this study,
they provide a meaningful framework for
understanding the findings. This study provided a
valuable perspective for the assessment, planning,
and management of rural landscapes so that with
cultural awareness in planning processes, we can
cultivate landscapes that not only enhance aesthetic
qualities but also ensure sustainability and cultural
identity. By understanding these differences,
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architects and landscape planners can develop
cross-cultural collaborations and create and design
spaces that reflect human experiences and values.
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