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The concept of social representation

Definitions : 

« A social representation is an organized set of information, opinions, attitudes 
and beliefs about a particular object. » (Abric 2003)

« A form of knowledge, socially elaborated and shared, with a practical aim and 
contributing to the construction of a reality common to a social group. » 
(Jodelet 1989)

Important to know…

Social representations are mainly transmitted by communication.

Social representations guide our behaviors.



Common to all eras (unconscious mythology) :
• Space filled with higher entity, place of mystery and 

revelation 
• We get lost, we find his way,  

we find ourselves
• To access it, you need to be strong : 

hunter, priest, king or … brigand
• Inhospitable and threatening space that

we cross
• Initiatory space

The forest evoking myths and legends,
Cahiers of the environemnt, INRA

Evolution of social representations of the forest

(De Smedt, T., Fastrez, P., Matagne, J., Farcy, C., 2016)



Evolution of social representations of the forest

Today 

Globalisation 

Tertiairisation 
de l’économie

(% en terme d’emplois)

• Virtual
• Immaterial
• Distant
• Representation 

built by media



The main social representations

• Pessimism about the forest and their future

• A part of the public struggling to know who owns the 
forest

• The general public considers that the main function of 
the forest is ecological

(Ramesteiner & Kraxner, 2003; Ramesteiner & al., 2007; Eurobaromètre PAC 2016; Bodson, 
2005; Bowyer, 1995, Farcy & al. 2015, Matagne, 2016)



Eurobarometer CAP

(All countries combined)

http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/survey/index_en.htm

TNS Opinion, 2016

28 members states of the EU
27 822 people interviewed
October 2015



Absorbing 
CO2

Providing habitats, 
preserving biodiversity, 

conserving nature

Protecting people 
from floods & 

avalanches

Providing 
renewable 

energy

Providing 
wood

Providing 
healthy leisure 

activities

Jobs 
and RD

Eurobarometer CAP

Top 1/country

TNS Opinion, 2016Probable effet COP21 !



The main social representations

• Pessimism about the forest and their future

• A part of the public struggling to know who owns the 
forest

• The general public considers that the main function of 
the forest is ecological

• A large part of the public is opposed to cutting down 
trees, an act which it equates to “killing the forest”. 

(Ramesteiner & Kraxner, 2003; Ramesteiner & al., 2007; Eurobaromètre PAC 2016; Bodson, 
2005; Bowyer, 1995, Farcy & al. 2015, Matagne, 2016)



biblio

Activities to allow or prohibit (list) 

2/3 chez 
les 15-24 ans

Belgium

« Understand perceptions, uses et meanings of the forest in 2005 »

(Bodson, 2005)

(Wallonia and 
Brussels, 1038 people)



Is it possible to discuss 
forest management with 
someone who believes 

trees will live forever if not 
cut down ?

(Jim Bowyer, Fact vs. Perception, Forest product journal, vol.45, no.11/12, p.20)



The main social representationsale
• Pessimism about the forest and their future

• A part of the public struggling to know who owns the 
forest

• The general public considers that the main function of 
the forest is ecological

• A large part of the public is opposed to cutting down 
trees, an act which it equates to “killing the forest”. 

• Growing divide between the forest sector and the 
society

(Ramesteiner & Kraxner, 2003; Ramesteiner & al., 2007; Eurobaromètre PAC 2016; Bodson, 
2005; Bowyer, 1995, Farcy & al. 2015, Matagne, 2016)



« Attitudes towards the forest according to the forest or not forest profile»  
(2017) N=120 belgian students

1. Forest destroyed by human being
« the human beings put in danger the ecosystem of the forest, because of its leisures

but especially because of the exploitation (even if it’s acknowledged that human beings

can access to forests for their leisures and need wook to live) »   

2,5% of foresters - 47,5% of non-foresters

2. Ambivalent vision of the role of human being on the forest
« the human being destroys forest when it exploits it, but wood is necessary for man. 

The good health of forest does not depend so much on the intervention of man, 

although if man must make every effort to protect it. »

27,5% of foresters - 38,75% of non-foresters

3. Forest managed sustainably by human being : 

« the human being protects forest and can exploit it, live there, practice its leasure, 

without destroying it. »

70% of foresters - 13,75% of non-foresters

(Matagne, 2017)

Belgium



Germany

« The secret life of trees » 
400.000 copies sold.  Best sales 

for a essay, 2015

« Are trees the new whales ? Noble creatures massacred by men? »

Courrier International n° 1324 from 17th to 23th March, 2016
« The Germans have always displayed a visceral attachment to their forests. Today, more 
than ever, it is in the middle of beeches, oakes and spruces that they will revitalize
themselves. Yet, their consumption of firewood and construction wood is skyrocketing. 
Dilemma » (Die Zeit, Henning Sussebach, Florian Janicke).

Cemeteries in forests. 3400 
funerary urns (3000 euros each). 

It finances integral reserves

Firewood : 10 m3 wood/year
instead of 1,06 national

« Nonsense ! If 
we plant trees, 

it is to cut
them»

« The more urbanization
accelerates, the more 
nature is sacralized »

Today 650.000 translates 
copies in 35 countries

PEFC Policy Conference, Brussels, 26th September 2019



The main social representations

• Pessimism about the forest and their future

• A part of the public struggling to know who owns the 
forest

• The general public considers that the main function of 
the forest is ecological

• A large part of the public is opposed to cutting down 
trees, an act which it equates to “killing the forest”. 

• Growing divide between the forest sector and the 
society

• The functions of forest preservation and forest
exploitation are incompatibles for the public

(Ramesteiner & Kraxner, 2003; Ramesteiner & al., 2007; Eurobaromètre PAC 2016; Bodson, 
2005; Bowyer, 1995, Farcy & al. 2015, Matagne, 2016)



« Wood is nature, 
warm and friendly »

Forest Europe, 2007

… but no link with
forest management!

« Its like a good steak! … Wood material
and steak have becomed things in 
themselves in our perception, put at a 
distance or even cut from their origin by 
the shaping they have undergone » 
Bodson, 2017

However…



Tracks of explanation

1. A particular societal context

o a strong emotional context with climate changes

o Collapsology

o Sense of urgency

o Collective citizen awareness

For the forest…
o Rise in strength of the symbolic value of the forest

o Emotional relationship between the humans and the forest
o Object of deep and ancestral attachment to the forest (archaic)
o Fear of loss of access to a collective memory (Harrison1992)



Tracks of explanation

2. Complexity of forest issues for the general public

o Multifunctionality, network of actors, more and more distant 
link, multiplication and imbrication of issues 

o Hypocognition problem : lack of sufficient cognitive frameworks 
to capture every dimensions of the complex reality of 
environmental issues (Lakoff, 2010) 





Tracks of explanation

3. The dominant media model is inappropriate for 
understanding complex issues

Dominant Media model : persuasive communication

▪ Simple messages, most often decontextualized, visual and emotional
▪ The general public is conceived as a massive and passive target that react

in a similar way to messages and needs to be impacted repeatedly
▪ Focus in the impact





ise compréhension sociale des forêts
Media like controversy and highlight
the extraordinary

Courrier International, 10 avril 2017



Etude 2 – 120 étudiants belges universitaires 
40 étudiants forestiers et 80 étudiants non forestiers

Power of media : illustration of a reaction of a new law in Poland



Merci pour votre attention !

Giant megaphones to listen to the forest
(Estonian students in design, 2015)

Photo: Tõnu 
Tunnel

Thank you for your attention !


