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SUSTAINABLE ESTATES FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 

 

 

This thesis forms part of the wider ‘Sustainable Estates for the 21st Century’ 

project, which was funded by the Henry Angest Foundation and based at the 

Centre for Mountain Studies (University of the Highlands and Islands) at Perth 

College, Scotland.  The ‘Sustainable Estates for the 21st Century’ project aimed to 

understand and assess how different estate owners and managers in upland 

Scotland can improve their decision making to ensure that the management of 

their estates delivers sustainability goals.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis developed and piloted a suite of sustainability indicators for assessing 

the extent to which upland estate management in Scotland delivers sustainability 

goals.  In Scotland, upland areas have a unique pattern of land ownership, with 

much of the land divided into ‘estates’ owned by private individuals and 

organisations, public bodies, and non-governmental and community organisations.  

Upland estate management objectives and land uses are wide-ranging - 

agriculture, forestry, nature conservation, property and sporting interests – set 

within discourses of sustainability and multifunctionality and also including new 

developments in tourism, renewable energy and biodiversity conservation.  The 

complexity of upland estate management presents a great challenge, both 

theoretically and practically.  

 

To tackle this complexity, indicators were developed using a transdisciplinary 

research approach, combining academic and non-academic knowledge within a 

deliberative research process to address a ‘real world’ problem.    A conceptual 

framework guided the adaptation of the Delphi technique so that the indicators 

were selected in a manner which: (1) increased transdisciplinary capacity; (2) 

facilitated knowledge integration; and (3) enhanced the potential for social 

learning.  Using the adapted technique, the researcher facilitated an anonymous, 

iterative research process that took place over four rounds, and involved a mixed 

panel of individuals who comprised expertise in sustainability, rural and upland 

land use, and estate management.  A contemporary and consensual definition of 

‘sustainable upland estate management’ was developed by the panel, through the 

identification of five ‘sustainable estate principles’ (Adapting Management; 

Broadening Options; Ecosystem Thinking; Linking into Social Fabric; Thinking 

beyond the Estate) and 16 corresponding indicators (‘opportunities for 

sustainable estates’) within a ‘Sustainable Estates Toolkit’.  The anonymous nature 

of the process created a safe environment for open dialogue and the researcher 

played an active role in stimulating participant motivation, creativity and learning.   
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

 

This research develops and pilots a sustainability indicator framework for 

assessing the extent to which upland estate management in Scotland delivers 

sustainability goals.  In doing so, the research develops, implements and evaluates 

a novel participatory method, adapted from the Delphi technique, for co-producing 

knowledge for sustainability research.  The method allows an expert group of 

academics, consultants, professionals and policy makers to formulate a robust 

definition of ‘sustainable upland estate management’ via the collaborative 

development of a set of indicators. 

 

This chapter outlines the theoretical and empirical contexts within which this 

research is situated. 

1.1 Rationale for the thesis 

‘Sustainability’ is a widely-debated theoretical concept (Jordan 2008; Williams and 

Millington 2004; Dresner 2002; Counsell 1999) that is commonly listed as a core 

objective in UK, EU and international policies and projects related to upland 

management.  For example, Chapter 13 of Agenda 21 focuses on sustainable 

mountain development (United Nations 2002) and sustainable development forms 

the basis for the Scottish Government’s National Performance Framework 

(Scottish Government 2011).  Nevertheless, it remains a challenge to implement 

oft-conflicting plans and policies for economic growth, social progress, protection 

of the environment, and wise use of natural resources (Jordan, 2008; Ayre and 

Callaway, 2005; Mog, 2004; Selman, 2002; Scott, 2001; Pretty, 1995).  This 

observation has also been made at the EU level by Tovey and Mooney (2006): 

despite increasing commitment to sustainability objectives within the policy field, 

planning documents often lack the details and practical identification of resources 

needed to realise them in practice.  In this regard, sustainability often appears as a 

politically correct rhetoric, rather than a real political commitment.  As a result, 

there has been, and remains, demand for more integrated, practical definitions of 
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sustainability which can make the concept operative (Ioris et al. 2008; Rist et al. 

2007; Norton 2005; Bruckmeier 2004; Hunter 1997). 

 

Sustainability indicators have been recognised as a useful tool for monitoring 

progress towards sustainability (Blackstock et al. 2008; Reed et al. 2006; Butler 

1998) and defining the central tenets of the concept for practical application (Bell 

and Morse 2008; Miller 2001).  However, sustainability indicators often lack a 

clear, methodical development process (McCrum 2009; Blackstock et al. 2008) and 

rationales for indicator selection can be unclear or ad-hoc in character (Blackstock 

et al. 2008; White et al. 2006; Rydin et al. 2003).  Additionally, indicators are often 

developed in a ‘top-down’ manner, which can hinder their effective 

implementation because they do not take into account the values of relevant 

stakeholders (Holden 2008, 2006; Eckerberg and Mineur 2003).   

 

These criticisms come at a similar time to the growing recognition that translating 

the concept of sustainability into practice relies on a wide range of knowledge 

about natural processes, resources and interactions between social, economic and 

environmental systems (Raymond et al. 2010; Tress and Tress 2009; Berkes 2009; 

Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; Fazey et al. 2006; Berkes et al. 2003).  In this 

manner, an inclusive process of knowledge co-production (Pohl et al. 2010; 

Robinson and Tansey 2006) can be instrumental in addressing incompatibilities 

between sustainability principles (Ioris et al. 2008; Blackstock et al. 2008; Rist et 

al. 2007).  Involving social actors such as land managers and non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and local communities in the knowledge co-production 

process makes it possible to remove issues of ‘remoteness’ from problems and 

acknowledge and understand conflicting views, values and management objectives 

of a wide range of stakeholders (Morgan-Davies and Waterhouse 2010; White et 

al. 2009; Reed 2008; Berninger et al. 2008; Böcher 2008; Siebert et al. 2008; Tovey 

2008; Holden 2008; Johnston and Soulsby 2006; Hobson 2006; Lemos and 

Agrawal 2006; Norton 2005; Lawrence and Després 2004).  It is with these points 

in mind that a growing number of authors emphasise the value of transdisciplinary 

approaches to sustainability research (e.g. Mobjörk 2010; Pohl et al. 2010; 
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Aeberhard and Rist 2009; Reed et al. 2009; Wiesmann et al. 2008; Russell et al. 

2008; Rist et al. 2007; Wickson et al. 2006; Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006). 

1.2 Research approach 

This thesis employs an interactive, transdisciplinary research approach to develop 

a suite of sustainability indicators for upland estate management in Scotland.  The 

approach is developed within the boundaries of a conceptual framework that 

advocates transdisciplinary deliberation, reflection and learning (see Section 2.5).  

 

Transdisciplinary approaches differ from multi-disciplinary and interdisciplinary 

approaches to research, which aim to involve several unrelated academic 

disciplines in a way that requires them to “cross subject boundaries to create new 

knowledge and theory and solve a common research goal” (Tress et al. 2005: 17).  

Transdisciplinary approaches (see Figure 1.2.1) acknowledge the potential to 

integrate and synthesise many different disciplinary perspectives, between both 

academic and non-academic participants, such as land managers and the public, to 

research a common goal in a collaborative manner (Pohl et al. 2010; Farley et al. 

2009; Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006; Tress et al. 2006).  It is increasingly recognised 

that a transdisciplinary approach can tackle challenges that are of social, ecological 

and cultural relevance, enabling co-ordinated policies and plans to be formulated 

(Mobjörk 2010; Aeberhard and Rist 2009; Russell et al. 2008; Wiesmann et al. 

2008; Rist et al. 2007; Wickson et al. 2006).   

 

This type of approach aims to solve complex and multi-dimensional problems 

which are situated in the ‘real world’ and involve an “interface of human and 

natural systems” (Wickson et al. 2006: 1048; Wiesmann et al. 2008; Russell et al. 

2008; Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006; Lawrence and Després 2004): issues related to 

sustainability lend themselves particularly well to the transdisciplinary approach 

because they are often “future orientated issues that include a notion of the 

common good” and lack distinct boundaries (Mobjörk, 2010 p.866; Jordan, 2008; 

Mog, 2004), and their ‘wicked’ nature means that stakeholders regularly have 

different world views and frames for understanding the problem (Conklin 2005).  

However, the manner in which a transdisciplinary approach facilitates 
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collaboration requires careful consideration in order to ensure decision-making, 

planning and problem-solving techniques are transparent. 

 

 

Figure 1.2.1: Defining a transdisciplinary approach (based on Rist et al. 2007 and Rist et al. 2004) 

 

In practice, transdisciplinary collaboration between academic and non-academic 

actors implies a need for participatory processes: within the contemporary 

literature on sustainability, stakeholder participation is widely regarded as a 

principal mechanism for improving communication and understanding, in order to 

work towards sustainability goals (Enengel et al. 2011; Reed 2008; Fraser et al. 

2006; Reed et al. 2006; Selman 2004).  For example, widely used face-to-face 

methods such as workshops and focus groups can assist joint deliberation on 

complicated issues (McCrum et al. 2009; Reed 2008; Fraser et al. 2006; Rowe and 

Frewer 2000; Beierle and Koninsky 2000).  However, such activities cannot be 

regarded uncritically (Beierle and Koninsky 2000): problems arise when 

participants represent different backgrounds or expertise, do not have a history of 

good communication, or suffer from ‘consultation fatigue’ or doubt about the 

relevance or credibility of a participatory process (Scott et al. 2009; Wiesmann et 

al. 2008; Marshall et al. 2007; Sidaway 2005; Burton et al. 2004; Linstone and 

Turoff 2002).  Opening up decision-making to a broad range of relevant actors can 

also complicate decision-making structures, blurring who is accountable for what, 

both during a decision-making process and with regard to the outputs of the 

process (Carter 2006; Richards and Smith 2002).   
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Despite recognition of these challenges (e.g. Scott, in press; Reed 2008; Reed et al. 

2006; Dougill et al. 2006), there is scope for more attention to be paid to the 

potential for novel transdisciplinary approaches that can facilitate a process 

within which scientists and practitioners develop knowledge for solving problems 

in a communicative, deliberative and collaborative manner.  This type of approach 

signals a shift beyond conventional modes of participation towards more creative 

approaches, which are steered by a team of participants that cuts across 

traditional disciplinary boundaries, in a manner which encourages interaction, 

deliberation and learning for sustainability research.  It is within this theoretical 

context that the thesis is situated. 

1.3 Research context 

Upland areas cover a third of the land surface of the UK1, and support a range of 

land-based industries (notably hill farming, forestry, water industries, field sports 

and tourism) that “underpin the social fabric and economies of many rural 

communities” (Reed et al. 2009: S205).  Recent academic research (particularly in 

fields of climate change, biodiversity and soil management) has pointed out the 

importance of upland areas, both as a zone of sensitivity to environmental change, 

and also as a major influence on lowland ecologies and economies (e.g. Reed et al. 

2009; McVittie et al. 2005; Werrity 2002; Burt 2001; Carling et al. 2001).  Over 

50% of UK uplands are subject to conservation designations due to their 

biodiversity, geodiversity and landscape attributes (Reed et al. 2009), and they are 

also increasingly recognised as a source of crucial ecosystem services (those goods 

and services from ecosystems that benefit, sustain and support human livelihoods; 

MEA 2005).  This is coupled with a growing body of literature that acknowledges 

the complex range of policy drivers and economic, socio-cultural and 

environmental changes that are linked to the management of upland areas in the 

UK (e.g. Reed et al. 2009; Bonn et al. 2009; Price et al. 2002).  Within this context, 

‘sustainability’ is increasingly interpreted as an essential prerequisite for 

delivering the wide range of ecosystem services that are linked to upland areas 

(Reed et al., in press; Maxwell and Birnie 2005).   

 

                                                        
1 Using the designation of Less Favoured Area (LFA, under EC Directive 75/276) 
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In Scotland’s uplands, the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 has opened up a wide 

range of important debates about land use and ownership, initiating more 

focussed thought about how land ownership and management can facilitate the 

delivery of sustainability on the ground (Warren 2009; Royal Society of Edinburgh 

2008; Cowell 2006).  Upland areas have a unique pattern of landownership, with 

much of the land divided into ‘estates’ owned by private individuals and 

organisations, public bodies, and non-governmental and community organisations.  

In practice, the extent to which estate management practices seek a balance 

between the use of natural resources and the economic and social needs of local 

communities is a key aspect of sustainability (Henton and Crofts 2000; Wightman 

1996).  However, there has been a lack of academic or policy attention devoted to 

translating sustainability principles into practical upland estate management 

strategies, potentially as a result of prevailing landowner-led colonial notions of 

estate management as associated with nature as wilderness (Mackenzie 2006).  As 

a result, there is little formal appreciation of how upland estates in Scotland 

deliver sustainability goals: integrating sustainable development into upland 

estate management presents a great challenge that has not yet been addressed. 

 

Recently, the land debate in Scotland has focussed on the issue of ownership 

rather than management per se (Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001), with the 

emergence of charitable environmental organisations as landowners often 

interpreted as a reflection of the growing concern to protect the environment, and 

wildlife in particular (Warren 2009; Aitken 1997).  While some authors agree that 

land ownership for conservation/recreation purposes has had general success 

(Kempe 2006; Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001; Arnott 1997), there are concerns 

regarding the long-term, sustainable future of such ownership and the associated 

management practices (Johnston and Soulsby 2006; Wightman 2000; Aitken 

1997), as well as the democratic accountability of NGOs more generally (Patten 

2000).  As a result, there is a need to evaluate the sustainability of management 

practices of non-governmental organisation (NGO) land owners in Scotland, 

especially in light of recent criticisms and concerns (e.g. CNPA 2007; Maxwell and 

Birnie 2005; Croft 2004; Mitchell 2004; Warren 2002; LRPG 1998).  For this 
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reason, sustainability indicators developed for sustainable upland estate 

management were piloted on two upland estates owned by NGOs. 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is arranged in five main sections, illustrated in Figure 1.4.1.   

 

 

Figure 1.4.1: Structure of the thesis 

 

Section 1 (comprising Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4) provides the context for the research, 

drawing on an extensive range of academic and other literature.  Chapter 1 

introduces the research topic and provides a rationale for the area of study.  It also 
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equips the reader with a clear understanding of the scope of the research.  Chapter 

2 sets out the conceptual boundaries of the research approach by considering the 

role of transdisciplinary approach in a sustainability context.  This chapter also 

includes a critical review of the extent to which a sustainability indicator approach 

can serve to ‘operationalise’ sustainability: this review culminates in the 

development of a conceptual framework which forms the basis for the research.  

This is followed, in Chapters 3 and 4, by a detailed review of the research context: 

Chapter 3 reviews rural development and sustainable upland management 

literature to provide a theoretical context; Chapter 4 equips the reader with an 

empirical understanding of estate management in upland Scotland.   

 

Section 2 (Chapter 5) proposes a methodological approach for developing 

sustainability indicators for upland estate management, within the boundaries of 

the conceptual framework set out in Chapter 2.  This section explains how an 

adapted Delphi technique was designed and used to develop sustainability 

indicators for upland estate management in Scotland.  A critical review of other 

applications of the Delphi technique leads to a refinement of the method for the 

purposes of this research.  

 

Section 3 (comprising Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9) presents the results of the adapted 

Delphi technique that was used over a series of four developmental stages with a 

‘panel’ of academic and non-academic actors.  Chapters 6 and 7 establish a context 

for sustainability in upland estate management, through a detailed exploration of 

the sustainability perceptions of the panellists.  Chapters 8 and 9 develop a 

sustainability indicator framework that was based entirely on participants’ 

comments in earlier stages of the research process.  The design, structure and 

content of each stage are explained, and the results of each stage are analysed.  The 

evolution of the process is explained and justified throughout these chapters 

(more detail can be found in the Appendices). 

 

Section 4 (Chapter 10) presents the ‘Sustainable Estates Toolkit’ which was 

developed as a result of the process documented in previous chapters.  The toolkit 

comprises a suite of sustainability indicators which can be assessed using 
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sustainability classes.  The toolkit has been piloted on a selection of estates owned 

by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in upland Scotland.  The results of the 

piloting exercise are analysed. 

 

Section 5 (Chapter 11) presents a detailed discussion of results and critically 

analyses the research process used to develop the toolkit.  Crucially, the ‘power of 

the research process’ is evaluated and the wider implications of the content of the 

toolkit are considered.  This section includes the overall conclusions of the thesis, 

makes suggestions for further work, and proposes a series of recommendations.  It 

is proposed that this thesis makes a unique contribution to the study of: the 

application of the Delphi technique; the development of sustainability indicators; 

and the extent to which upland estate management delivers sustainability goals.  It 

is suggested that the methodological approach used in this thesis should be tested 

in other settings, to establish the extent of its scope to be used in other situations 

where building consensus around the sustainable management of resources is 

problematic.   
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CHAPTER 2 – DEVELOPING A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter sets out the conceptual boundaries of the research.  First, the reader 

is provided with an overview of contemporary sustainability discourse.  Detailed 

attention is then given to a growing focus on transdisciplinary approaches for 

tackling sustainability-related research questions, assessing the potential for this 

type of research approach to develop meaningful outputs and outcomes.  The next 

section considers the integration of knowledge in transdisciplinary processes, and 

the important role that social learning can play in maximising outcomes.  This is 

followed by a critical review of the scope, benefits and pitfalls of using an indicator 

approach to render sustainability operative.  This review recognises several 

inherent challenges found in indicator development processes and signposts scope 

for a transdisciplinary approach to indicator development as a solution, in a 

manner which draws on the literature reviewed earlier in the chapter.  As a result, 

this chapter concludes with the development of a conceptual framework which 

forms the basis for the remainder of the thesis. 

2.2 Sustainability as a guiding framework: an overview 

Sustainability research “aims at transforming institutions, values, practices, norms 

and technologies, in such a way that less finite resources and sinks are consumed 

and more equitable access to resources is achieved compared to the present state” 

(Pohl et al. 2010: 272).  Sustainability is “a notoriously difficult, slippery and 

elusive concept to pin down” (Williams and Millington 2004: 99), which may 

explain why widely accepted, overarching definitions of ‘sustainability’ and 

‘sustainable development’ remain elusive (see, for example: Sartorius 2006; Miller 

2001; Crabtree and Bayfield 1998; Ross et al. 1995). While the concept may have 

“arguably provided one the most unifying global paradigms of recent times” 

(Maxwell and Cannell 2000: 32), it has been criticised for its inherent 

anthropocentricism (Rennings and Wiggering 1997), for being “shaped to fit a 

spectrum of world views” (Hunter 1997: 852), and for being too general and not 

specified culturally, socially or historically (Bruckmeier 2004; Hunter 1997).   
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The oft-cited, global definition of sustainable development from ‘Our Common 

Future’, highlights the importance of equity with a focus on development that: “[...] 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987: 43).  Since the publication of 

this report, the political rhetoric of the sustainable development agenda has 

become embedded in academic literature and policy development at global, EU, UK 

and Scottish scales (Barker and Stockdale 2008; Dresner 2002; Crofts 2000; Hardi 

and Zdan 1997).  With the central tenet of determining how to bridge the gap 

between natural resource use and human demand (Williams and Millington 2004), 

sustainable development is normally specified in several dimensions of social, 

economic and environmental sustainability, each with the common denominator 

that ‘sustainable’ means enduring, or lasting, over time (Bruckmeier 2004).   

 

The theoretical debate surrounding sustainability was traditionally dominated by 

notions of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ sustainability (see Dresner 2002 for an overview), 

highlighting a discord between those who argue that humans must live within the 

environmental and ecological limits of the planet (strong sustainability) and those 

who argue that humanity has the ability to replace/substitute natural capital with 

human-made capital (weak sustainability).  Table 2.2.1 explains this ‘spectrum’ of 

sustainability debates in more detail.  There is consensus that ‘weak’ sustainability 

has formed the conceptual basis for sustainability in Western governmental policy, 

promoting a resource-conservationist, managed growth world view (Bigg 2004; 

Purvis and Grainger 2004; Dresner 2002; Maxwell and Cannell 2000).  While 

aspects of this theoretical debate remain present in contemporary sustainability 

literature, they tend to be no longer expressed in such a polarised manner (Jordan 

2008), with claims made that sustainability is a “multi-dimensional bridging 

concept” (Meadowcroft 2000: 381) or a “grand compromise” (Kates et al. 2005).  

Instead, there is an increasing focus on the need for cultural and behavioural 

changes in order to make progress towards delivering sustainability goals 

(Blackstock et al. 2008; Hobson 2006).   
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Cornucopian 
(very weak) 

Resource exploitative, 
growth orientated 
position 
Anti-green economy, 
unfettered free 
markets 

Primary economic 
objective to maximise 
growth (GNP) 
Axiomatic that 
unfettered markets in 
conjunction with 
technological progress 
will ensure infinite 
substitute possibilities 

Support for traditional 
ethical reasoning: rights 
and interests of 
contemporary individual 
humans 
Instrumental value in 
nature 
Anthropocentric and 
utilitarian 

Accommodating* 
(weak) 
 
*Maxwell and 
Cannell (2000) 
describe the current 
political climate in 
the UK as  
accommodating 

 

Resource 
conservationist and 
‘managerial appeal’ 
Green economy, green 
markets guided by 
economic incentive 
instruments  

Modified economic 
growth (adjusted green 
accounting to measure 
GNP) 
Decoupling important, 
but infinite substitution 
rejected. Sustainability 
rules: constant capital 
rule 

Extension of ethical 
reasoning: ‘caring for 
others’ motive – intra- 
and intergenerational 
equity 
Instrumental vale in 
nature 
Anthropocentric and 
utilitarian 

E
co

-c
e

n
tr

ic
 

S
tr

o
n

g
 s

u
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a
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a
b
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Communalist 
(strong) 

Resource 
preservationist 
position 
Deep green economy, 
steady state economy 
regulated by macro-
environmental 
standards and 
supplemented by 
economic incentives 

Zero economic growth: 
zero population growth 
Decoupling plus no 
increase in scale 
Ecosystem perspective – 
“health” of whole 
ecosystems very 
important 
Gaia hypothesis and 
implications 

Further extension of 
ethical reasoning: 
interests of the collective 
take precedence over 
those of the individual 
Primary value of 
ecosystems and 
secondary value of 
component functions and 
services 

Deep Ecology 
(very strong) 

Extreme 
preservationist 
position 
Very deep green 
economy, heavily 
regulated to minimise 
‘resource take’ 

Anti-economic growth 
Reduced human 
population 
Scale reduction 
imperative 

Bioethical (moral 
rights/interests 
conferred on all non-
human species) 
Ecocentric (i.e. valuable 
in its own right) 

Table 2.2.1: The traditional spectrum of sustainability debates (compiled from Dresner 2002; 
Hunter 1997; Pearce 1996; Turner et al. 1994) 

The notions of behavioural change and taking responsibility for actions have 

caused many authors and policy makers to specify guiding principles for making 

progress towards varying degrees of sustainability within the dimensions of 

sustainable development (e.g. Edwards 2005; Henton and Crofts 2000; Francis 

2000; Wightman 1996).  A similar approach was taken in internationally-endorsed 

documents such as Agenda 21 (United Nations 1992) and the Report of the World 

Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) (United Nations 2002).  Table 2.2.2 

shows the commonalities in identifying these principles by analysing a range of 

sources.  Despite the apparent consensus in Table 2.2.2, the specific meanings and 

practical applications of the principles are often dynamic, largely unclear and 

highly contested (Jordan 2008; Mog 2004; Pretty 1995), and sustainability has 
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been criticised for chasing a divergent set of policy goals (Ayre and Callaway 

2005). 

Environmental sustainability Economic sustainability Social sustainability 
Provision of resources and equity for future generations (and balancing local needs with national benefits) 2, 6, 11, 13, 15, 19, 

20, 23, 24, 25, 28 
Have clear, long-term management goals and measure progress towards/away from them 5, 12, 15, 29 

Greater integration of environmental, economic and social interests in policy making (integration of land management 
and rural development) 5, 8, 10, 15, 18, 28 

Employ the precautionary principle (minimise risk) and base policy on strong scientific evidence 13, 14, 22, 24 
Use renewable resources within the limits 
of their carrying capacities 24 

Environmental and social costs to fall on those who impose them (polluter 
pays). Taking responsibility for actions 2, 22 

Maintain and enhance the quality of 
primary environmental resources (air, 
soils, water) 2, 8, 13, 22, 24 

Policy relevance: 
WATER FRAMEWORK DIRECTIVE 

Robust, adaptable and sustainable 
economies based on local strengths, 
with new opportunities and support 
for local economic development, 
sustainable local employment and 
‘green’ business 8, 11, 22, 33 

Improvements in quality of life 
(reduction of standard of living 
disparities and poverty): service 
provision; affordable, well-built 
housing; high levels of employment 
and social inclusion 1, 13, 19, 21, 22, 23, 25, 

28, 36 
Environmental impacts less than 
environmental capacity (working within 
the capacity and resilience of 
resources/ecosystem services) 4, 22, 24, 26, 27, 

28 

Sustainable and innovative 
production and consumption 17, 21, 22, 

23 

Increased innovation, skills and 
competencies to improve 
communication, transferability and 
understanding of issues (capacity 
building) 5, 8, 11, 20, 31 

Conservation and restoration of 
distinctive and valuable elements of 
habitats and landscapes. Maintain and 
improve overall environmental quality 
(everywhere, not just in protected areas). 
Habitat extent and quality stable or 
increasing (establish minimum 
standards) 4, 5, 8, 13, 14, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 29 

Policy relevance: 
 EUROPEAN LANDSCAPE CONVENTION 

Linking local production and 
consumption and adding value to 
public/private goods through 
branding. Make wide and efficient 
use of local resources (affordability) 
2, 8, 11 

Appropriate scientific knowledge 
made available to all and involve 
people at all levels and stages of 
decision-making, action and 
evaluation, taking into account all 
forms of relevant information: 
scientific, indigenous and local 
knowledge 5, 11, 12, 18, 22, 25, 26, 28, 29 

Sustainable travel and tourism 20, 22, 26 Environmental justice 32 

Policy relevance: 
AARHUS CONVENTION 

Planning should address intangibles such 
as wildness, natural beauty, historic 
landscape features, and outdoor 
recreation 8, 20 

Policy relevance: 
EUROPEAN LANDSCAPE CONVENTION 

Increased diversification of 
enterprises (e.g. tourism on 
agricultural land) 8 

Responsible and sustainable public 
access and recreation that 
addresses the balance between 
conservation and recreation 8, 26, 30 

Diversity and efficiency in use and 
management of natural resources with 
wise use of energy and promotion of 
waste minimisation and management 7, 11, 

21, 22, 23, 24 

Greater recognition of the economic 
and financial benefits of public 
goods (water, carbon storage etc.) 26 

Increased partnership working 11, 

22, 31, 32, 35, 37, 38 

Management should recognise that 
change is inevitable (importance of 
adaptability) 29 

Independence from financial 
support through effective use of the 
market and increased self-reliance 2, 

3, 20, 34 

Robust, empowered and 
sustainable rural communities with 
support for community initiatives 
(developing local solutions) 8, 9, 11, 22 

Work/think across boundaries and 
consider the effects of management – 
potential/actual – on adjacent/other 
ecosystems 16, 29, 31, 32 

Policy relevance: 
STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 

Wider public good outcomes (i.e. support to remote communities, 
improved demographic structure, urban/rural people’s use and benefit 
from uplands) 8, 21, 26 

(1) Audit Commission 2005, (2) Boyd and Reid 2000, (3) Grudens-Schuck et al 2003, (4) Crabtree and Bayfield 1998, (5) 
Crofts 2000, (6) WCED 1987, (7) Crofts and Holmes 2000, (8) Countryside Agency 2001, (9) Bryden 2005, (10) Davidson 
1994, (11) Dúthchas Project 2001, (12) Devuyst and Hens 2000, (13) Francis 2000, (14) Felton 1993, (15) Hodge and 
Hardi 1997, (16) IUCN 2002, (17) Mather 1992, (18) Maxwell and Birnie 2005, (19) Paterson 2001, (20) Price and 
Holdgate 2002, (21) Scottish Executive 2006, (22) Scottish Executive 2005, (23) Scottish Executive 2007, (24) Ross et al. 
1995, (25) UNCED 1992 in Francis 2000, (26) Henton and Crofts 2000, (27) Hunter 1997, (28) Jordan 2008, (29) 
Edwards 2005, (30) Lambert 2001, (31) SRPBA 2000, (32) Cowell 2006, (33) Nàdair Trust 2006, (34) Dargan 2006, (35) 
Slee 2005, (36) Aitken 1997, (37) Chevenix-Trench 2004, (38) Shortall and Shucksmith 2001 

Table 2.2.2: A compilation of principles and criteria for sustainability in the rural land use context, 
recurring in academic and policy literature 
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Most authors now accept that “searching for a precise definition [...] that pleases 

everyone would (if it were even possible) only take society so far” (Jordan 2008: 

20).  A good quote from Norton (2005) illustrates this point:  

“...many of the key details of a sustainable lifestyle will be idiosyncratic to a 

particular community located in a particular place with a distinctive 

ecology and will be intelligible only as a part of the history of that place, 

which we have interpreted as including both the landscape and the peoples 

that live there” (p.358-9).   

This quote signifies a shift away from focussing on overarching principles of 

sustainability towards developing understanding and actions that are rooted in 

the local context, in order to address real-world problems and remove issues of 

‘remoteness’ from problems (Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; Holden 2008; Holden 

2008b; Tovey 2008; Hobson 2006; Norton 2005).  Similarly, concepts of social and 

environmental justice flow here, recognising that discourses of ‘needs’ and ‘rights’ 

should be examined (Redclift 2005a), in order to improve behaviour, take 

responsibility for actions (Lugg 2009; Blackstock  et al. 2008), and tackle the issue 

of intergenerational equity (Jordan 2008).  For example, the concept of Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) has emerged as a product of the social justice debate, in 

order to harness the potential positive contribution of businesses, in a manner 

which deters corporate irresponsibility (Newell and Frynas 2007). 

 

In focussing on the local context, several authors propose that it is now time to 

move away from economic debates and sustainability values towards the issues 

surrounding practical action, in order to take more responsibility for actions (e.g. 

Ioris et al. 2008; Bruckmeier 2004; Glass 2002; Scott 2001). One of the challenges 

inherent in operationalising sustainability is the implementation of oft-conflicting 

plans for stable economic growth, inclusive social progress, effective protection of 

the environment, and prudent use of natural resources (Selman 2002).  The 

incompatibilities between such principles then present a stumbling block (Jordan 

2008), amplified by conflicts between the values of different stakeholders (Norton 

2005; McCool and Stankey 2004): indeed, they are “embedded at every level of the 

sustainability discourse – goals, world views, models and variable – making 

scientific definition impossible” (Lélé and Norgaard 1996: 356).  Therefore, values 
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that resonate with people in places are more likely to have an impact on policies 

and/or discussions (Holden 2008).  Comparable with the rationale behind Agenda 

21 (‘thinking global and acting local’), this focus on ‘localism’ with regard to 

knowledge production (Norton 2005) represents a new generation of thinking and 

advocating international frameworks for sustainability at the local level (Holden 

2008).  This is especially relevant if the ultimate aim of management is to be 

“locally sensitive, flexible and diverse” (Dúthchas Project 2001: 6).  

 

In light of the above points, it has been suggested that there is the need for 

sustainability research to embrace more inclusive processes of knowledge co-

production, which can be instrumental in addressing incompatibilities between 

sustainability principles when translating them into operational and institutional 

practice in the local context (Blackstock et al. 2008; Ioris et al. 2008; Rist et al. 

2007; Tovey and Mooney 2006). For example, there is growing recognition within 

spatial planning research of the need to deliver sustainability in practice through 

land use integration involving multi-sectoral and multi-scalar perspectives 

(Albrechts 2004).  A failure to deliver comprehensive policy integration can be 

attributed to barriers of institutional myopia (Scott et al. 2004) and sectoral 

thinking that are common in public, private and voluntary sectors (Keating and 

Stevenson 2006).  For example, many stakeholders may seek to preserve their 

own vested interests and preserve a ‘status quo’ (Albrechts 2004; Watson 2003).  

As a result, there have been calls for research that provides an opportunity to 

involve stakeholders on equal terms in any policy-making or other knowledge co-

production process, tackling issues of dominance by more powerful stakeholders 

who might distort both the process and the outcomes (Mobjörk 2010; Derkzen and 

Bock 2009). 

2.3 Making sustainability operative: an indicator approach 

The following section considers the potential of sustainability indicators (SIs) to 

translate the concept of sustainability into operational and institutional practice.  A 

critical review of the process of developing indicators signposts a gap in the 

literature for novel approaches to indicator development, which successfully 
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integrate different knowledge types in a manner that facilitates deliberation and 

learning (this forms the basis for the conceptual framework in Section 2.5). 

2.3.1 Sustainability indicators: from the technical to the political 

An “avalanche of material” has been written about SIs in recent decades (Bell and 

Morse 2008: 203), with regard both to the science behind indicator development 

(e.g. Bell and Morse 2003; Moffatt et al. 2001) and to how indicators can create 

less tangible outputs such as capacity building (Gahin et al. 2003), community 

action and learning (Reed et al. 2005) and improved political decision-making 

(Astleithner and Hamedinger 2003).  Much academic attention has also been given 

to the variety of frameworks that have been proposed for developing SIs (e.g. Bell 

and Morse 2008; Reed et al. 2006; Eckerberg and Mineur 2003; Rydin et al. 2003).  

The development of sustainability indicators stems from considerable research in 

the field of environmental and resource management (OECD 2001, 1993; EEA 

1999) and growing dissatisfaction with GDP as a measure of socio-economic 

development (NEF 2004; Scott and Falzon 2004).  This has led to governments and 

other organisations using sustainability indicators to set departmental 

performance targets and monitor progress (Cowell 2006; Hines 2006; Brugmann 

1997), particularly as they can provide evidence for policy decision-making and 

reviewing progress (White et al. 2006).  In effect, indicators formulate an 

evidence-based “goal-set” (Bruckmeier 2004:4), which helps to define the central 

tenets of sustainability (Miller 2001) and guide policy and development projects 

(Reed et al. 2006; Miller 2001). 

 

While the selection of sustainability indicators has traditionally relied on scientific, 

quantifiable data where specific measures are used to denote whether 

environmental quality is improving or deteriorating (Moffatt et al. 2001), there has 

been an increased desire to expand indicator frameworks to encompass the socio-

economic and qualitative measures increasingly recognised as central to 

‘unpacking’ sustainable development (e.g. Hodge and Midmore 2008, and see 

examples in Table 2.3.1).  For example, methods for evaluating sustainable land 

management (SLM) practices at the farm scale have traditionally been developed 

from a technical land management or soil science starting point (e.g. Dumanski et 
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al. 1999; Smyth and Dumanski 1993): indicators often assess single technical 

factors related to the condition of the natural environment (i.e. soil colour, plant 

growth) and omit any holistic consideration of social or economic sustainability 

principles or the values of resource users and other stakeholders prior to indicator 

selection (Rasul and Thapa 2003). 

 

Roots in 
economics 

Stress and 
response 

Multiple capital Three-part/ 
theme (economic, 

social, envtl) 

Linked human 
ecosystem/ well-

being 

In
te

rn
a

ti
o

n
a

l 

Orientation 
theory (Bossel 
2001) 

Pressure-State-
Response 
Framework (plus 
DSR and DPSIR) 
(OECD 1993)  

Sustainable 
fisheries 
indicators (FAO 
1999) 

Environmental 
Sustainability 
Index (Global 
Leaders 2005) 

Indicators of 
Sustainable 
Development (UN 
2001) 

The Natural Step 
(TNS 2004) 

Well-being 
Assessment 
(Prescott-Allen 
2001) 

Panarchy Theory and 
Adaptive 
Management 
(Gunderson and 
Holling 2002) 

N
a

ti
o

n
a

l 

 National Indicators 
for Soil Quality 
(Loveland and 
Thompson 2002) 

 

 MATISSE 
Integrated 
Sustainability 
Assessment 
(CSERGE 2007) 

Toward 
Sustainable 
Agriculture: pilot 
indicators (MAFF 
2000) 

Sustainable 
Development 
Indicators in your 
pocket (DEFRA 
2009) 

Sustainable 
Indicators for 
Scotland (Scottish 
Executive Envt 
Group 2003) 

Natural Heritage 
Indicators (SNH 
2008) 

R
e

g
io

n
a

l 

Soft Systems 
Analysis 
(Checkland 
1981) 

 Indicators of socio-
economic 
sustainability in 
rural Scotland 
(Copus and 
Crabtree 1996) 

Sustainability 
appraisal (ODPM 
2005) 

EU PROPOLIS: 
effects of urban 
strategies 
(Spiekermann 
and Wegener 
2003) 

Ecosystem Approach 
(Shepherd 2002; 
Edwards 2005; 
Maxwell and Birnie 
2005)  

Sustainable 
Livelihoods Analysis 
(Scoones 1998) 

L
o

ca
l/

 I
n

d
iv

id
u

a
l 

P
ro

je
ct

 

Economic site 
values 
(Cobbing and 
Slee 1993) 

Socio-economic 
contribution of 
Scottish estates 
(Kerr 2004) 

 Socio-economic 
outputs of 
Nàdair Trust 
Projects (Hecla 
Consulting 
2005) 

 

Performance 
indicators for 
mountain 
ecosystems: 
Cairngorms 
Partnership 
(Crabtree and 
Bayfield 1998) 

 Framework for 
Evaluating 
Sustainable Land 
Management 
(Dumanski et al. 
1991, Lefroy et al. 
2000) 

Sustainable Cities 
(Newman 2005) 

Framework for 
evaluating 
sustainable rural 
development 
(Mog 2004) 

Sustainable 
Development 
Framework for 
Category V 
protected areas 
(Barker and 
Stockdale 2007) 

Area sustainability 
profiles (Dúthchas 
Project 2001) 

Local Evaluation 21 
(EU) 

Best Value and 
Sustainable 
Development 
Toolkit for Local 
Authorities (Birley 
2006) 

Community 
Sustainability 
Audits (Scandrett 
2002) 

Local Quality of Life 
Indicators (Audit 
Commission 2005) 

 

Table 2.3.1: Selection of methods and frameworks used to assess sustainability (compiled for this 
thesis and organised by scale and conceptual approach; as suggested by Hardin and Zdan 1997).  

Those in italics were developed using participatory techniques. 
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Sustainability indicator frameworks can be classified as ‘top-down’ or ‘bottom-up’; 

strengths and weaknesses of both approaches have been identified (see Table 

2.3.2) (Bell and Morse 2008, 2003; Rosenström and Kyllönen 2007; Reed et al. 

2006; Fraser et al. 2006; Bell and Morse 2005; Rigby et al. 2000).  ‘Top-down’ 

methods find their epistemological roots in scientific reductionism (Reed et al. 

2006) and it is common to employ variants of the ‘Pressure-State-Response’ (PSR) 

framework that was developed by the OECD (2001, 1991), or the European 

Environment Agency’s ‘Driving forces-Pressure-State-Response’ (DPSIR) model 

(EEA 1999).  For example, Crabtree and Bayfield (1998) used the PSR framework 

to develop a set of indicators for the Cairngorms Partnership in order to help 

management strategy design and monitoring.  Arguing that “indicators must 

capture [the] inter-relationship between pressures from development and the 

ecological state in order to inform sustainable land management” (p.12), the 

indicators were developed after an analysis of the pressures was carried out and 

an understanding of the processes linking human activity to environmental change 

was developed.  Crabtree and Bayfield (1998) admit, however, that their indicators 

are incomplete for measuring sustainability because they are not linked to 

capacity standards/critical limits; a failure which could be attributed to a failure to 

identify specific standards and a lack of consensus mechanisms for setting 

sustainability standards.   

 

Paradigm Strengths Weaknesses Commonalities 

Top-down/ 
expert-led 

 Generally rigorously collected 
 Scrutinised by experts 
 Assessed for relevance using 

statistical tools 
 Exposes trends that might be 

missed by more casual 
observation 

 Provide a more global 
assessment of problems 

 Fails to engage local 
communities 

1. Help those developing 
indicators to establish the 
human and environmental 
context that they are 
working in. 
 
2. Provide guidance on how 
to set management goals for 
sustainable development. 
 
3. Provide methods to 
choose indicators that will 
measure progress. 
 
4. Data are collected and 
analysed. 

Bottom-up/ 
community-
based 

 Rooted in an understanding of 
the local context 

 Derived by systematically 
understanding local perceptions 
of the environment and society 

 Offers the opportunity for 
enhanced community learning 
and understanding 
 

 Danger that indicators 
developed through 
participatory 
techniques alone may 
not have the capacity 
to accurately or 
reliably measure 
sustainability 

Table 2.3.2: Strengths, weaknesses and commonalities of top-down/bottom-up approaches to 
indicator development (compiled from Reed et al. 2006) 
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‘Bottom-up’ frameworks tend to include aspects of ‘consensus building’ and 

participation, on the basis that indicators can be “an effective mechanism for 

understanding people’s values, needs, concerns and expectations” (Kline 2000: 

343).  This approach is drawn more from the social sciences (Reed et al. 2006), 

emphasising the importance of understanding the local context to set goals and 

measure ongoing progress (Freebairn and King 2003).  Their basis also rests in the 

notion that sustainability is essentially about widening public participation 

(Macnaghten and Jacobs 1997), as concern for common problems is a key element 

in ensuring a sustainable path for future generations (Rosenström and Kyllönen 

2007).  Participatory approaches are critical for allowing farmers and other 

resource users to integrate sustainability objectives/management measures as 

something useful and not as a constraint to their land management system 

(Mitchley et al. 2006).  Indicators developed using bottom-up, participatory 

approaches have been shown to be equally or more accurate as those developed 

by experts (e.g. Dougill et al. 2006; Reed 2005), and increased participation in SI 

development has been seen as the ‘key’ to their implementation and success 

(White et al. 2006; Bell and Morse 1999, 2003; Barrow and Murphree 2001; 

Devuyst and Hens 2000).   

 

Recently, there has been increasing awareness of the need to develop approaches 

that can capture the positive elements of both ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ 

approaches (e.g. Thomas and Twyman 2004; Nygren 1999, both cited in Reed et al. 

2006).  For example, there remain important ways in which the skills of an 

external expert can augment local knowledge (Reed et al. 2006) and ensure that 

indicators are objectively verifiable (Bell and Morse 2008), while avoiding the 

potential to antagonise stakeholders and hinder their effective implementation 

(e.g. Bell and Morse 2008).  Advocating the use of expert skills to improve 

accuracy, reliability and sensitivity, in tandem with the use of participatory 

methods for indicator development, Reed et al. (2006) propose an ‘adaptive 

learning process’ for developing SIs in the local context.  Their framework (shown 

in Figure 2.3.1) integrates ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches, emphasises 

communication and perspective sharing, and also places the community in its 

relevant regional or global context, identifying external threats and shocks.  
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Drawing on social learning research, the framework requires ongoing learning and 

negotiation among those developing the indicators.  The adaptive learning process 

accords well with the ideas of  Mog (2004) who argues that sustainable 

development should not be defined by fixed goals or the specific means of 

achieving them, but “by an approach to creating change through continuous 

learning and adaptation” (Mog 2004: 2139).  Reed et al. (2006) do not prescribe 

tools for implementing the framework.  Instead, they point out that the adaptive 

learning process emphasises the need for methodological flexibility and 

triangulation, in order to adapt to dynamic and heterogeneous local conditions. 

 

 

Figure 2.3.1: Adaptive learning process for sustainability indicator development and application 
(Reed et al. 2006: 414) 

 

Ioris et al. (2008) also developed a ‘hybrid’ indicator framework for developing 

and applying water management sustainability indicators in Brazil and Scotland.  

Using an indicator selection process that involved water management 

professionals in both countries, this framework is arguably both ‘top-down’ 

(working with expert knowledge) and ‘bottom-up’ (using participatory 

philosophy) in nature.  Using this framework to capture key sustainability 
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concerns was welcomed by water resource managers and experts, as it provided a 

means to understanding sustainable water resource management more clearly. 

Table 2.3.3 summarises the criteria used by Ioris et al. (2008) in the development 

of the framework for sustainability indicators.   

 

Criteria Explanation and justification 

Integration Integrate environmental and socio-economic 
dimensions of water sustainability 

Spatial adequacy Address water sustainability issues at the 
catchment level 

Manageability Incorporate a manageable number of indicator 
expressions 

Systemic Focus the analysis on the catchment water system 
as a whole 

Representation Reflect water manager concerns and allow their 
involvement in the assessment of water 
sustainability 

Comparability Allow comparison between catchments 

Communication Expression of trends and risks in understandable 
manner 

Forward-looking Inform policy-making and future planning 

Table 2.3.3: Criteria for a ‘hybrid’ sustainability indicator framework (Ioris et al 2008) 

 

By focussing more on the findings of the underlying conversation that acts as a 

precursor to SI selection, it becomes possible to understand more clearly the 

values and ideas that shape any indicator framework, ultimately ensuring a more 

rational and valid selection and development process.  For example, the time spent 

exploring and understanding sustainability perceptions before selecting indicators 

in the ‘adaptive learning process’ (Reed et al. 2006), and the formation of a 

transdisciplinary group to develop indicators in the work by Ioris et al. (2008) and 

Scott and Falzon (2004), presented opportunities for interaction between 

government and other stakeholders.  Another good illustration is the Sustainable 

Seattle local indicators project, for which a “city-wide conversation” about the 

indicators was facilitated between citizens, experts and decision-makers (Holden 

2006: 254).  These examples of ‘hybrid’ SI frameworks echo a move in SI research 

beyond technocratic discourse or the emphasis of “soft” outcomes towards 

recognising that the process of developing SIs can act as “a door to opening 
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communication between actors and creating new linkages and networks between 

them” (Holman 2009: 372).   

2.3.2 Indicator frameworks: inherent challenges 

Although the development of SIs is a common pursuit, the indicators that are 

developed rarely incorporate a robust methodological process (McCrum 2009; 

Blackstock et al. 2008; Brugmann 1997) and are poorly implemented; they are 

often forgotten when a project is completed.  Furthermore, evaluation is often 

conspicuous by its absence (Mickwitz and Melanen 2009) and warnings have been 

made about the “ad-hoc selection of individual indicators to ensure they provide a 

clear picture of progress” (Blackstock et al. 2006: 4).  Rydin et al. (2003) suggest 

that this is because there is a limited understanding of: the local context in which 

the indicators are developed; the biased nature of expert knowledge; and the 

process through which indicators are developed.   

 

A common dilemma in sustainability research is that, whilst generalisations can be 

dismissed on the grounds that they ignore the local context, site-specific studies 

are criticised for having only limited applicability or comparability (Bell and Morse 

2008, 2003).  Scale mismatches can occur when national or international 

indicators are applied at the local scale (Devuyst and Hens 2000), particularly 

because local stakeholders can have different values to national ones (Crabtree 

and Bayfield 1998), and generalisations can be insufficient for assessing the 

complex facets of local sustainable development (Copus and Crabtree 1996).  

Therefore, SIs formulated in the local context, based in local experience and taking 

into account the values of relevant stakeholders, can provide a tool for defining 

and operationalising sustainability and formulating local sustainability policies, if 

there is a political will to implement them (Blackstock et al. 2008; Holden 2008; 

Eckerberg and Mineur 2003).  For example, work in the Kalahari, Botswana, 

addresses the above challenge by combining ecological and participatory 

approaches to SI development in order to develop SIs for SLM ‘from the bottom’  

(Reed et al. 2008a; Reed and Dougill 2002).  In this way, both local and scientific 

knowledge were used to develop SIs that were more sensitive to sustainability 

perceptions and values.   
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Another issue regularly encountered in any analysis of SI frameworks is the lack of 

a methodological process, leading to a failure to counter subjectivity and clarify 

the values used as the basis for indicator selection (e.g. White et al. 2006; Failing 

and Gregory 2003).  While indicators can provide essential information on the 

viability of a system, its rate of change, and on how these contribute to the overall 

sustainability of the system (Bossel 1999), there is much subjectivity in 

determining which phenomena to measure (Gallopin 1997).  There are underlying 

reasons why people will view indicator selection differently: role, power, 

institutional or geographical context, and their familiarity with sustainability 

(McCrum 2009).  There is a need, therefore, to ensure that indicators are selected 

using a sound, methodological process, in order to ensure a more transparent, 

responsive and robust process for indicator selection (White et al. 2006).  McCrum 

(2009), for example, argues that “if indicator selection is unsatisfactory, the 

information obtained may be insufficient for informed decision-making, stifling 

progress towards sustainability” (p. 222).  This is doubly important when realising 

that “any indicator selection process is value laden; for example, stakeholder 

opinion may differ over the weight given to different criteria for a good indicator” 

(White et al. 2006: 8).  As a result, indicator sets should be accompanied by clear 

explanations of why individual indicators have been chosen, making “open and 

explicit the criteria used for indicator selection and decision-taking” (Miller 2001: 

352).  This transparency acknowledges the potentially political nature of indicator 

selection and ensures decisions are made on the basis of sound evidence. 

 

The majority of indicator sets are developed by academic researchers or policy 

makers, resulting in any link between scientists, practitioners and communities 

being mainly at the point of dissemination (Mickwitz and Melanen 2009).  One 

consequence of this can be that indicators are hardly ever used by land managers 

and/or local communities in order to enhance sustainability of land management 

practices (Carruthers and Tinning 2003).  By bringing together expert and 

managerial knowledge in the development of indicators for upland management, it 

would be possible to ensure that indicators were relevant to the local and policy 

context, so that any disconnections between current and desired positions could 

be measured (Miller 2001).  For example, in the north of Scotland, researchers 
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involved in the Dúthchas Project (2001) worked with local communities and other 

organisations to develop Area Sustainability Profiles that emulated locally-

identified problems, strengths and opportunities that surrounded the realisation 

of sustainability in remote, rural areas.  Similarly Blackstock et al. (2008) used a 

deliberative process of interviewing a broad cross-section of representatives of the 

ViSIT tourism forum (in the Cairngorms National Park in north east Scotland) to 

co-produce knowledge for the development of sustainable tourism indicators. 

 

These examples demonstrate that communication and partnership working across 

scales must be an important function when developing indicators, enabling the 

translation of sustainability from the theoretical to the operational, therefore 

promoting information exchange regarding the issues they address (Smeets and 

Weterings 1999).   There is a need to employ communicative consensus 

mechanisms in setting standards for sustainability and associated indicator 

development (Crabtree and Bayfield 1998), which would answer calls for 

sustainability monitoring to be an on-going learning process for communities and 

researchers (Freebairn and King 2003) and ultimately offer increased capacity for 

social learning among those taking part in the process (Hezri 2004).  

2.4 Transdisciplinary approaches: new ways of thinking and doing 

Transdisciplinary research provides means for developing practical strategies for 

sustainability by facilitating interactions between scientists, experts and non-

scientific actors, so that multiple actors are involved in “project[ing] scientific 

knowledge production beyond its disciplines” (Rist et al. 2007: 24; Pohl et al. 

2010; Farley et al. 2009; Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; Rist et al. 2007; Hirsch 

Hadorn et al. 2006; Hurni and Wiesmann 2004; Bouwen and Taillieu 2004).  While 

linkages between scientists and practitioners have traditionally been at the point 

of dissemination (Mickwitz and Melanen 2009), transdisciplinarity requires 

collaboration between all relevant actor communities throughout the whole 

process, in order to combine theoretical and experiential knowledge (Evely et al. 

2008; Bouwen and Taillieu 2004), address complex, real-world problems 

(Aeberhard and Rist 2009; Wickson et al. 2006), and seek mutually acceptable 

solutions and research outputs (Blackstock and Richards 2007; Ison et al. 2007).  A 
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transdisciplinary approach has also been conceptualised as part of an overall 

social learning process, through which society and science must jointly determine 

a course of action (Schneider et al. 2009; Rist et al. 2007).  In this regard, joint 

deliberation and learning become important for social change because the process 

challenges those involved to consider new insights and knowledge, rethink their 

assumptions, and solve problems in a communicative and collaborative manner 

(Blackstock and Richards 2007; Keen et al. 2005; Astleithner and Hamedinger 

2003; Daniels and Walker 1996).  

 

As a result, transdisciplinary approaches tend to be descriptive, normative and 

action-oriented by bridging the gap between knowledge derived from research 

and knowledge derived from decision-making processes in society (Pohl and 

Hirsch Hadorn 2007; Lawrence and Després 2004).  With a focus on the need to 

‘deliver’ practical outcomes which can bring about a degree of behavioural change, 

transdisciplinary approaches are implicitly shaped by issues/problems that arise 

from a local context (Mobjörk 2010; Wiesmann et al. 2008).  In acknowledging the 

local context, transdisciplinary knowledge production becomes a context-specific 

negotiation of knowledge (Lawrence and Despres 2004).  For example, the 

‘Sustainable Uplands’ project aimed to better anticipate, monitor and adapt to 

future environmental change in three upland sites (RELU 2010).  Researchers 

involved in the project elicited local knowledge from a wide range of land 

managers in each study site (e.g. farmers, game keepers, grouse moor owners, 

water companies, recreationalists and government officials), as well as scientific 

knowledge from a wide range of relevant disciplines (e.g. ecology, anthropology, 

sociology), in order to ensure that the issues under investigation were explored 

and understood from the point of view of as many different actors as possible 

(Raymond et al. 2010). 

 

By integrating the knowledge of a range of actors, transdisciplinary approaches 

are synonymous with a shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ thinking (see 

Section 2.4.1), which recognises that the notion of government as the single 

decision-making authority has been replaced by multi-scale governance 

approaches that require the contribution of a larger number of stakeholders (e.g. 
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Pahl-Wostl et al. 2008; Jordan 2008; Valentinov 2008; Jordan et al. 2005; Goodwin 

1998a). 

2.4.1 From ‘government’ to ‘governance’ 

The concept of governance is centred on the idea that non-state actors such as 

businesses and NGOs are brought into any process of decision-making that affects 

society (Böcher 2008; Lemos and Agrawal 2006).  Similarly, ‘environmental 

governance’ specifically refers to the “whole range of institutions and actors 

involved in the process of environmental decision-making and management and 

the ways in which they communicate and interact” (Carter 2006: 8).  There has 

been a well-documented shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ in academic 

literature (Clark et al. 2006; Connelly et al. 2006; Ellis and Biggs 2001; Goodwin 

1998a; Marsden and Murdoch 1998; Littlewood and While 1997).  For example, 

Jordan (2008) charts three main areas of governance literature: governance as an 

empirical phenomenon, which charts the move beyond government; governance 

as theory, which focuses on networks and other theoretical explanations; and, 

governance as a normative prescription, which focuses on how policy should be 

conducted.  Similarly, Gibbons et al. (1994) identified a shift from ‘Mode 1’ to 

‘Mode 2’ knowledge production (see Figure 2.4.1), whereby the production of 

knowledge expands from a removed, autonomous space to cross boundaries and 

involve different actors and disciplines.   

 

Figure 2.4.1: Mode 1 and Mode 2 types of knowledge production (figure based on Gibbons et al. 
1994) 
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In the policy arena, there have also been calls for “sustainable governance” based 

on “full information, an open public discourse and stakeholder dialogues at all 

levels” (European Union Consultative Forum on Environment and Sustainable 

Development 2000: 6, 8), recognising that “environmental, social and economic 

challenges faced by societies worldwide cannot be addressed by public authorities 

alone without the involvement and support of a wide range of stakeholders, 

including citizens and civil society organisations” (Aarhus Convention, UNECE 

2008: 3).  Box 2.4.1 summarises the rationales, benefits and obstacles associated 

with involving a wide range of actors in decision-making processes related to 

sustainability. 

 

Why involve a range of stakeholders in sustainability dialogue? 

Rationale 

 To gain relevant and meaningful perspectives on local problems, it is necessary to involve social 
actors in the research process (Siebert et al. 2008; Rist et al. 2007) 

 Assessment of sustainable development should obtain broad representation of key grass-roots, 
professional, technical and social groups, as well as ensure the participation of key decision-makers 
to secure a firm link to adopted policies and resulting action (Berkes 2009; Hardi and Zdan 1997) 

 It is for society to decide what it wants of its countryside, where its priorities lie and how much it is 
prepared to pay for them (Arnott 1997) 

Benefits 

 Sustainability monitoring indicators that have been devised in conjunction with local communities 
have often been shown to be as accurate as indicators developed by experts (Dougill et al. 2006; 
Fraser 2002) 

 The involvement of more stakeholders allows access to more available data sources (Fraser et al. 
2006) 

 Participatory processes can avert impending conflict and result in new institutions for resolving 
problems co-operatively (Beierle and Koninsky 2000) 

Obstacles 

 If the goals, strategies or practices of stakeholders are not consistent with the principles of 
sustainable development, participation may not enhance sustainability (Reed et al. 2006) 

 Competing agendas may frustrate efforts at working towards sustainable development (Warren 
2009; Wightman 1996) 

Box 2.4.1: Rationales, benefits and obstacles associated with involving a wide range of actors in 
decision-making processes 

 

The shift towards governance has relied upon the concept of partnerships as a 

central component (Shucksmith 2010; Derkzen and Bock 2009; Van Huijstee et al. 

2007), with partnerships becoming a regularly used and preferred mechanism for 

developing inclusive and deliberative public policy goals (Davidson and Lockwood 

2008; Roberts 2003).  Environmental partnerships have tended to emerge in 

response to sustainability discourse: partnerships were formally declared an 

important tool at the WSSD in 2002 (Van Huijstee et al. 2007).  In a rural context, 
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partnerships tend to include representatives of public, private, voluntary and 

community interests who are assumed to share a degree of commitment to specific 

policy objectives (Derkzen and Bock 2009; Shortall and Shucksmith 2001).  For 

example, Valentinov (2008) found that partnerships have served to enable rural 

stakeholders to recognise their common agendas in rural development.  However, 

several authors have critiqued the concept because partnerships are often 

manipulated by those with power and influence, subsequently distorting outcomes 

(Vidal 2009; Mackinnon 2002; Edwards et al. 2001).  For example, Vidal (2009) 

observed, in his assessment of EU LEADER+ partnerships, that the key issue was 

actually how to prevent the programme being “captured” by the most powerful 

groups and used to reinforce the “status quo”.  Therefore, it has been suggested by 

Connelly et al. (2006) that research needs to focus on the manner in which 

participants are involved within particular partnerships, as well as the operational 

and decision-making processes that evolve. 

 

Research that considers the involvement of stakeholders in decision-making 

processes is now common, with many examples well-documented in the academic 

literature (e.g. Csurgó et al. 2008; Dargan 2006; Littlewood and While 1997).   For 

example, sustainable water resource management has undergone major changes 

over the past decade; the ‘prediction and control’ approach that comprises 

technical solutions is being replaced by approaches that consider the different 

perspectives of stakeholders and their interdependence in tackling management 

issues in order to seek solutions (see Pahl-Wostl et al. 2008 and Ison et al. 2007).  

However, questions have been raised with regard to validity and utility of a 

governance approach (e.g. Jordan 2008; Görg 2007; Kohler-Koch and Rittberger 

2006).    One dilemma is that opening up decision-making to a broad range of 

relevant actors tends to complicate decision-making structures (Carter 2006), 

blurring who is accountable for what, both during a decision-making process and 

with regard to the outcomes/consequences of that process (Richards and Smith 

2002).  As a result, there is a need to improve the integration of knowledge types 

through the development of problem-focussed knowledge integration processes 

(Raymond et al. 2010). 
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2.4.2 The knowledge integration challenge 

The need to “begin connecting the knowledge from […] different spheres to 

understand the complex and interconnected nature of ‘the environment’, 

especially in the quest for sustainability,” is now widely recognised (Russell et al. 

2008: 463; Raymond et al. 2010; Evely et al. 2008; Newell et al. 2005).  However, 

bringing together scientific and local knowledge is not always easy, with criticisms 

arising around the reliance on expert and managerial knowledge (as opposed to 

bottom-up, participatory processes) in the pursuit of sustainable local 

development (Pohl et al. 2010; Berkes 2009; Koutsouris 2008).   

 

In order to produce robust knowledge for sustainability, it has been deemed 

imperative to tackle this dualism by facilitating the co-production of knowledge 

within processes in which stakeholders interact with experts (Mickwitz and 

Melanen 2009; Patel et al. 2007; Berkes et al. 2003).  Different stakeholders can 

contribute knowledge that crosses different scales (Berkes 2009; Reid et al. 2006), 

and there is growing interest in the wider benefits of effective knowledge 

management processes wherein different actors can work together to produce 

solutions (Reed 2008).  For example, collaborative management (the sharing of 

power between the government and local resource users) is increasingly being 

combined with learning-based approaches (Berkes 2009) in order to enable 

professional and interest groups to work and learn together in a collaborative, 

transdisciplinary manner (Keen et al. 2005).  In this regard, it is increasingly 

appreciated that learning occurs through understanding and integrating world 

views, “combining the expert knowledge of the gamekeeper with that of the 

amateur conservationist” (Evely 2010: 112).  Such a sentiment requires us to 

rethink and elaborate the role of an ‘expert’, recognising the knowledge of local 

resource users as of expert quality, and seeking joint learning opportunities and 

the collective formulation of principles (Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008). 

 

Transdisciplinary research acknowledges the need for interrelations between 

knowledge forms by systematically bringing together a balanced mix of 

participants in a manner that addresses the aforementioned challenges (Tress et 

al. 2009; Aeberhard and Rist 2009; Jakobsen et al. 2004).  For example, in the 
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CORASON project, Bruckmeier and Tovey (2009) found few examples that show 

interaction between expert and local knowledge, demonstrating that the power 

and knowledge of scientists and experts remain at an advantage (an observation 

also supported by Derkzen and Bock 2009).  Similarly, Pohl et al. (2010) note that 

a challenge for sustainability researchers is to facilitate a dialogue that takes place 

on equal terms, avoiding the process becoming dominated by particular 

knowledge types or actors.  As a result, there is the need to redefine what will 

constitute ‘expertise’ in any given context (Tovey 2008), and explore the extent to 

which these types of knowledge are “antagonistic”, and whether they can be 

combined in local contexts (Siebert et al. 2008: 224).   

 

In the same manner, it is vital to acknowledge and understand conflicting values 

within the research process, in order to avoid ‘superficial’ participation and 

participant doubts about the relevance or credibility of the project (Wiesmann et 

al. 2008; Marshall et al. 2007; Sidaway 2005; Burton et al. 2004; Linstone and 

Turoff 2002).  For example, Blackstock and Richards (2007) recognised the 

benefits of a deliberative approach in their evaluation of the development of the 

River Spey Catchment Management Plan (SCMP).  The project had involved several 

stages: an initial public consultation; five topic-based working groups; a public 

consultation on a draft plan containing recommendations from the working 

groups; and a review of the draft plan in light of feedback from the consultation.   

Through interviews with people who were involved in this deliberative planning 

process, Blackstock and Richards found that the majority of participants praised 

the approach taken, particularly “the fact that the iterative, discursive process 

encouraged the problems and potential solutions to be assessed from a number of 

perspectives” (p.502). 

 

Following on from this, Berkes (2009) points out the opportunity to create more 

‘spaces’ for different actors to work together and “deliberate to generate new 

knowledge or make sense of knowledge from different sources” (Berkes 2009: 

1695).  Using the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Equator 

Initiative as an example, Berkes found that ‘bridging organisations’ can act as 

arenas for the co-production of knowledge, the development of trust and social 
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learning (see Figure 2.4.2).  Similarly, Pohl et al. (2010) consider the potential 

benefits of the ‘agora’, within which the process of knowledge production takes 

place at the “intersection of the realms of science and non-science” (p.269).  

Transdisciplinary research does not necessarily aim to develop a single, unified 

‘truth’ or reach absolute consensus within these integrative spaces: instead, it 

seeks to “integrate different knowledges by looking for coherence, 

correspondences and ‘ridges’ across the differences” (Wickson et al. 2006: 1053).   

 

 

 

Figure 2.4.2: The possible roles of bridging organisations.  NB. No single bridging organisation is 
likely to supply all of these functions (Berkes 2009) 

 

2.4.3 The role of social learning in maximising outputs 

During the last two decades, the discussion on sustainability has increasingly 

shifted from being goal-oriented to understanding sustainability as a learning 

process (Berkes 2009; Tàbara and Pahl-Wostl 2007), and social learning 

approaches to environmental issues have been well-documented and discussed in 

the literature surrounding the management of natural resources (e.g. Reed et al. 

2010; Pahl-Wostl et al. 2008; Pahl-Wostl 2006; Keen et al. 2005; Pahl-Wostl and 

Hare 2004; Ison  et al. 2004).  Defined as “the collective action and reflection that 

occurs among different individuals and groups as they work to improve the 

management of human and environmental interrelations” (Keen et al. 2005: 4), 

social learning offers the means to increase the capacity of collaborators to learn 

together and to respond to changing circumstances.  Learning becomes the 

product of reflexive communication and interaction between participants 
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(Meppem 2000) and follows the recent trend in public and private 

interorganisational policy to make multiple actors collaborate around issues such 

as spatial planning (Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; Blackstock and Richards 2007).  

In this regard, social learning has been conceived as a process of social change, in 

which people learn from each other in ways that can benefit wider social-

ecological systems and institutional performance (e.g. Newig et al. 2009; Prell et al. 

2009; Pahl-Wostl 2008; Steyaert and Ollivier 2007; Mostert et al. 2007; Ison and 

Watson 2007; Pahl-Wostl 2006 Stringer et al. 2006; Reed et al. 2006). 

 

Social learning is increasingly being seen as a normative goal in natural resource 

management (e.g. Garmendia and Stagl 2010; Keen et al. 2005; Parson and Clark 

1995).   However, agreement on key aspects of the concept of social learning is 

elusive (Garmendia and Stagl 2010).  This often leads to confusion and a negative 

effect on the adoption and effectiveness of the concept.  To illustrate this concern, 

Reed et al. (2010) recently provided greater conceptual clarity by drawing 

attention to some key issues with the concept within a re-worked, three-part 

definition (see Box 2.4.2); it is this definition that is adopted in this thesis.  One 

main issue identified by Reed et al. (2010) is that social learning is often conflated 

with other concepts, such as participation (e.g. Kuper et al. 2009; Borowski et al. 

2008; Mostert et al. 2007; Steyaert and Ollivier 2007; Pahl-Wostl 2006) and social 

capital (e.g. Shortall 2008), which weakens their effectiveness and understanding.  

While participatory processes may be used to stimulate and facilitate social 

learning, it cannot be assumed that participation inevitably leads to social learning 

taking place (Bull et al. 2008).  Interestingly, however, there has been little 

empirical research to support the idea that participation can enhance social 

learning (Muro and Jeffrey 2008; Stagl 2007). 
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If learning is to be considered ‘social learning’, it must: 

1. Demonstrate that some depth of conceptual change or change in understanding 

has taken place in the individuals involved.  This may be at a surface level (e.g. via 

the recall of new information) or deeper levels (e.g. demonstrated by change in 

attitudes, world views or epistemological beliefs); 

2. Demonstrate some degree of breadth for this change to go beyond individuals to 

become situated within wider social groups (e.g. institutions, organisations or 

“communities of practice”) within society; and 

3. Occur through social interactions and processes between actors within a social 

network, either through direct interaction (e.g. conversation) or through other 

media (e.g. mass media, telephone, or Web 2.0 applications). 

Box 2.4.2: A three-part definition of social learning developed by Reed et al. (2010) in order to 
bring some conceptual clarity to social learning approaches 

 

Several authors advocate a transdisciplinary approach to social learning (e.g. 

Schneider et al. 2009; Rist et al. 2007; Keen et al. 2005), which recognises the 

importance of joint knowledge production and joint definition of the underlying 

norms and interpretive patterns of knowledge (Gibbons et al. 1994).  Using case 

studies in rural India, Bolivia and Mali, Rist et al. (2007) took a systematic 

approach to including all relevant actor categories in the process of learning for a 

particular aspect of sustainability.  Using an action research methodology, their 

research demonstrated that the governance of natural resources is closely 

intertwined within knowledge types and interactions.  Ultimately, this form of 

research aims for a “negotiated transformation of the norms, rules and power 

relationships that govern the use of natural resources, with a view to concretising 

the principles of sustainable development” (Rist et al. 2007: 24). 

 

In this regard, joint deliberation and learning become important for social change, 

because the process challenges those involved to consider new insights and 

knowledge, rethink their assumptions and jointly solve problems in a 

communicative and collaborative manner (Keen et al. 2005; Astleithner and 

Hamedinger 2003; Daniels and Walker 1996).  For example, McCrum et al. (2009) 

suggest that the deliberative workshops they conducted with land managers in 

northwest Scotland enhanced social learning by raising awareness of climate 
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change issues, indicators and management responses.  In particular, the 

deliberative nature of their work created “meaningful interaction and learning 

opportunities”, leading to over half of the participants changing their views as a 

result of the discussion (McCrum et al. 2009: 424).  This is arguably an important 

and under-investigated feature of planning and policy processes for sustainability 

(Holden 2008), particularly because learning together may offer a means of 

reaching compromise among individuals and communities who have diverse, 

partial and sometimes irreconcilable views.  For example, Keen and Mahanty 

(2006) focus on collaborative learning in the Biodiversity Conservation Network 

that supports 20 projects across the Asia-Pacific region.  In order to address power 

imbalances that develop in the process of building partnerships, they find that 

flexibility is very important in any learning process because it allows participants 

to go back to a previous stage and review their decisions.  In this sense, planning 

and management become “ongoing learning and negotiation process[es] where a 

high priority is given to questions of communication, perspective sharing, and the 

development of adaptive group strategies for problem solving” (Pahl-Wostl and 

Hare 2004: 193). 

2.5 A conceptual framework for transdisciplinary SI development 

The literature reviewed in this chapter has highlighted the scope to rethink the 

process of sustainability indicator development as taking place within a flexible 

‘space’ that facilitates deliberation and reflection among a range of knowledge 

types. Indeed, the engagement of expert and local managerial knowledge in this 

manner would allow some key issues to be addressed: the exploration and 

understanding of different sustainability perceptions (Yli-Viikari 2009); a more 

methodical and accountable indicator planning and development process 

(Blackstock et al. 2006); the inclusion of a broad range of knowledge and 

experience relevant to the local context and wider sustainability issues (Berkes 

2009).  In effect, by reconceptualising indicator development as ‘governance’ as 

opposed to ‘government’, this places an emphasis on a wider range of policy actors 

being involved because “if indicator development is no longer just a technical issue 

it cannot be left to experts” (Rydin et al. 2003: 583).  Thus, governance can play a 

role in steering an interactive and reflexive process of debate and dialogue 



 

35 

 

(Meadowcroft et al. 2005), and the process of indicator development “can help to 

construct meaningful dialogues about sustainability that do become embedded 

institutionally over time” (Holman 2009: 373).   

 

With these points in mind, the remainder of this section presents a conceptual 

framework that is used to guide the development, implementation and evaluation 

of a transdisciplinary approach to sustainability indicator development within this 

thesis (see Figure 2.5.1).  There is no single prescribed methodology for carrying 

out transdisciplinary research (Mobjörk 2010; Wiesmann et al. 2008; Wickson et 

al. 2006; Thompson Klein 2004), and this chapter has identified the opportunity to 

develop a methodological approach which can integrate knowledge and facilitate 

deliberation and social learning among research participants (this is the focus of 

Chapter 5).  The conceptual framework responds to these opportunities by 

advocating: 

1. Increased transdisciplinary capacity;  

2. The facilitation of knowledge integration; and 

3. Increased capacity for social learning for sustainability. 

The three aspects of Figure 2.5.1 are juxtaposed in a way that realises the potential 

to reconceptualise the indicator development process.  Additionally, the ‘loop’ on 

the framework reflects a growing movement that supports the importance of 

learning when conceiving sustainability as a collective knowledge production 

process (Rist et al. 2007; Keen et al. 2005; Paquet 1999; Ray 1999).  Specifically, by 

facilitating a process of iterative deliberation, the framework can be used to bring 

together different actors to work jointly to “generate new knowledge or make 

sense of knowledge from different sources” (Berkes 2009: 1695) and, most 

importantly, develop a useful end product. 
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Figure 2.5.1: Synthesising the literature and signposting the way forward: a three-part conceptual 
framework for this thesis 

 

A: Increase transdisciplinary capacity: ‘real world’ problems 

In this thesis, the conceptual framework aims to facilitate scientists, experts and 

non-scientific actors to address ‘real-world’ problems in a transdisciplinary manner 

(Mobjörk 2010; Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; Hurni and Wiesmann 2004; 

Lawrence and Després 2004).   This is in recognition of the shift beyond formal 

democratic representation to recognise the benefits of facilitating deliberative 

processes, and the shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ to appreciate the 

importance of clearly defined ‘space’ for facilitating open communication between 

stakeholders, in order to develop practical outcomes (Pohl et al. 2010; Connelly et 

al. 2006).  

 

B: Facilitate knowledge integration: non-academics interacting with academics 

Second, there are significant challenges involved with integrating knowledges 

from different disciplines and contexts (Evely et al. 2008; Miller et al. 2008; Meffe 

et al. 2002).  As a result, the framework recognises a need for improved 

understanding of how to combine different knowledge types in order to manage 

complexity and uncertainty (Carpenter et al. 2009).  Interestingly, there have been 
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moves beyond the simple aggregation of preferences (Röling 2002 in Rist et al. 

2007) towards a growing emphasis on the importance of deliberation and 

iteration, which allows the slow development of ideas (Bell and Morse 2008; 

Norton 2005).  Within a natural resource management context, such iterative 

interaction could lead to the more reflexive construction of personal and collective 

identities (Carroll and Bebbington 2001), providing a useful model for 

interrelating knowledge types.   

 

C: Increase capacity for social learning for sustainability: acknowledging and 

understanding views 

Finally, the framework recognises that communication has become central to 

social learning processes, leading to a focus on the importance of dialogue and 

social interaction (Reed et al. 2010; McCool and Stankey 2004).  Ultimately, the 

facilitation of greater interaction among participants results in the improvement of 

participants’ ability to work with each other and understand the range of 

viewpoints (Evely 2010). With this in mind, the framework requires the creation 

of an ‘atmosphere of trust’, within which communication, deliberation and 

learning can occur.  
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CHAPTER 3 – FROM RURAL DEVELOPMENT TO 

SUSTAINABLE UPLAND MANAGEMENT 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter establishes a context for the research within upland management 

theory and practice.  Specifically, a range of theoretical and empirical approaches 

to the study of upland management are charted, from a focus on ‘rural 

development’ to one of ‘sustainable upland management’.  A critical review of 

debates surrounding the importance of uplands as a source of ecosystem services - 

such as food, water and climate regulation - and other opportunities points 

towards the need to develop more integrated and holistic understandings of the 

management of upland areas. 

3.2 Rural development in the uplands: discourse, drivers and debate 

Rural areas are “dynamic and constantly changing in response to a wide range of 

social, economic, environmental and political factors” (Ilbery 1998: 8; Cloke et al. 

2006; Halfacree 1997).  The opportunities for rural development vary 

geographically and spatially (Courtney et al. 2006), and the challenges faced by 

rural areas have become increasingly complex and interconnected (Midgley and 

Adams 2006; Garrod et al. 2006; Murdoch 2000).  For example, changes in the way 

the countryside is interpreted have been attributed to: market forces and 

technology (Mather et al. 2006; Lindsay et al. 2003); government policy and 

expenditure (Hellman and Verburg 2010); people in urban areas looking more and 

more to rural areas for recreational purposes (Scott et al., 2009; Skuras et al. 

2007), and an increasingly vocal environmental lobby (Mowle 1997).  As a result, 

there is a vast academic and policy literature dealing with rural development 

theory and practice that covers a range of perspectives on land use and 

management in rural areas. 

 

This section focuses specifically on the evolution of rural development theory and 

practice towards contested notions of post-productivism (Mather et al. 2006; Slee 

2005; Van der Ploeg et al. 2000) and integrated rural development (Van der Ploeg 
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et al. 2000; Shortall and Shucksmith 1998), in order to establish a context for 

contemporary upland management discourse.  This is followed briefly by 

consideration of how rural development has embraced discourses of rural 

sustainability (Redclift 2005b; Marsden 2003), within which governance has 

become a key ingredient (as discussed in Section 2.4.1).  It is beyond the scope of 

this section to consider discussions surrounding rurality (Cloke et al.  2006; 

Woods 2005), rural restructuring (Hoggart and Paniagus 2001; Marsden 1998) 

and social capital (Burton et al. 2005; Shortall 2004). 

3.2.1 A shift towards post-productivism? 

The concept of post-productivism covers a “new phase of European rural 

development since the 1990s” (Bruckmeier 2004: 19), equating rural areas to a 

place of ‘consumption’ as opposed to ‘production’ (Birnie 2007; Maxwell and 

Birnie 2005; McVittie et al. 2005), and moving beyond more traditional 

‘exogenous’ (top-down) models of rural development theory and policy (see Ward 

et al. 2005; Slee 2005; Blaikie 2000 for a fuller discussion).  Although this theory 

has been contested (e.g. Evans et al. 2002), there have been growing trends across 

Europe in recent years to promote non-agrarian over agrarian uses of rural land 

(Tovey and Mooney 2006).  From the post-productivist standpoint, agriculture is 

considered from the point of view of a diversified rural economy that is shaped by 

the demands of consumption (Slee 2005; Phillips 2001), and in which agricultural 

production becomes somewhat marginalised, on the basis that agriculture 

provides, and competes with, benefits and services other than food commodities 

(Quinn et al. 2010; Ward et al. 2005; Marsden 2003).  For example, Slee (2009) 

charts fundamental changes in upland economies in the UK over the past century.  

Originally dominated by primary production, including agricultural, forest and 

mineral products, the predominantly land-based economy has shifted to the 

production of secondary and increasingly service sectors with leisure provision 

and lifestyle migration at the core.  Similarly, predominantly productive land uses 

have taken on a more complex, multi-functional role that is related to the growth 

of consumption-related economic activity (Scott et al. 2009; Scott and Shannon 

2007; Mather 2001). 
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This shift towards post-productivism also emphasises the amenity quality of space 

(Mather 2001) and the increasing role of local amenity attractions in driving 

economic change (Dahms and McComb 1999), rather than the productive potential 

of the land.  For example, non-market/public ‘products’ such as wildlife, water, 

landscapes and habitats (see Table 3.2.1) are now considered to have intrinsic 

worth and value that can be ‘consumed’, leading to demand for a more balanced 

production of market and non-market goods (Midgley et al. 2008; RSE 2008; RSPB 

2007; McVittie et al. 2005).  As a result, there are marked trends towards greater 

levels of on-farm diversification (Slee 2005) and a growing body of research that 

studies the range of ecosystem services delivered in upland areas, a concept which 

is discussed in more detail in Section 3.3 (e.g. Hubacek et al. 2009; Bonn et 

al.2009).   

 

Market outputs (use values) Non-market outputs 

 
Traditional economy 
 Food quality (taste and 

nutritional value) 
 Food quantity 
 “Cheap” food 
 Employment 
 Farm incomes 
 Rural multiplier 
 Export income 
 Rural tourism 

National food security and identity 
Environmental 
 Landscape 
 Habitats 
 Biodiversity 
 Water quality 
 Soil conservation 

Health and Safety 
 Animal health and 

welfare 
 Prevention of animal to 

human infection 
 Food safety 
 Managed genetic 

modification 
 Biosecurity 

New economy 
 Recreation/access 
 Organics and other niches 
 Controlled appellation, 

and regional origin 

Cultural/traditional 
 Landscape 
 Traditional industry 
 Rural character 
 Local food 
 Recreation 
 Prevention of urban 

sprawl 

Social 
 Local employment and 

economy 
 “Vibrant” communities 
 Tourism 
 Social cohesion 
 Educational resource 

Table 3.2.1: Market and non-market outputs of agriculture (McVittie et al. 2005:4) 

 

However, the post-productivist model is not without its critics.  Evans et al. (2002), 

for example, dislike the dualistic nature of productivist/post-productivist thinking 

and deem ‘post-productivism’ a term that is too inexact, ignoring the complexity of 

rural areas.  Instead, they propose that the term be replaced with ‘ecological 

modernisation’ to ensure that the centrality of production is retained and new 

modes of development and agricultural output can be promoted.  For example, the 
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Scottish Government has been described as taking an ‘ecological modernisation’ 

approach to environment issues because it hopes to position itself as a global 

leader in green technology (Dargan 2006).  Also, the Rural Stewardship Scheme 

(now the Scottish Rural Development Programme) aimed to raise public 

awareness of the link between people and biodiversity (Dargan and Shucksmith 

2006).  This has a strong underlying discourse of ecological modernisation, as well 

as emphasising the novel contribution that conservation can make to national and 

local economies (i.e. that improving habitats can benefit farmers’ incomes through 

green tourism and other economic activity).   

 

In their comparison of Norway and Australia, Bjørkhaug and Richards (2008) also 

find the dualism of productivist/post-productivist regimes too simplistic.  In both 

countries, there is increased acceptance of the equal importance of environmental, 

economic and social sustainability.  The authors suggest that analysis along a 

‘weak’ (Australia) to ‘strong’ (Norway) spectrum of ‘multifunctional agriculture’ is 

a better concept for the comparison of rural primary production.  Offering a 

compromise, Slee (2005: 257) suggests that “...rural land use is likely to comprise a 

hybrid state with productive and non-productive or post-productive elements”, 

with hybridity likely to differ between farms and regions.  Similarly, Murdoch et al. 

(2003) identify different ‘countrysides’, within which there are varying degrees of 

impact from: environmental pressures (preserved countryside); incompatibilities 

between agrarian and environmental interests (contested countryside); and the 

role that landowners play in overseeing patterns of land development 

(paternalistic countryside). 

3.2.2 From sectoral to integrated policy and practice 

The notion of hybridity was explored in more detail through the concept of 

‘integrated rural development’ (Shucksmith 2000), which represented a growing 

focus on process-led, multi-sectoral and territorial approaches, emphasising 

subsidiarity and the importance of development based on local resources and 

people (Perry 2007).  Termed ‘endogenous’ (bottom-up) development, several 

authors recognised that integrated, post-productive elements come from ‘within’ 

local communities and their natural resource bases, highlighting the need to move 
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beyond more traditional, top-down (exogenous) approaches to facilitate 

territorially-situated development initiatives (e.g. Satsangi 2009; Bryden and 

Geisler 2007; Bryden and Hart 2004).   

 

It has been recognised that the public interest in land management is integrated in 

character, extending beyond environmental concerns to include broader social and 

cultural interests (MacPhail 2002; Phillips et al. 2001), and it is regularly 

recommended that the role of the natural heritage and its resource base should be 

fully integrated into conservation and development policies because it underpins 

the life and economy of rural areas (Slee 2005; Dúthchas Project 2001).  An 

agrarian perspective has been prominent at the EU level, with policies continually 

criticised for being developed in ‘separate boxes’ and CAP reform remaining the 

primary issue (National Trust for Scotland 2007; Shucksmith and Dargan 2006; 

Baldock et al. 2002).   

 

In Scotland, rural land use policy between 1950 and 1980 was widely criticised for 

being sectoral in nature and showing a lack of integration and joined-up thinking 

at all levels of governance (e.g. Maxwell and Birnie 2005; Crofts 2000; Davidson 

1994).  Consequently, the Scottish Government argues that a more holistic 

approach to policy making has been taken in Scotland since 1998 (Scottish 

Executive 2006), with moves being made towards multi-functionality (Midgley et 

al. 2008) and more evidence-based policy making (Bristow et al. 2001).  For 

example, the concept of sustainable development is embedded within the Scottish 

Government’s National Performance Framework (Scottish Government 2011) and 

in the research themes of Scottish Natural Heritage’s (SNH) Research Strategy 

(2010).  A holistic approach is also found within the current Scottish Rural 

Development Programme (SRDP), which provides outcome-focussed funding for 

measures to achieve social and economic goals as well as environmental ones 

(Scottish Government 2008).  However, the SRDP has been criticised for remaining 

too focussed on agriculture and the environment, with insufficient participation of 

local levels and other stakeholders in the policy formation and implementation 

process (OECD 2008).  
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Slee (2005) set out eight imperatives for rural development that are integrated in 

character (see Table 3.2.2).  While useful as a guiding tool, these principles 

highlight a lack of ‘operationalisation’ (practical application) thinking in integrated 

rural development, which is confused by the complex linkages between economic, 

social and environmental aspects (as shown in Table 3.2.2), and the shift from 

government to governance (as discussed in Section 2.4.1).  Shucksmith (2010) 

uses the term ‘disintegrated rural development’ to illustrate this disjuncture, 

arguing for the need for the state to exercise “generative power to stimulate 

action, innovation, struggle and resistance, to release potentialities, to generate 

new struggles and to transform governance itself” (p.12).  

 

Economic Understanding market failure 

Understanding the economic flows in the new rural 

Recognising the spatial dimensions of the new rural 

Picking and supporting winners 

Social Building social capital 

Creating partnerships with room for manoeuvre 

Building adaptive capacity and developing the knowledge-based 

economy 

Environmental Understanding the wider implications on sustainability 

Table 3.2.2: Eight imperatives of rural development (Slee 2005) 

 

There are interesting parallels to be drawn here with spatial planning literature, 

particularly because the concept of spatial planning has been “contested, refreshed 

and reinvented in recent years” (a process which Shucksmith (2010) argues has 

relevance to rural development).  The concept of spatial planning has become the 

dominant planning paradigm in the United Kingdom, and now has a new emphasis 

on the integration of policies for the development and use of land with other 

policies and programmes to deliver positive social, economic and environmental 

outcomes (Tewdwr-Jones et al. 2010; Albrechts 2004).  A key element is that of 

‘place shaping’, which may be understood as a “self-conscious collective effort to 

re-imagine a city, urban region or wider territory and to translate the result into 

priorities for area investment, conservation measures, strategic infrastructure and 

principles of land use regulation” (Healey 2004: 46).  To mobilise actors within the 

process of ‘place shaping’, Healey (2004) identifies the need to develop strategic 
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agendas in diffused power contexts, which relies on collaboration and negotiation 

(Reed et al.2010; Nadin 2007), involving multi-sectoral and multi-scalar 

perspectives (Albrechts 2004).  A failure to deliver comprehensive policy 

integration can be attributed to barriers of institutional bias and sectoral thinking 

that are common in public, private and voluntary sectors (Keating and Stevenson 

2006; Scott et al. 2004), and many stakeholders may seek to preserve their own 

vested interests and preserve a ‘status quo’ (Albrechts 2004; Watson 2003).  In 

response, Scott and Reed (in preparation) argue that the success of spatial 

planning is dependent on a transdisciplinary approach from planners, scientists, 

politicians and society, an argument reflected in movements towards a catchment- 

and landscape-based approaches to land use policy and planning, rather than 

through the functional management of land within existing administrative 

boundaries (Foresight 2010; International Centre for Protected Landscapes 2008; 

Selman 2002). 

3.3 Unpacking ‘sustainable’ upland management  

It is increasingly being recognised that the challenges facing rural and upland 

areas can be more effectively addressed by applying new ways of thinking and 

practice that stem from the principles of sustainability (Krause 2008; Garrod et al. 

2006; Sharpley 2000; Shepherd 1998) and transdisciplinarity (as discussed in 

Section 2.4).   Sustainable rural development has been described as  a process by 

which society should “[...] aim to understand better, and sustainably exploit, the 

connections between environmental, social and economic potential of rural areas 

through a new holistic approach to development and land use planning” (WWF 

2002: 7), and sustainability approaches have been used in rural development 

research and practice, allowing social, economic and environmental objectives to 

be joined together and jointly met (see Figure 3.3.1 for a visual representation).  
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Impacts (focus on is ): regional and transregional dynamics relevant to sustainable development

Socio-economic 
system

Land use system

Ecological system

Socio-cultural 
system

Economic 
sustainability

Ecological 
sustainability

Socio-cultural
sustainability

Key:

Target values (focus on ought ) conflicting and converging aims in sustainable development

Impacts (focus on is ): regional and transregional dynamics relevant to sustainable development  

Figure 3.3.1: Embedding sustainable development in rural development: the values of sustainable 
development within on-the-ground systems (Wiesmann 1998 in Hurni and Wiesmann 2004: 36) 

 

For example, in their work on rural tourism in the UK, Garrod et al. (2006) 

reconceptualise the rural resource as a ‘capital asset’ of the rural tourism industry, 

allowing them to base their research on ecological economists’ thinking about the 

maintenance of constant capital (see, for example, Dresner 2002; Pearce 1996).  

This reconceptualisation of the rural resource base as ‘countryside capital’ 

provides a more integrated and holistic understanding of the rural tourism 

production system, allowing rural communities to capture more effectively the 

potential benefits that rural tourism has to offer them. Similarly, Bruckmeier 

(2004) reconceptualises Escobar’s (1999) three societal ‘nature regimes’ (organic, 

capitalist and techno) to suggest that they provide a link between the rural and 

sustainability discourses and break down the “traditional dichotomies such as 

nature vs. culture” (p.21).   

 

Practical moves to break down such a dichotomy are also documented in National 

Park policy in Scotland (Warren 2009), within which the construct of sustainable 

development is used to emphasise holistic goals for the Cairngorms National Park 

(Barker and Stockdale 2008): “Scottish National Parks differ from many other 

national parks around the world in that they have a social and economic 

development aim alongside the aims of conservation, understanding and 

enjoyment of the countryside” (Cairngorms National Park Authority 2011).  It is, 

therefore, hard to separate rural sustainability and sustainable development from 
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each other, because rural development has a strong influence on how vital 

ecosystem services, so far mainly found in the countryside (Midmore and 

Whittaker 2000), are maintained.  Table 3.3.1 illustrates this point with a three-

part typology of sustainable development and rural sustainable development as 

constructed from variants found in literature and policy documents about rural 

development.  The table shows how models of rural development are increasingly 

concerned with the role of actors in the different knowledge practices that are 

taking place (Bruckmeier 2004).  A similar trend can be documented in rural 

governance research (discussed in Section 2.4.1), which calls for a re-think of how 

actor groups negotiate and organise natural resources (e.g. Rist et al. 2007; Strigl 

2003).   
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 Variant Comment Examples 

Macroscopic 
approaches 
related to 
institutional 
change 
 
RSD related 
to societal 
structures 
and 
subsystems 

Complex, multi-
dimensional 
approach (of 
maintaining 
processes over a 
long time) 

Achieving differing and competing 
goals of economic, social and 
ecological sustainability. 
 
This approach requires SD to be 
specified by coherent indicators 
that measure the achievement of 
objectives. 

Similar to Norgaard’s (1988) 
argument that social and ecological 
systems should be studied as “co-
evolving” systems 
Nature and society have formed 
complex relationships (Berkes et al 
2003; Woodgate and Redclift 
1998). 

The economic 
perspective 

Natural, economic, human, cultural 
and social capital to be maintained 
and developed in the long run 

Ecological economics 
approaches/weak and strong 
discourses (e.g. Garrod et al 2006; 
Pearce 1996)  

The political- 
institutional 
perspective 

Transforming political and 
economic institutions that influence 
rural development, for example 
through the implementation of 
Agenda 21. 

Role of local authorities in 
implementing Agenda 21. Role of 
institutions in governance 
(O’Riordan and Voisey 1998) 

Approaches 
related to 
knowledge 
changes 
 
RSD related 
to changes in 
thinking, 
knowledge, 
behaviour 

Ethical 
interpretation 
of SD 

Intra- and intergenerational 
solidarity and new principles of 
distribution and use of natural 
resources 

Brundtland Report, Agenda 21 etc.  
Classification of ethics of 
ecosystem management (Merchant 
1997) 

Transformation 
of lifeworld and 
culture 

Livelihood changes, sustainable 
livelihood systems of individuals, 
households, communities and 
groups 

Sustainable rural livelihood 
framework (Scoones 1998) 
Sustainable rural communities 
(e.g. Bryden 2005) 

Scientifically 
based learning 
and paradigm 
change 

Emerging approach to 
understanding sustainability -
influenced by ecological research: 
critical against prior science and 
understanding science as a 
simultaneous process of social 
learning together with other actors 
that leads to adaptive management . 

The need for new methods that 
generate semi-quantitative models 
of qualitative data, build upon 
lessons of case studies, and focus 
on adaptation to avoid negative 
future outcomes (e.g. Berkes et al 
2003) 
 

Approaches 
related to 
rurality 
 
RSD related 
to rural 
discourses, 
rural areas, 
agriculture 

Rural traditions 
and knowledge 
in focus 

Learning from traditional rural and 
peasant knowledge about 
agriculture and resource 
management for the maintenance 
of agro-biodiversity and cultural 
diversity (locally specific 
development) 

Importance of local knowledge in 
management decisions (e.g. 
Johnston and Soulsby 2006; 
Harrison and Burgess 2000) 

Agriculture in 
focus 

Specifically addresses the practice 
of food production: sustainable 
agriculture and organic farming 

MAFF (2000) sustainable 
agriculture indicators. 

“Multi-
functional 
agriculture” 

With new functions such as: 
maintaining agro-biodiversity, 
landscape management; 
maintaining socio-cultural diversity 
and rural communities through 
government support programmes; 
capacity building; participation; 
self-management etc., this links the 
debate about future agriculture 
more clearly with that of ecological 
sustainability (and social 
sustainability) 

Multi-functional agriculture 
defined by OECD (2001) 
Codes of practice for natural 
resource management (e.g. DEFRA 
2007; SRPBA 2004) 

Table 3.3.1: A three-part typology of sustainable development and rural sustainable development 
as constructed from variants found in literature and policy documents about rural development 

(based on Bruckmeier 2004, with other authors added) 
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The concept of sustainable mountain development appeared on the global stage 

when it was included in Chapter 13 of Agenda 21, the plan for action endorsed at 

UNCED (Stone 2002; Price 1998).  Entitled “Managing fragile ecosystems: 

sustainable mountain development”, the chapter included two ‘programme areas’ 

that focussed specifically on: generating and strengthening knowledge about the 

ecology and sustainable development of mountain ecosystems, and promoting 

integrated watershed development and alternative livelihood opportunities (Price 

2004).  The notion of ‘sustainable upland management’ has developed as a product 

of the sustainability debate and, specifically, the growing recognition of the need to 

sustain the wide range of ecosystem services that are linked to upland areas (Reed 

et al., in press; Bonn et al. 2009; Henton and Crofts 2000).  Attempts to define 

sustainability in the context of natural resource management are not rare, with 

several authors working to define concepts such as: sustainable agriculture, 

sustainable land management and sustainable mountain development, to name a 

few (see Table 3.3.2 or Pretty 1995 for a more detailed overview).   

Sustainable mountain 
development 

A regionally specific process of sustainable 
development that concerns both mountain regions 
and populations living downstream or otherwise 
dependent on these regions in various ways 

Price et al. 2004; 
Price and Kim 1999 

Sustainable 
agriculture 

Range of principles include: ensuring the continuing 
availability to the consumer of adequate supplies of 
wholesome, reasonably priced food, produced in 
accordance with accepted environmental and social 
standards 

DEFRA 2002; MAFF 
2000 

Sustainable land 
management 

Maximising the efficient use of inputs in relation to 
the amount and quality of outputs, while 
incorporating long-term environmental and social 
concerns. 

Maglinao 2000; 
Smyth and 
Dumanski 1993 

Sustainable flood 
management 

An emphasis on natural and sustainable responses 
to flood risk. 

Kenyon et al. 2008 

Sustainable peatland 
management 

Land use and proactive management that protects 
the peatland resource, meeting the needs of current 
and future society for priority peatland ecosystem 
services. 

Reed et al,. in press 

Table 3.3.2: Selected definitions of ‘sustainable’ management 

 

It has been realised that Scotland’s mountain environments have an important role 

to play within the sustainable development agenda, with several policy documents 

making recommendations in practice.  For example, the Countryside Commission 

for Scotland (now Scottish Natural Heritage) recognised the “need to give new 

impetus to the care of Scotland’s mountains and also to review the role that these 
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areas are to play for a rapidly changing society” (CCS 1990: 4, cited in Price et al. 

2002).  This was echoed in the proposal, in 1996, for a ‘Scottish agenda for 

sustainable mountain development’, which included eight recommendations 

covering environmental, economic and social aspects of the mountain 

environment (Wightman 1996, commissioned by Scottish Wildlife and 

Countryside LINK).  More recently, SNH published a series of ‘Natural Heritage 

Futures’ documents, which set out a vision of “how the natural heritage of 

Scotland’s hills and moors could look based on sustainable use of natural 

resources” (SNH 2002: 24, cited in Price et al. 2002).  All of these documents 

recognise the need for: integration of management objectives; greater public 

participation in setting goals; recognition of the value of outdoor recreation; 

enhanced protection of the natural heritage, and mechanisms to ensure 

environmental restoration (Price et al. 2002).  Table 3.3.3 illustrates these aspects 

in more detail. 

Drivers Opportunities Benefits 
Agriculture Less intensive sheep grazing, 

encouragement for cattle, shift in 
income support measures to 
environmental management 

Recovery of semi-natural habitats and 
wildlife, diversification of employment, 
opportunities for ecotourism 

Forestry Establish woodland/forest networks, 
agree principles of reasonable 
balance between forestry and other 
land uses 

Biodiversity and amenity 
improvements 

Sporting 
interests 

Closer alignment of sporting and 
biodiversity targets (shift away from 
‘large bags’), better integration of 
grouse shooting, deer estate and 
salmon fishing enterprises 

Improvement in standards of 
management, moorland restoration, 
reduction in illegal persecution of 
raptors 

Recreation and 
tourism 

Develop environmentally sustainable 
tourism industry 

Promotion of responsible recreation 
improvements in wild land character, 
major improvements in paths network, 
more jobs 

Renewable 
energy 

Cross-sector agreement on siting of 
development based on integration of 
natural heritage with other interests 

Improved siting of developments, 
creation of improved habitats for 
displaced interests 

Extractive 
industries 

Strategic agreement on potential 
development locations 

Greater priority given to wild/scenic 
areas, and to important 
geological/biological features 

Conservation of 
the natural 
heritage 

Manage areas for earth and 
biological resources, create networks 
of near-natural and biodiversity-rich 
areas 

Areas managed for conservation may 
provide greater socio-economic 
benefits than some other enterprises 

Table 3.3.3: Sustainable upland management in Scotland: drivers, opportunities and possible 
benefits (Henton and Crofts 2000) 
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A need to move from sectoral approaches to land use policy towards more 

consistent, integrated, coherent and locally-relevant policies has also been 

increasingly recognised in relation to upland areas (e.g. Tewdwr-Jones et al. 2010; 

Vigar 2009; Swales 2009; Woods 2009) and seen as a crucial contribution to 

sustainability (Baldock et al. 2002; Price and Holdgate 2002).  In the UK, upland 

land management policies had traditionally taken a sectoral approach (Thomson 

et al. 2005; Mowle 1997, 1986); this was demonstrated in practice during the UK 

Foot and Mouth outbreak in 2001, when there was a lack of a joined-up approach 

to tackling a major problem (Scott et al. 2004).  Shaw and Whyte (2008) list the 

following examples of ‘silo’ thinking: agriculture and forestry driven by 

productivist policy and subsidy; ecological concerns over biodiversity, tackled 

with reductionist, reserve-based nature conservation; and cultural values of 

community and tradition being reinforced by touristic visions of a cultural idyll.  

However, upland areas in the UK are now increasingly regarded as multi-

functional areas that should be considered from a holistic perspective, combining 

understandings of interlinked social and natural processes and recognising the 

range of pressures they face (Bonn et al. 2009; Reed et al. 2009; Holden et al. 2007; 

Price and Holdgate 2002).  In particular, there has been a growing emphasis 

placed on the need to recognised and understand the range of ecosystem services 

associated with upland areas includes food, fibre and timber, climate regulation 

(through carbon storage or renewable energy), clean water supplies, flood 

mitigation, and recreation opportunities (Foresight 2010; Hubacek et al. 2009; 

Bonn et al. 2009; Dougill et al. 2006); all are set out in more detail in Table 3.3.4.   
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Food 
provision: 
livestock, 
crops, 
venison and 
game birds 

Low agricultural productivity, generally classed as poor agricultural land or 
‘Less Favoured Areas’ (Baldock et al. 2002) 
Mainly used for livestock grazing by sheep and beef cattle 
Heather cuttings are exported to the Netherlands for use in air and water 
filters (Sanderson and Prendergast 2002) 
Sporting estate management generates supplies of venison and game birds for 
sale in commercial game dealers 

Fibre: sheep 
wool 

A by-product with little agricultural value, although it may be an important 
insulating material in the future 

Timber 
extraction 

Forestry policies giving prominence to sustainable forest management and 
the contribution of woodlands to other ecosystem services (Mason 2007) 

Traditional 
lifestyle 
products 

Honey (and specifically heather honey) from upland and lowland heath, 
locally produced goods such as baskets, specialist meat products, ale and 
wine, works of art inspired by scenery 

Peat and coal 
extraction 

Peat extraction is now more localised (Tomlinson 2010) and the impacts of its 
removal on biodiversity and carbon dioxide emissions are more widely 
recognised (DEFRA 2009) 

Freshwater 
provision 

68% of UK drinking water comes from surface water sources, mostly from the 
uplands (DWQR 2008; DWI 2008) 

R
e

g
u

la
ti

n
g

 s
e

rv
ic

e
s 

Climate 
regulation 

Changes in climate, notably in rainfall and temperature, are likely to impact 
the capacity of ecosystems to store carbon 

Flood risk 
mitigation 

Currently limited evidence whether the UK’s upland habitats act to attenuate 
or exacerbate flooding (Orr et al. 2008) 

Wildfire risk 
mitigation 

Wildfires are one of the top 25 priority risks to UK biodiversity (McMorrow et 
al. 2009) 

Water quality 
regulation 

Plant-soil systems of upland habitats intercept and retain a proportion of 
several atmospheric pollutants 

Soil erosion Preventing soil erosion and enhancing peat decomposition reduces impacts 
on water quality and loss of water storage capacity, as well as carbon loss 

C
u

lt
u

ra
l 

se
rv

ic
e

s 

Religion and 
spirituality 

Spiritual and religious reflection have been linked to travelling through wild 
and beautiful terrain and having uninterrupted views (Natural England 
2009a) 

Cultural 
heritage and 
aesthetics 

Symbolic cultural assets and heritage can be found in the uplands (e.g. 
monuments, relics etc.).  Aesthetic features include remoteness, bleakness and 
open space (Fisher et al. 2010) 

Social 
cohesion and 
community 
development 

Scotland’s uplands have been promoted as symbols of national identity 
(Lorimer 2000) and the two Scottish National Parks were important symbolic 
projects for the newly devolved Scottish Parliament (Stockdale and Barker 
2009) 

Tourism and 
recreation 

Considerable increases in hill walking in twentieth century (Warren 2009; 
Hanley et al. 2002). Most visitors are attracted by the scenery and tranquillity 
(Davies 2006) 

Field sports: 
wild deer and 
red grouse 

There are approx. 450 grouse shooting moors in the UK, covering 16,763km2 
(Richards 2004). An estimated 47,000 people in the UK take part in grouse 
shooting (Natural England 2009b) 

Education Upland areas offer opportunities to learn about the natural world and cultural 
heritage.  Guided footpaths, visitor centres, school visits etc. offer learning 

Biodiversity Maintenance and enhancement of biodiversity is intrinsically linked to human 
well-being and health benefits 

Human 
health 

Upland areas provide physical and mental health benefits (Pretty et al. 2007) 
while they are also potentially dangerous places 

Table 3.3.4: Key ecosystem services reliant on upland areas in the UK (compiled from van der Wal 
et al., in press, with additional sources added) 
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Most upland land use (and particularly farming) is interlinked with public policy 

decisions, and changes in regulation and funding can have significant impacts on 

land management (Condliffe 2009; RSE 2008).  For example, government financial 

incentives between 1945 and 1980 encouraged farmers to increase the 

productivity and fertility of upland soils through agricultural intensification (Reed 

et al. 2009; RSE 2008; SAC 2008; Evans et al. 2002), generally using lime and 

fertilisers, drainage, ploughing and the conversion of native vegetation to more 

productive variants (Condliffe 2009).  This led to the degradation of upland soils 

and habitats in many parts of the UK and stocking densities increased by up to 400 

per cent in some areas (Holden et al. 2007).  More recently, the Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP) went through reforms which led to payments being 

decoupled from production (Lowe et al. 2002; Dinan 2000).  As a result, sheep 

stocking numbers have declined across many parts of upland areas in the UK (CRC 

2010; SAC 2008), and in Scotland the total number of adult sheep has declined by 

over 1.4 million since 1999 (Scottish Government 2009).  This has raised concerns 

among some authors about the effects that livestock declines will have on species 

composition and vegetation structure, which will, in turn, affect insect, bird and 

mammal populations (e.g. Holland et al. 2008).  However, it is likely that some 

species and habitats will benefit from the removal of livestock (Midgley and Price 

2010).  Table 3.3.5 summarises more examples of policy and other drivers of 

change that directly affect the management of upland areas.  Considering all of 

these examples highlights the growing need to develop integrated approaches to 

upland policy and management in order to promote “greater integration of 

technical capacities [...] to conserve biodiversity and deliver the array of goods and 

services on which people depend” (Edwards 2005: 27; Thompson et al. 2005; 

Phillips et al. 2001).  
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Table 3.3.5: Main drivers of change in UK upland areas (compiled from van der Wal et al., in press, 

with other authors added) NB. Interactions occur between these drivers, e.g. it is difficult to 
separate the effects of upland grazing and eutrophication from N deposition (Britton et al. 2005) 
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To add yet another layer of complexity, it should be recognised that upland 

management is set within a context of diverse private/public preferences and 

uncertainty about future financial support.  There are multiple actors who have a 

stake in how the uplands are managed, particularly as management for the 

production of sheep, grouse or trees may not be compatible with the production of 

other environmental services (Quinn et al. 2010; Curry, 2009; Hubacek et al., 2009; 

Worrall et al., 2006).  It is therefore increasingly acknowledged that “it is 

necessary to explore the range of emerging approaches to rural governance that 

align community interests and rural planning” (Reed et al. 2009: S213), in order to 

understand the sustainability perceptions of the wide range of upland 

stakeholders involved in decision-making and practice for upland management 

(Reed et al. 2011, in press; Swales 2009; Reed et al. 2006).  For example, 

sustainability perceptions have been explored through scenario planning, which 

has been used to see how upland systems might respond to different drivers 

(Mitchley et al. 2006; Peterson et al. 2003).  Through the development of two 

contrasting groups of scenarios (intensification of land use and management in UK 

uplands; and extensification or cessation of land management in UK uplands), 

Reed et al. (2008b) worked with stakeholders to determine the likelihood of each 

scenario and explore suitable management and policy responses.  The research 

found that payments for practices such as peatland restoration (in order to store 

carbon), the development of international carbon markets (and the expansion of 

renewable energy developments), expansion of woodland, and reductions in hill 

farming were all plausible scenarios for the future (Reed et al. 2008b).  While 

inequalities between stakeholders and conflicting objectives can all act as barriers 

to effective land management for the public good (Quinn et al. 2007; Ostrom et al. 

1999), there is a growing need to develop more approaches like this in upland 

research theory and practice, which facilitate the generation of collaborative 

knowledge and solutions for sustainability. 

3.4 Summary 

This chapter has reviewed literature which charts an evolution of academic 

discourse from ‘rural development’ to ‘sustainable upland management’.  Both a 

shift beyond post-productivist rural development discourse and the evolution 
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from sectoral to integrated upland policy and practice were noted. Additionally, 

similar changes in the spatial planning literature highlighted the growing 

recognition of the way in which sustainability can provide an overarching concept 

for driving holistic land management decision-making.  By ‘unpacking’ the concept 

of sustainable upland management, it became clear that there is a need to build on 

research which has sought to involve a wide range of upland actors and other 

stakeholders in decision-making and planning processes for upland areas. 
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CHAPTER 4 – THE RESEARCH CONTEXT: UPLAND ESTATE 

MANAGEMENT IN SCOTLAND 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter gives an historical overview of land ownership in upland Scotland, 

providing insight into the evolution of the upland ‘estate’.  This is followed by a 

consideration of values, objectives and drivers inherent in contemporary upland 

estate management.  Additionally, literature regarding the ownership and 

management of upland estates by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) is 

reviewed, in order to explore the extent to which this type of ownership 

contributes to delivering sustainability goals.   

4.2 Estate ownership and management: an historical context 

Upland land use and management decisions in Scotland are made within the 

context of a unique pattern of land ownership: the uplands are divided into 

‘estates’ owned predominantly by private individuals and organisations, as well as 

public bodies, and non-governmental (NGO) and community organisations 

(Warren 2009; Kerr 2004; Wightman 2000; Cramb 1996).  Although there is no 

official definition of an ‘estate’ (MacMillan et al. 2010), privately-owned estates are 

“generally characterised by features such as a large house with surrounding 

amenity areas, land owned with part or all let out to tenants, actively managed 

forestry, commercial woodland and possibly deer forest” (Kerr 2004: 5). Private 

ownership may be in the form of a traditional family owned estate, with the head 

of the family as ‘laird’ or ‘lady’, usually in the form of family or non-family trusts 

(Munton 2009). Private estates may also be owned by large-scale working farmers, 

or investment owners seeking a growth in capital value, or by commercial 

developers (Price et al. 2002).  Table 4.2.1 shows a typology of Highland estate 

owners in more detail.  Across all types of ownership, it is being increasingly 

recognised that environmental, agricultural, forestry and rural development 

policies greatly influence the multi-purpose of upland areas and the extent to 

which ‘sustainable’ management can be achieved (Maxwell and Birnie 2005).  It is 
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therefore crucial to study the extent to which management at the estate scale plays 

a role in delivering sustainability on the ground.  

 

Broad ownership group Description 
Traditional family Typically hold land that has been in the family for many generations, 

often pre-dating 1745 
‘Old Money’ Typically bought the land during the expansion of the sporting estates 

in Victorian times 
‘New Money’ Wealthy individuals who have recently bought estates, often bringing 

capital from outwith Scotland 
The State Mainly the lands of the Forestry Commission and other government 

bodies 
Investment owners Own land as a long term investment represented by growth in capital 

values 
Working farmers Work the land, in the uplands typically grazing sheep or cattle 

 
Commercial developers Own land for development of industry, mineral exploitation or hydro-

electric power; e.g. Alcan (aluminium smelting using HEP, Lochaber) 
NGO owners Conservation organisations such as RSPB, National Trust for Scotland, 

John Muir Trust who own and manage land with conservation 
objectives 

Community owners Increasingly, communities are buying land in Scotland, often aided by 
the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 e.g. Assynt Crofters Trust 

Table 4.2.1: Typology of Highland estate owners (adapted from Price et al. 2002) 

 

The current pattern of land ownership in Scotland began to emerge in the mid-

eighteenth century, with the establishment of individual property rights over 

former clan territory, and as a direct result of the Jacobite uprising and events of 

1745 (e.g. Battle of Culloden) (Callander 1998; Armstrong and Mather 1983; Bird 

1982).  In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, economic considerations also 

led many landlords to ‘clear’ people from their land, recognising the more 

profitable nature of sheep and cattle (Warren 2009; Carnegie Trust 2009; Richards 

2000).  Perhaps crucially, Queen Victoria bought Balmoral Estate in 1848, which 

initiated an increase in tourism and the purchase of estates for sporting/leisure 

purposes (McIntosh et al. 1994).  Indeed, landscape historians indicate that upland 

environments were perceived as dangerous places until the Victorian urban elite 

began to seek out such landscapes as examples of the ‘sublime’ (Warren 2009).  

The collapse of sheep prices in the 1870s released cheap land for sporting use, 

which led to 60 per cent of land becoming shooting estates at that time (Orr 1982, 

in Warren 2009).  As a direct result, in 1873, 118 people owned half of Scotland’s 

land (Devine 1999), typically embodying estate ownership as a recreational asset 

or a status symbol (MacMillan et al. 2010; Munton 2009; Higgins et al. 2002), 



 

58 

 

generally based on the importance of sporting land use (Armstrong and Mather 

1983).   

 

More recent statistics suggest that around thirty percent of private land in 

Scotland is owned by only 103 owners, with 18 of these owners responsible for 

ten percent of Scotland (Wightman 1996). There are some 340 sporting estates in 

the Highlands and Islands, which cover 2.1 million hectares and account for 43 per 

cent of all of the privately-owned rural land, representing the largest 

concentration of land dedicated to game sport in Western Europe (Higgins et al. 

2002).  This dominance is particularly apparent in the uplands of the North West 

and Scottish Hebrides (Ali and Paradis 2006).  Over twenty-five percent of Scottish 

landowning families can trace their landowning ancestry back to at least the 

sixteenth century (Callander 1998), although, since the 1960s, Scottish estates 

have been increasingly bought and sold by foreign owners who are often not 

resident on the estate (Cramb 1996).  It has been suggested that this form of 

‘absentee’ ownership quadrupled since 1970, representing around 6 per cent of 

private ownership in 1996 (Wightman 1996).  Information for estates sold in 2004 

shows that some 81 per cent of buyers were from the UK, 12 per cent from 

mainland Europe and the remaining 7 per cent from elsewhere (Strutt and Parker 

2005).  Interestingly, this differs from the situation in many other countries, where 

foreign land ownership is severely restricted, and legal arrangements regulate the 

ownership and use of land in the public interest (Callander 1998). 

 

The historic ‘paternalism’ of the private landowner (Satsangi 2005) meant that he 

or she traditionally had control over the availability of housing, employment 

opportunities and development opportunities on the estate (OECD 2008; 

Armstrong and Mather 1983; Bird 1982).  However, in the twentieth century, 

control over local taxation and the local justice administration was removed from 

landowners, and the planning and social welfare system was centralised following 

the Second World War (Bryden and Hart 2000).  Nonetheless, landowners 

continue to “play a crucial role in local development”, influencing the size and 

distribution of an area’s population, labour skills, access to employment, and the 
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access to land to build new houses: they continue to be, in effect, the “rural 

planners” (MacGregor 1993). 

 

Although private ownership is dominant in Scotland, 12 per cent of Scotland’s land 

(c. 1.3 million hectares) is owned by public bodies such as the Forestry 

Commission (Wightman 1996).  Since the 1980s, however, there has been a 

reinvigorated movement by conservation NGOs to purchase land in the UK and, in 

particular, estates in the uplands of Scotland (Kempe 2006).  There is considerable 

agreement that this is due to a perceived failure of the protection designation 

system and government conservation policy (Aitken 1997; Warren 2002; 

Wightman 1996, 2000), combined with a growth in public environmental 

awareness (Wightman 2000; Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001). As a result, land 

purchase has been seen as a way to permanently secure protection of the natural 

heritage, at the same time providing the opportunity to move from advocacy to 

practical demonstration of conservation management practices (Warren 2009; 

Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001): NGO estate ownership is discussed in more 

detail in Section 4.4. 

 

Shortly after devolution in Scotland in 1999, Scottish feudal law (originating in the 

eleventh century) was officially repealed (Bryden and Geisler 2005).  In February 

2001, the Scottish Executive issued a consultation paper on Land Reform, which 

led to a Draft Land Reform Bill, passed by the Scottish Parliament two years later, 

as the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003.  The objective of the Act was to “remove 

land-based barriers to the sustainable development of rural communities” (Land 

Reform Policy Group 1999: 4).  In practice, the legislation gave rural communities 

in Scotland the right of ‘first refusal’ on the sale of estates, as well as granting 

crofting2 communities the right to buy their crofting land on a collective basis (for 

a more detailed discussion of the implications of the community right to buy, see 

Warren and McKee, in press; Macleod et al. 2010; Pillai 2010a).  A growing number 

of estates have been (and still are being) transferred into community ownership 

                                                        
2 A croft is a small land holding, regulated through the Crofting Acts, situated within one of the 
former crofting counties (Argyll, Inverness-shire, Ross and Cromarty, Sutherland, Caithness, 
Orkney and Shetland).  Crofters constitute around 11% of the population, and 10% of households 
in remote, rural areas. 
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through the mobilisation of local community institutions to purchase the land on 

which they live and work (Pillai 2010a; Brown 2007).  Framing the 

ownership/management debate within the discourse of sustainability was 

arguably a unifying step (Pillai 2010b): the legislation surrounding the community 

right to buy sought to ground communities in their own sustainable development 

strategies.  However, the underlying policy drivers behind land reform were 

economic and social, which lead to a somewhat ‘weak’ interpretation of 

sustainability that potentially ignored the environment (Pillai 2010a).  

Additionally, it has recently been pointed out that, while politicians are keen to 

include sustainable development in legislation, they remain reluctant to define it in 

practice, presenting a difficult challenge with regard to linking the concept to 

practical outcomes (Pedersen et al. 2010).  This is an apt point at which to 

consider contemporary models of estate ownership and management, within the 

context of sustainability ‘in practice’. 

4.3 Contemporary estate management: values, objectives and drivers 

Contemporary estate management activities are generally dictated by the estate’s 

resource base (Kerr 2004), as well as the personal and professional motivations of 

the estate’s owner(s) (Munton 2009; Wightman 2004; Higgins et al. 2002; 

MacGregor and Stockdale 1994).  For example, many private estates are managed 

for the ‘consumption of leisure’, often running at a loss (Warren 2009; Higgins et 

al. 2002), with private enjoyment being a dominant motivation for ownership 

(Strutt and Parker 2007; Macgregor and Stockdale 1994).  Although financial 

income can be generated from stalking, grouse shooting and fishing, almost two-

thirds of private estates studied by Higgins et al. (2002) were found to be 

unprofitable: the Letterewe Estate, in Wester Ross, was run at a net loss of over 

£130,000 per year earlier this decade (Milner et al. 2002).  However, for most 

owners, profit maximisation is a less important objective than keeping control of 

expenditure and protecting the capital value of the estate (MacMillan et al. 2010; 

MacMillan and Leitch 2008; Satsangi 2005; MacGregor 1988).  A main motivation 

for owning a sporting estate is the provision of a hunting experience (van der Wal 

et al., in press), rather than commercial sales of venison or grouse (Sotherton et al. 

2009).  In this regard, the capital value of estates is based the current value of 
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available game on the estate, rather than land area (Warren 2009).  In 2007, the 

capital value of key game species stood at £38,000 per red deer stag, £5,900 per 

brace of red grouse and £9,000 per fly-caught salmon (Strutt and Parker 2007).   

 

Land ownership entails a sense of stewardship, personal responsibility and 

custodianship (Munton 2009; Stewart et al. 2001; Scruton 1999; Callander 1998), 

a sentiment which is shared among private, NGO and community owners alike 

(Bryden and Hart 2000).  Research carried out with private landowners found that 

many have “strong emotional attachments to their land and are motivated by 

altruistic concerns about nature conservation, local employment and future 

generations” (Higgins et al. 2002 in Warren 2009: 64; Satsangi 2005).  Similarly, 

Church and Ravenscroft (2008), in their study of recreational access to private 

woodlands, found that ‘managerial control’ was more important to landowners 

than financial reward.  This sentiment is echoed in empirical example of estates 

demonstrating ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ (CSR).  For example, the 

Buccleugh Group claim that CSR is central to the management of their estate: they 

claim a long history of community partnerships and involvement in environmental 

projects (Midgley et al.2008).   

 

However, questions have been raised with regard to the extent to which the 

motivations and personal choices of landowners are synergistic with the 

sustainable management of upland areas (see Table 4.3.1 for a summary of the 

motives of owners of sporting estates; Higgins et al. 2002).  For example, sporting 

estate owners have tended to be less interested in the management of the estate, 

considering the best use of the land to be sport (MacMillan et al. 2010; MacGregor 

1988).  Similarly, there are disparities between the necessity to facilitate and 

manage outdoor recreation (particularly since the Land Reform Act) and 

conservation, while managing the land for sport (MacMillan et al. 2010; Wightman 

2004), and the high turnover of estate owners can lead to inconsistencies in long-

term management (MacGregor and Stockdale 1994).  Similarly, a focus on 

conservation objectives may not be complementary to the economic and social 

needs of local communities (Mitchell 2004; Arnott 1997).  This range of 



 

62 

 

motivations can act as a limitation to the effectiveness of financial incentives as a 

means to influence land management (Mather 1999; Bryden 1997). 

 

Reason for ownership Very important (%) Quite/very important (%) 
A place for family and friends 72 95 
Sporting activities 65 97 
Maintain employment 59 97 
Family continuity 54 78 
Conservation 52 93 
Non-hunting recreation 33 86 
Livelihood 20 36 
Capital investment 18 52 
Entertaining business associates 3 15 

Table 4.3.1: The motives of owners of sporting estates (Higgins et al. 2002) (n=218) 

 

Estates can play an important role in sustaining local businesses and communities 

in the uplands (Kerr 2004).  Scottish estate owners represent historic local powers 

that have had a significant impact on the socio-economic conditions in the 

Highlands and Islands (Devine 1995).  In the Cairngorms area, for example, estate 

owners invested some £20 million in their businesses in 1999, supporting 500 

jobs, provided 1,000 houses and offered many free facilities to local communities 

(Cairngorms Partnership 2000).  Kerr (2004) also developed regional multipliers 

for different sizes of private estates in Scotland, calculating the impact that estates 

have throughout the economy (see Table 4.3.2).  Owners have significant control 

over the availability of housing, employment opportunities and development 

policy (Bird 1982).  However, estate employment opportunities (tenant farmers, 

crofters, foresters, game keepers, ghillies, etc.) have dramatically declined over the 

past century, due to agricultural mechanisation and the more integrated nature of 

management (Wigan 1998; Armstrong and Mather 1983).  Globally, land tenure 

arrangements have been the focus of many struggles to achieve sustainable rural 

communities (Ali and Paradis 2006), and the case is no different in Scotland.  For 

example, private landowner “decisions on land use continue to have a significant 

impact on potential for growth or decline in Scottish rural settlements” (Bird 

1982: 55).  This is crucial if “people are the most endangered species in the 

Highlands” (Arnott 1997: 225); a concern that has been raised regarding access to 

resources and rural socio-economic development (Shucksmith and Dargan 2006; 

Wightman 2004).  There remains scope to investigate the extent to which the 
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concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is being applied within the estate 

sector (Midgley et al. 2008). 

 

Estate 
Average annual additional contribution to the wider rural 

economy (£) 
Small estates (<1,000ha) 250,991 
Medium estates (1,000-3,000ha) 458,105 
Large estates (>3,000ha) 2,814,567 

Table 4.3.2: The annual impact of small, medium and large, private estates on the Scottish rural 
economy (Kerr 2004) 

 

An evolution from production to consumption of market and non-market goods 

can be identified within estate management literature, in particular within a 

marked diversification of estate management objectives over time (Midgely et al. 

2008; Phillips et al. 2001; Milne 2001).  Traditionally, sporting, forestry and 

agricultural objectives were paramount: although few grouse moors return a 

profit in their activities (Sotherton et al. 2009), the Fraser of Allander Institute 

(2001) estimated that during 2000, grouse shooting supported 940 full time 

equivalent employees in Scotland, and more recent research confirms the 

contribution this industry makes to stemming rural depopulation (Mc Morran 

2009).  Figure 4.3.1 provides a conceptual model of the economic linkages of the 

sporting sector in the UK.  Also, in 2005, deer management supported 2,520 full-

time jobs and the cost of deer management in Scotland amounted to £105 million: 

two thirds of that spend was retained in Scotland (Rose 2010). 

 

Current estate management objectives include aspects of nature conservation 

(Croft 2004), access (Mackay 2001) and tourism (Slee 2005).  On the 

Rothiemurchus Estate in the Cairngorms, for example, management objectives 

have greatly diversified from more traditional pursuits to include tourist ventures 

such as fish farms (tourists can pay to feed the trout as well as buy value added 

products in the shop), clay pigeon shoots, estate visits, craft shops, and 

accommodation in the estate house (Slee 2005; Paterson 2001).  The Glenlivet 

Estate (part of the Crown Estate) is also a good example of integrated 

management: promoted as a ‘sustainable’ estate, conservation goals and 

designations are managed alongside sporting interests, tenanted agricultural land, 

forestry and rural businesses, while at the same time working with the community 
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to deliver socio-economic benefits and local employment (Parmee 2006; Mathie 

2005).  In this regard, estate management is reconceptualised as a vehicle for 

delivering a range of integrated benefits for conservation, local communities and 

the wider public good, while at the same time generating financial reward (Kerr 

2004).   

 

Figure 4.3.1: A conceptual model of the economic linkages of the sporting sector in the UK (PACEC 
2006) 

 

The role of estate ownership and management in the provision of ecosystem 

services is also a key consideration in any discussion of ‘sustainability’ in this 

context.  Estate management objectives and decisions can have an impact on the 

ecosystem services listed in Table 3.3.4.  For example, much of Scotland’s 

peatlands are found within upland estates (Reed et al., in press), giving estate 

managers a responsibility in terms of carbon storage and climate change 

mitigation.  In light of criticisms that land owners often manage their land 

predominantly for private benefit, there has been an increase in research that 

suggests that Government could use legislation to restrict private property rights 

and, therefore, management that focuses on the production of private goods at the 

expense of public ones (e.g. Quinn et al. 2010; Reed et al. 2009; Tovey 2008).  
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Nonetheless, there is growing acceptance that most landowners are responsible 

stewards of the environment, and that some large owner-occupiers are “amongst 

the most dynamic and innovative of owners” (Munton 2009: S59).  In this sense, as 

new demands for carbon storage emerge, tenure arrangements must be able to 

adapt, in order to create the most effective mix of regimes for successful and 

sustainable management (Quinn et al. 2010).  The Forum for the Future (2006) 

pointed out the significance of the estate sector (both private and otherwise) with 

regard to potential to develop an ‘ecosystem services’ approach (Carnegie Trust 

2009).  It has, therefore, never been so important to find ways to balance 

competing management objectives (White et al. 2009; Thirgood and Redpath 

2008). 

4.4 The rise of NGO-owned estates 

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) can play an intermediary role between 

government and the private sector, becoming more and more important in 

facilitating the transfer of technology, promoting public awareness, and 

negotiating on international environment issues (Moon and Park 2004; Simmons 

1998).  Globally, the involvement of NGOs in land management is generally 

expected to promote a ‘bottom-up’ approach, sustainability, and self-reliance (Ito 

et al. 2005), with NGOs often being viewed as institutional representatives of civil 

society (Levine 2002).  In this regard, bilateral and multilateral donor agencies 

have given renewed prominence to the roles of NGOs (Mohan 2002) and they are 

popularly seen as “vehicles of social change” that recognise and act upon “the 

inability of governments to address environmental problems” (Price 1994: 42).  In 

particular, since the 1970s, a ‘third generation’ of NGOs tends to be regional or 

national in scale and united under the broad rubric of sustainable development 

(Price 1994).  However, NGOs have been subject to criticisms regarding: the lack of 

formal definition of their roles (Austin and Eder 2007); unaccountability to the 

people they claim to represent (Lehman 2007; Simmons 1998); a lack of 

awareness and understanding of local knowledge in the places they work (Gordon 

2006; Johnston and Soulsby 2006; Sælemyr 2004; Levine 2002); and the use of 

large amounts of their own resources in a manner which overlooks local existing 
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capacities and responsibilities when designing and implementing projects (Collier 

1996). 

 

NGOs do not necessarily have to conform to the demands of donors (Wallace 

1997), and generally prefer not to rely too much on state funding as this reduces 

their independence (Yearley 1992).  However, with reduced budgets NGOs have 

had to seek funding more ardently, which sometimes puts them in a difficult 

position when the main funder is the state in some capacity (Donaldson 2007; 

McKinney and Kahn 2004). In the context of land management, NGOs have 

traditionally focussed their efforts on working within local communities to 

facilitate community-based resource management and better environmental 

protection (Austin and Eder 2007; Selman 2004), or on working with private 

landowners to meet species conservation goals (Raymond and Olive 2008).  

However, it is nothing new for NGOs to purchase land for the purposes of 

conservation management, rather than assume an advisory role (Fairfax et al. 

2005; Pierce 1996).  Indeed, the full or partial acquisition of land has been 

described as the “predominant focus of terrestrial conservation strategies” (Davies 

et al. 2010: 29).  For example, the Dutch NGO, Natuurmonumenten, has bought 

numerous nature reserves in the Netherlands and in 1998 had 898,315 members 

(Knegtering et al. 2002).   Similarly, in Australia, the Trust for Nature purchased 

properties of high conservation significance “in the interest of all Australians, both 

now and in the future” (Trust for Nature 2010).  Equally notable is a growing 

preference in a range of countries to employ conservation easements (or 

covenants) in order to develop voluntary but legally-binding agreements between 

landholders and NGOs, where the covenant remains on the title of the property, 

even if it is sold (for a detailed discussion of the design and effectiveness of 

conservation easements, see Morris 2008; Green Balance 2008; Rissman et al. 

2007). 

 

In Scotland, several NGOs have opted to purchase land for conservation reasons.  

Approximately 150,000 hectares of land in the uplands (see Table 4.4.2) is owned 

by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and there has been a growth in this 

sector in the last few decades (Croft 2004; Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001; 
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Aitken 1997; Boyd and Reid 1998).  NGOs have a variety of management objectives 

that are normally derived from a social, cultural or environmental purpose 

(Wightman and Boyd 2001), and reflect the aims of the charitable body in question 

(Maxwell and Birnie 2005).  They are generally heavily dependent on public 

funding (Maxwell and Birnie 2005), supported financially and otherwise by a 

growing number of members (Chevenix-Trench 2004), of whom most are not 

resident on the land in question (Arnott 1997).  As mentioned briefly in Section 

4.2, the growth of estate ownership in Scotland by NGOs has been attributed to a 

range of factors, including: safeguarding outstanding scenery for current and 

future generations; landscape conservation; protection of areas for amenity use; 

wildlife and habitat protection; failure of government environmental and access 

policy, and the restoration of wild land (Warren 2009; Maxwell and Birnie 2005; 

Boyd and Reid 2000, 1998; Wightman 1996).  In effect, conservation groups have 

been described as supplementing environmental legislation through the 

ownership of land (Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001) and it has been suggested 

that “the great advantage of conservation ownership is that it can provide 

continuity and the organisation involved may feel better able than a sporting 

landowner to look outside the crude subsidy system in deciding how to develop 

the land” (Cramb 1996: 73; Johnston 2000).   

 

The purchase of land by not-for-profit organisations is not a recent phenomenon; 

the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) bought part of Glencoe in 1935, and now 

owns 5,811ha of the glen (Johnston 2000, in Warren 2009).  This purchase took 

place as a result of a growing sense of public grievance and resentment following 

the nineteenth century Trespass Act and Game Laws, which restricted public 

access on estates in the UK (Boyd and Reid 1998).  The increased tension between 

hillwalkers/climbers and sporting estates led to a nationwide appeal in the 1930s, 

which culminated in the purchase of the estate ‘in the interest of the nation’ (ibid.).  

Following the Second World War, the membership of voluntary conservation 

organisations was quite limited, due to low morale and weak leadership (Adams 

1996).  However, a steady growth in support and public concern for the 

countryside (Wightman 2000), as well as an increased public willingness to pay 

for the protection of species and habitats (Croft 2004), culminated in a marked 
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increase in the membership of these organisations towards the end of last century 

(see Table 4.4.1).  This gave them a great deal of bargaining power and influence in 

the political arena (Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001; Arnott 1997).  

1930s Some voluntary conservation organisations existed: Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England (CPRE) and their equivalents in Scotland and 
Wales, National Trust, National Trust for Scotland 
Outdoor recreation movement purchased a number of estates of national 
scenic importance and bequeathed them to the nation (National Trust) 

1940s-50s Sector began to grow with the establishment of County Naturalists’ Trusts 
1958 Council for Nature created to lobby on behalf of the conservation 

organisations 
1960-1965 Number of Wildlife Trust members grew from 3,000 to 21,000 
1961 WWF established 
1964 36 Trusts in existence 
1971 Friends of the Earth established 
1977 Greenpeace established 
1970s-
1980s 

Membership and income of all organisations grew (e.g. RSPB had over 10,000 
members in 1960 and exceeded 0.5 million in 1980, membership of the 
National Trust, NTS and Ramblers Association doubled over the 1980s) 
Number of large, voluntary conservation organisations acquire property 
important for wildlife (RSPB, JMT, SWT) 

1988 The Trusts had an annual income of between £6-7m and held and managed 
over 1700 nature reserves in the UK, covering 50,000ha 

1980-1995 Total area of land owned by NGO sector in Scotland rose by 146% to reach 
133,500 hectares 

1997 Membership of RSPB reaches 1 million with a total income of over £32 
million 

Table 4.4.1: Timeline of the history and growth of voluntary conservation organisations in the UK 
in the twentieth century (adapted from Warren 2009; Wightman 2000; Boyd and Reid 1998; 

Adams 1996; Wightman 1996) 

 

Since the 1980s, NGOs have emerged as major landowners in Scotland (Kempe 

2006; Croft 2004).  The NTS, for example, owns 128 properties and has been the 

third largest landowner in Scotland since the purchase of Mar Lodge Estate in 

1995 (Huband 2004; Arnott 1997).  The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

(RSPB) and the John Muir Trust (JMT) have also become significant landowners.  

The RSPB owns 8% of the Cairngorms National Park, mainly on their Abernethy 

Estate (CNPA 2007; Paterson 2001), and, across Scotland, managed 66,562 ha in 

2007, which represented a 31 per cent increase since 2000 (Warren 2009).  The 

JMT owned 24,000ha of land in 2007, in particular several iconic peaks such as 

Ben Nevis (bought in 2000 for £450,000), Schiehallion (1999) and Quinag (2005) 

(Warren 2009).  The Scottish Wildlife Trust (SWT) and the Woodland Trust 

Scotland (WTS) have also purchased land and, most recently in 2008, Trees for 

Life purchased the Dundreggan Estate near Invermoriston, in order to restore 
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Caledonian Forest.  Table 4.4.2 details some key estates owned by these 

organisations, including information about purchase price, location and 

management practices. 

NGO ESTATE SIZE 
(ha) 

PURCHASE 
DATE 

MANAGEMENT PRACTICES & OTHER 
COMMENTS 

NATIONAL 
TRUST FOR 
SCOTLAND 

Mar Lodge, 
Aberdeenshire 

29,340 1995 
£15 million 

Sport shooting; long-term ecological 
restoration; deer management; access 
management and restoration; tourism; 
holiday accommodation 

Glencoe, 
Lochaber 

5,800 1935 Conservation; sustainable tourism practice 
and demonstration; visitor interpretation 
and education; deer management 

RSPB 
Abernethy 
Estate 

12,406 1988 Forest regeneration; tourism (visitor centre 
at Loch Garten); habitat enhancement; deer 
management; volunteer projects; education 

JOHN MUIR 
TRUST 

Skye estates: 
Torrin, 
Sconser, 
Strathaird 

12,125 1991-1997 Regeneration of grazings; monitoring; 
conifer restructuring; access management 
and path restoration; crofting; management 
of cultural heritage; volunteer groups 

SCOTTISH 
WILDLIFE 
TRUST 

Ben Mor 
Coigach 

6,198 1998 Species and habitats conservation; forest 
management; access management; crofting; 
livestock grazing 

WOODLAND 
TRUST 
SCOTLAND 

Glen Finglas 4,085 1996 Woodland regeneration and planting; 
conifer restructuring; education; access 
management and trail provision 

TREES FOR 
LIFE 

Dundreggan 
Estate 

4,046 2008 
£1.65 

million 

Caledonian forest restoration; ecological 
monitoring and research; volunteer 
conservation projects and group 
management; education 

Table 4.4.2: Key estates owned by non-governmental organisations in upland Scotland 

 

Recent sustainability policy in Scotland suggests that voluntary organisations have 

an important part to play in the delivery of “a more sustainable Scotland” (Scottish 

Executive 2005: 90).  In the context of estate ownership and management, a 

responsibility has indeed been placed on environmental organisations to 

demonstrate good practice on the ground in order to increase understandings of 

the value and benefits of a well-stewarded environment (Crofts 2000).  Some 

examples of success have been documented: the efforts of the NTS and the RSPB 

have facilitated regeneration of Caledonian Forest in the Cairngorms (Kempe 

2006); NGO owners carry out invaluable work on data collecting and species 

monitoring on their estates (Smout, interviewed in Paterson 2001), and several 

attempts have been made by NGO owners to enter into partnership working and 

wider countryside initiatives (Johnston and Soulsby 2006).  Additionally, 

management by NGOs is normally “carefully planned and a great deal of resources 

are devoted to carrying out the work required” (Somerville 1997: 187).  For 
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example, the John Muir Trust raised £817,000 to fund major realignment and 

restoration work on the Schiehallion summit path (on a popular mountain estate 

in Perthshire owned by the Trust) between 1999 and 2003 (Glass 2010).   

 

While NGO estate owners can demonstrate examples of successful management, 

questions have arisen about how a focus on particular species, or on the 

landscape-scale restoration of valued wildlife habitats, can be coordinated with the 

social and economic sustainability of rural communities (Cowell 2006; Chevenix-

Trench and Philip 2001; Arnott 1997).  It has been suggested that the change from 

sporting use to nature conservation and enhancement has led to “new investments 

in the properties, resulting in an increase in employment and the opening up of 

estates to visitors” (Boyd and Reid 1998: 17).  A good example of this is on the 

RSPB’s Abernethy Estate in the Cairngorms, where the popular osprey viewing 

centre and other estate management activities employ 11 people and sustain a 

further 76 jobs (Beaumont et al. 2005).  These activities contribute to realising the 

economic potential of wildlife tourism, which generates some £57 million per 

annum in Scotland, employing 30,000 people (Shucksmith and Dargan 2006).  

Bearing this in mind, pressure has been exerted on conservation organisations not 

to have too narrow a focus (Croft 2004).  Responses to this are echoed in the 

increasingly integrated objectives of Scotland’s conservation organisations, which 

recognise the importance of people when managing land for conservation purpose, 

although it has been questioned by Keating and Stevenson (2006) whether such 

policies are put into practice. 

 

Despite the economic benefits that wildlife sites can bring to local economies 

(Macmillan and Phillip 2008), conservation organisations in Scotland do not 

generally acquire and manage sites with the objective of producing local economic 

and employment benefits (Warren 2009; CNPA 2007; Crabtree et al. 1993), and 

tend to measure their success in terms of their own conservation objectives 

(Raven 1999; Somerville 1997; Crabtree et al. 1994).  As a result (not simply 

within the context of estate ownership), there have been accounts of hostility 

towards nature conservationists who have “descended on local communities [...] 

and told them what they had to do with their land” (Holdgate 2003: 57), which led 
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to some charities becoming unpopular among the communities that live and work 

on their land (Mitchell 2004; Johnston 2001).  Additionally, conservationists have 

received criticism for conceptualising the countryside as a giant nature reserve or 

wilderness, where wildlife protection is deemed more important than the quality 

of rural livelihoods (Mitchell 2004; Mowle 1997).  Interestingly, several of the 

conservation organisations that own land have therefore been equated with 

‘absentee’ landlords more typical of private ownership (Mitchell 2001).  This is 

because management decisions are often ‘remote’ and ‘top-down’ in nature, 

stemming from the headquarters of the organisation in question, and not well-

resourced to consider low-key, local concerns (Maxwell and Birnie 2005; Goodwin 

1998b).  Such negative feeling can result in conflict in some cases: on the JMT-

owned Sandwood Estate, for example, crofters at one time refused to serve on a 

committee with non-crofters (Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001).  This contributes 

to the sentiment that conservation organisations are often seen as detached from 

the local community and local knowledge (Johnston and Soulsby 2006), and that 

the success of nature conservation initiatives (and sustainable management more 

generally) depends on partnership working and building consensus with people at 

both local and other scales (Magnusson 2005; Matthew 1990). 

 

Conservation organisations, however, have a “unique opportunity to demonstrate 

to the people of Scotland and beyond that sound conservation management can 

live alongside, and indeed help to promote, economic development for the wider 

benefit of remote areas” (Croft 2004: 81).  As mentioned at the start of this section, 

the notion of moving from advocacy to practical demonstration (‘doing what 

governments cannot or will not do’) is common in the conservation ownership 

sector (Warren 2002).  There is, therefore, an opportunity to realise that estate 

ownership also brings the possibility for innovation, which is arguably where the 

NGO sector may have more potential to add value than other ownership types, by 

drawing on skills, expertise and research projects that other owners are unlikely 

to have access to (Chevenix-Trench 2004; Dwyer and Hodge 1996).  For example, 

it has been suggested that conservationists need to become facilitators who can 

help people and communities to achieve sustainable development goals (Holdgate 

2003), recognising the potential for conservation to be a means to an end, rather 
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than an end in itself (Barrow and Murphree 2001).  As a result, the activities of 

conservation bodies are coming under more outside scrutiny, challenging them to 

become more open and to revise some of the management practices that they 

employ (Croft 2004). 

 

Questions remain with regard to how far into the future conservation 

organisations are looking (Johnston and Soulsby 2006), as well as the extent to 

which conservation ownership can have a long-term, financially independent 

future (Slee et al. 2008; Chevenix-Trench and Philip 2001).  It is a challenge for 

NGO-owned estates to be financially self-sufficient, just as it is for privately-owned 

estates.  In the mid-2000s, for example, running Mar Lodge Estate cost the NTS 

over £600,000 annually (Warren 2009).  Whether NGOs should continue to buy 

land remains an open question (Warren 2009) and it has been argued that NGOs 

should instead focus their efforts on exerting more influence on other landowners 

to encourage conservation-focussed practices (Kempe 2006).  For example, staff 

from the John Muir Trust work in partnership with Corrour Estate in Lochaber, a 

privately owned estate to which they provide conservation management 

consultancy (Balharry, pc).  In a similar vein, it has been asked whether NGOs 

should instead act as ‘first-aid organisations’ (Wightman 2000, 1995), which move 

their resources around for maximum impact (Chevenix-Trench 2004).  In this 

manner, they should “ask themselves not how much more land they can buy, but 

how soon they can get rid of it”, passing estates onto communities in the long-run 

(Wightman 2000: 183).  Ultimately, there remains scope to assess the extent to 

which NGO estate ownership delivers sustainability goals in upland areas, in 

particular asking whether charitable ownership models that focus on 

environmental and conservation management satisfy the public interest (Maxwell 

and Birnie 2005). 

4.5 Summary 

The concept of sustainability appears not to have fully permeated into the theory 

and practice of estate management in upland Scotland.  There is little direct 

sustainability policy guidance for upland managers (see Scottish Executive 2005; 

Scottish Executive 2004), although, at the time of writing, the Scottish Government 



 

73 

 

is developing a national ‘Land Use Strategy’, which has ‘principles for sustainable 

land use’ at its core.  ‘Sustainability’ is not a word commonly encountered in 

academic and/or grey literature associated with estate management.  Instead, 

terms such as ‘stewardship’ or ‘responsibility’ are more common, demonstrated, 

for example, within the ‘Code of Practice for Responsible Land Management’ 

developed by the Scottish Rural Property and Business Association (SRPBA 2004).   

 

The Land Reform (Scotland) Act has opened up a wide range of important debates 

about land use and ownership in Scotland (Warren 2009): in particular, finding a 

mix of rights and responsibilities which will facilitate the development of a healthy 

society and a healthy environment (Warren and McKee, in press).  However, the 

extent to which contemporary models of estate ownership and management 

facilitate the delivery of sustainability and safeguard the public interests is yet to 

be addressed.  Although this chapter has noted that aspects of ‘sustainability’ can 

be identified within estate management theory and practice, there remains some 

cynicism that “‘sustainable land use’ is not a key issue and seems to mean anything 

and everything” (Paterson 2001: 144).  Similarly, the concept has been dismissed 

as ‘empty rhetoric’ and one that is hard to translate into precise goals (Mather 

1999).  Therefore, there have been calls for the recognition that more accountable 

forms of land ownership and management are vital for positive change (Paterson 

2001).   

 

Maxwell and Birnie (2005) argue that a mixed pattern of ownership is a necessary 

precondition for sustainability in the estate context, in order to find a balance 

between production, conservation and enjoyment.  However, there is a need to 

move from a focus on ownership to management, recognising that estate owners 

have the capacity to determine management activities on their land (within the 

requisites of legislation, policy, management agreements, conservation 

designations, etc.) (Dargan 2006; Higgins et al. 2002).  Their decisions greatly 

influence the extent to which sustainability can be achieved on the estate, and 

there has been a lack of research which considers the extent to which different 

types of estate management deliver sustainability goals.  
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CHAPTER 5 – METHODOLOGY 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 reviewed contemporary sustainability discourse and identified the 

potential to ‘rethink’ the process of developing sustainability indicators, using a 

transdisciplinary research approach.  An increasing appreciation of the value of 

deliberative and discursive processes was recognised, and the potential for the 

research process to facilitate interaction and learning among scientists, experts 

and non-scientific actors was explored.   Crucially, Chapter 2 developed a 

conceptual framework which signposted the opportunity to conceptualise 

indicator development processes as flexible ‘spaces’ for facilitating deliberation, 

learning, and the co-production of ideas and solutions for sustainability.  Chapters 

3 and 4 recognised the challenges associated with applying the contested 

conceptual territory associated with ‘sustainability’ to the management of rural, 

upland areas and, in particular, upland estate management in Scotland. 

 

This chapter explains how an adapted Delphi technique was used to develop 

sustainability indicators for upland estate management in Scotland, within the 

boundaries of the conceptual framework.  First, a review of the Delphi technique 

critically explores the efficacy of this method for creating a flexible ‘space’ for the 

co-production and exchange of knowledge in a transdisciplinary context 

(references are regularly made back to the conceptual framework in Figure 2.5.1).  

Practical applications of the Delphi technique are studied in detail in order to 

identify a range of potential methodological challenges, and insights from other 

studies that have used Delphi to develop indicators are considered.  Based on the 

findings of the review and literature reviewed to develop the conceptual 

framework in Chapter 2, several adaptations to more traditional uses of the 

method are proposed and justified.  

5.2 The Delphi technique: a critical review 

The Delphi technique can be used to create a deliberative space for co-producing 

knowledge by “structuring a group communication process so that the process is 
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effective in allowing a group of individuals, as a whole, to deal with a complex 

problem” (Linstone and Turoff 2002: 3).  By engaging a ‘panel’ of participants 

(normally experts) in an anonymous and iterative survey, the Delphi technique is 

used to generate opinion and/or consensus about a particular topic or policy issue 

(Hung et al. 2008; Miller 2001).  Participants are normally asked to complete a 

series of written questionnaires, and the responses to questions posed in each 

round are collated and fed back to the participants for their consideration, giving 

each panel member the opportunity to adjust their responses accordingly if they 

so wish (Linstone and Turoff 2002; Hasson et al. 2000; Garrod and Fyall 2000; Still 

et al. 1999).  This process enables the process facilitator to identify areas of 

consensus and conflict and to feed these back to the panel for further comment 

(Hung et al. 2008; Parrott and Moyes 1997).  It is this iterative nature of the 

process that provides a catalyst for reflection, allowing participants to widen their 

knowledge and stimulate ideas among their peers (Powell 2003).  Similarly, 

participants are challenged to consider new insights and knowledge, as well as 

potentially rethink their assumptions (as deemed important by Keen et al. 2005; 

see conceptual framework part C2). 

 

Since its inception, the Delphi technique has been used in numerous studies in 

industry, government and academic settings (Hung et al. 2008).  The underlying 

philosophy of the Delphi technique is based on the Lockean notion that human 

agreement and experience are the basis for truth (Helmer and Rescher 1960) and 

that broad consensus among a group of experts allows an objective, empirical 

generalisation to be made (Mitroff and Turoff 1975).  Although it is not imperative 

to engage solely with experts when using Delphi, it is common practice in Delphi 

studies to work with experts because they “provide more than merely a sensible 

guess to the results, as they bring to bear an in-depth understanding” of the issues 

that surround a question (Still et al. 1999: 85).  For example, Delphi was originally 

employed in the late 1950s as a written means for questioning experts in military 

research (Hung et al.  2008; Landeta 2006; Marggraf 2003), and it continues to be 

used as a forecasting tool and as a complementary technique to trend data 

extrapolation, where experts are brought together to address areas of limited 

knowledge surrounding a particular subject (e.g. Tolley et al. 2001; Kaynak and 
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Macauley 1984).  Indeed, it is a continually but infrequently employed technique, 

with 571 articles that use or consider the method published on Science Direct 

between 2000 and 2004 (Landeta 2006).  Box 5.2.1 lists several properties that 

may lead to the use of a Delphi technique. 

 

 The problem does not lend itself to precise analytical techniques but can benefit 
from subjective judgements on a collective basis; 

 The individuals needed to contribute to the examination of a broad or complex 
problem have no history of adequate communication and may represent 
diverse backgrounds with respect to experience or expertise; 

 More individuals are needed than can effectively interact in a face-to-face 
exchange; 

 Time and cost make frequent group meetings infeasible; 
 The efficiency of face-to-face meetings can be increased by a supplemental 

group communication process; 
 Disagreements among individuals are so severe or politically unpalatable that 

the communication process must be refereed and/or anonymity assured; 
 The heterogeneity of the participants must be preserved to assure validity of 

the results, i.e. avoidance of domination by quantity or by strength of personality 
(“bandwagon effect”). 

Box 5.2.1: Properties that may lead to the need to employ the Delphi technique (Linstone and 
Turoff 2002: 4) 

 

The anonymity of panel members distinguishes the Delphi technique from other 

participatory methods such as brainstorming, focus groups and workshops (for 

more detail, see Bell and Morse 2008; Hasson et al. 2000).  Unlike in these face-to-

face group exercises, anonymity avoids negative factors such as interpersonal 

static and individual bias, which could occur as a result of: the domination of 

powerful groups and individuals; biasing effects of personality traits; the 

relegation of minority and disempowered groups to the position of onlooker; the 

capacity for outcomes to be steered towards dominant interests; and the fact that 

only one person can speak at a time (Kenyon 2008; Bell and Morse 2008; 

Briedenhann and Butts 2006; Landeta 2006; Powell 2003; Still et al. 1999; de Loë 

1995).  Rowe et al. (1991), cited in Powell (2003), describe these issues as leading 

to “process loss”, whereas the democratic, structured approach and anonymity of 

Delphi amount to “process gain”, avoiding these issues.  While Powell (2003) 

warns that anonymity may lead to a lack of accountability of the views expressed, 

as well as encourage hasty decisions, she admits that this is also an issue with 

other anonymous survey methods such as questionnaires.   
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Anonymity also creates a safe environment for participants to contribute ideas, 

which is an asset when the individuals needed to contribute to the examination of 

a complex problem have no history of adequate communication, possibly 

representing diverse backgrounds with respect to experience or expertise 

(Linstone and Turoff 2002).  Briedenhann and Butts (2006) saw this as an 

advantage in their evaluation of rural tourism projects in the UK and South Africa 

because they found that each project is “encapsulated in a complex political and 

social environment and characterised by diverse stakeholders, each with their 

own overriding interests and agendas” (p.172). Therefore, the method facilitates 

the involvement of different actors and disciplines that might not usually 

collaborate (as advocated by Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; see conceptual 

framework part B1).  Additionally, this type of ‘anonymous forum’ can be likened 

to the ‘bridging organization’ discussed in Section 2.4.2 as it provides the means to 

facilitate linkages where they do not already exist, in order to generate new 

knowledge or “make sense of knowledge from different sources” (Berkes 2009: 

1695). 

 

The Delphi technique has also been refined to address the need for better 

communication between large/geographically dispersed groups (Hung et al. 2008; 

Miller 2001) and the need to incorporate subjective information into evaluation 

models in a cost-effective manner (Landeta 2006; Gordon 1994) (see Box 5.2.1).  

For example, Marggraf (2003) used the Delphi technique to generate indicators for 

the assessment of agri-environment programmes in the federal states of Germany.  

While studies on the environmental effects of agri-environment programmes had 

already taken place in individual states, the Delphi technique provided the means 

to involve geographically dispersed experts in a time-efficient manner.  MacMillan 

and Marshall (2006) recognised the value of Delphi in countering the subjectivity 

involved in the process of developing empirical models, using the method to 

consult experts on the proposed methodology for developing a decision support 

tool for the conservation of capercaillie in commercial forests in Scotland.  

However, the authors of both of these studies recognised the highly adaptable 
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nature of the Delphi technique and warn that results must be carefully interpreted 

(see Section 5.2.2).  

5.2.1 Using a Delphi technique 

The Delphi technique is useful in areas where there is uncertainty and/or a lack of 

empirical evidence, and “if ever a topic could be described as a complex problem 

and also one lacking in perfect knowledge then sustainability would appear to be 

so” (Miller 2001: 353).  The Delphi technique is therefore potentially well suited as 

a method for sustainability indicator development because the complexity of 

sustainability does not lend itself to precise analytical techniques and can benefit 

from subjective judgements on a collective basis (see conceptual framework part 

A1). 

 

There are two distinct types of Delphi technique: conventional and policy (Kenyon 

et al. 2008).  Both types have been applied in several areas of research such as 

nursing and health care (e.g. Powell 2003; Hasson et al. 2000), tourism (e.g. 

Briedenhann and Butts 2006; Miller 2001; Garrod and Fyall 2000), sustainable 

transport and spatial planning (e.g. Shiftan et al. 2003; Tolley et al. 2001; Still et al. 

1999), performance evaluation (e.g. Hung et al. 2008; Kuo et al. 2005) and climate 

change adaptation and mitigation (e.g. Angus et al. 2003; de Loë 1995).  Table 5.2.1 

compiles examples of the use of conventional and policy Delphis in environmental 

management and sustainability research, detailing project aims and giving more 

insight into the number and types of participants engaged.  The next sections 

consider these two types of Delphis in more detail. 
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Table 5.2.1: Examples of conventional and policy Delphis in environmental 

management/sustainability research
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5.2.1.1 ‘Conventional’ Delphi: driving towards consensus 

Typically, conventional Delphis aim to achieve a consensus of expert opinion and 

have been commonly used as a decision-making tool (Kenyon et al. 2008; de Loë 

1995) or in the exploration of “what should be”, given current knowledge (Martino 

1999).  The key feature of a conventional Delphi technique is consensus-building 

through the feedback of results and subsequent responses of participants to bring 

about quantitative convergence towards an overall solution, decision or prediction 

(Novakowski and Wellar 2008; MacMillan and Marshall 2006; Powell 2003).  In 

this regard, participants are challenged to rethink their assumptions at each stage 

of the process, and the aim of the process facilitator is to drive towards a 

significant consensus amongst the group.  For example, Kuo et al. (2005) used an 

opinion stability measure to reach consensus within their Delphi study of 

sustainability indicators for a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of the 

tourism sector in Taiwan.  They asserted that “the interest lies in the opinion of the 

group rather than in that of individuals; [therefore] this method is preferable to 

one that would measure the amount of change in each individual’s vote between 

rounds” (Kuo et al. 2005: 266).  Using an interval scale from 1 to 5, panellists were 

asked to assign importance to a series of 98 candidate indicators.  The results were 

then fed back to the panellists and they were asked to rethink their scores in light 

of the opinions of others.  The process took place over three rounds, stopping after 

the third round because an opinion stability of 15% (representing a ‘state of 

equilibrium’) had been reached. 

 

Although a consensus-driven process like the one employed by Kuo et al. (2005) 

has the benefit of allowing participants to see their responses in light of others, 

and then make changes where appropriate, this approach has been criticised for 

failing to allow for detailed discussion of the issue in question (e.g. Briedenhann 

and Butts 2006; Hasson et al. 2000).  It has been argued that the aim should not be 

to achieve a definitive answer but to aid the development of possible solutions 

based on the results (Kaynak and Macauley 1984).  In response, several authors 

have recognised the value of using the first round as an unstructured ‘scoping 

round’ that seeks an open response, giving the panellists free scope to elaborate, 
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and reducing the exposure to researcher bias (Powell 2003; Hasson et al. 2000).  

For example, Garrod and Fyall (2000) conducted a written scoping round in order 

to invite a panel of heritage tourism experts to “offer their opinion as to what 

should be the fundamental mission of heritage attractions in general” (p.690).  The 

results of this round allowed the authors to synthesise the initial responses under 

eight headings.  In subsequent rounds (‘convergence rounds’), panellists were 

asked to prioritise the eight elements on a Likert scale until a satisfactory 

consensus was reached.  While this method allowed for more detailed discussion 

at the outset, there was little scope for panellists to respond to the open-ended 

comments made in the first round.  Additionally, the preliminary scoping round 

often fails to produce the level of information that would be generated through a 

thorough literature review (e.g. Wheeller et al. 1990). 

 

Miller (2001) also used a conventional Delphi to develop indicators that measure 

movement of a tourism product to a position of greater or lesser sustainability. 

Arguing that indicators that catch the attention of, and are plausible to, policy 

makers/decision-makers are more likely to be implemented, Miller (2001) 

proposed that Delphi is a useful tool for involving these people in the SI 

development process.  The starting point for the survey process was a list of 

indicators that were developed by the researcher on the basis of a literature 

review, shying away from “asking questions or presenting variables and requiring 

answers to complex problems” (p.354).  Arguably, this removed any possibility of 

exploring perceptions of participants in the first instance, before moving onto 

indicator development.  Also, the panel involved in Miller’s survey comprised only 

academics and consultants who had published in four major peer-reviewed 

tourism journals on the subject of sustainability.  This focus on the views of 

scientific, expert knowledge removed any value that could be added through the 

inclusion of a broader range of expert knowledge.   

5.2.1.2 ‘Policy’ Delphi: exploring complexity 

While users of the Delphi technique have conventionally focussed on obtaining the 

most reliable consensus, Delphi is also widely used as a social research technique 

that aims to obtain dependable group opinion: 
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“[...] where the intervention of human beings, with all their complexity and 
variability means that, on many occasions, objective data and relations and 
models based on these are insufficient to explain and forecast social 
actions” (Landeta 2006: 480). 

Rather than focussing on reaching a consensus of expert opinion, the policy Delphi 

technique has been used to explore consensus and disagreement surrounding 

complex and uncertain policy issues within an informed group (Turoff 2002).  

Objectives include presenting options and supporting evidence for mutual 

consideration (ibid.), raising issues for debate (Hasson et al. 2000) and attempting 

to produce potential resolutions (Briedenhann and Butts 2006).  Figure 5.2.1 

shows the six phases of a policy Delphi technique, as identified by Turoff (2002).  It 

is worth noting that these phases allow panellists to consider each others’ initial 

opinions, and respond to them (a shortcoming of the conventional Delphi, 

identified in Section 5.2.1.1). 

 

 

Figure 5.2.1: The six phases of the policy Delphi process (Turoff 2002) 
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Kenyon et al. (2008) employed a policy Delphi to explore the potential role of 

agriculture in sustainable flood management (see Table 5.2.1).  They used three 

rounds to explore the range of views of the panellists, and incorporate the steps 

shown in Figure 5.2.1.  In contrast to conventional Delphis, the second ‘exploring’ 

round “was used to explore disagreements, assumptions and positions, and the 

third round gave panellists the opportunity to re-evaluate the outcomes” (Kenyon 

et al. 2008: 355).   

 

It is more difficult to find examples of sustainability indicator selection and 

development using a policy Delphi technique.  Researchers generally prefer to use 

policy Delphi to inform policy-making through the exploration of a previously 

unaddressed complex topic such as climate change and water management 

responses (de Loë 1995), or the benefits and costs of untested projects (de Loë and 

Wojtanowski 2001).  In this regard, the focus is on exploring a matter of political 

interest or consequence (Critcher and Gladstone 1998).  Therefore, there is scope 

to explore the value of applying a policy Delphi technique to sustainability 

indicator development because it facilitates managed ‘dialogue’ and social 

interaction between participants (as advocated by Raymond et al. 2010; McCool 

and Stankey 2004; see conceptual framework part B1).  While this approach does 

not drive towards consensus among the participants, it arguably has the potential 

to create an excellent environment for participant learning and thinking together 

in order to build richer pictures and act jointly (Ison 2005; see conceptual 

framework part C2).   

5.2.2 Methodological challenges inherent in Delphi techniques 

Both types of Delphi technique are prone to methodological challenges and 

limitations which must be considered in research method design and 

implementation.  Of notable importance are the high rates of attrition involved in 

any participatory process that evolves over a series of stages.  This is a well-

documented limitation of the Delphi technique, with contributing factors including 

the time commitment required by panellists (often over a period of weeks or 

months) and the difficulty in maintaining high panellist motivation due to the lack 

of face-to-face contact (Briedenhann and Butts 2006).  Kenyon et al. (2008), for 
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example, found attrition to be a limitation to their work, with 25 participants 

agreeing to take part but only 14 responding in the first round, dropping again to 

11 in the second round.  Hung et al. (2008) highlight the importance of selecting 

panellists who are interested in the topic in question and the need to stay in touch 

(and follow-up) with panellists in order to maintain enthusiasm and engagement.  

They suggest that those respondents with which they had a “personal rapport” (p. 

195) dropped out at a lesser rate than those recruited from an internet search.  

Other common reasons for high attrition rates or other limitations to the method 

are listed in Box 5.2.2.   

 

i. Imposing monitor views and preconceptions of a problem upon the respondent 
group by over-specifying the structure of the Delphi and not allowing for the 
contribution of other perspectives related to the problem 

ii. Assuming that Delphi can be a surrogate for all other human communications in a 
given situation 

iii. Poor techniques of summarising and presenting the group response and ensuring 
common interpretations of the evaluation scales utilised in the exercise 

iv. Ignoring and not exploring disagreements, so that discouraged dissenters drop out 
and an artificial consensus in generated 

v. Underestimating the demanding nature of a Delphi and the fact that respondents 
should be recognised as consultants and properly compensated for their time if the 
Delphi is not an integral part of their job function 

Box 5.2.2: Common reasons for failure of the Delphi technique, with emphasis added (Linstone and 
Turoff 2002) 

 

The selection of panel members can affect the reliability and quality of results 

(Shiftan et al. 2003; Tolley et al. 2001) and is key to the success of the Delphi 

technique (Kenyon et al. 2008; Powell 2003).  When using the Delphi technique to 

address a research question, it is important that all the issues surrounding a topic 

are explored (Kenyon et al. 2008).  To do this, it has been argued that experts 

should represent current knowledge and perceptions, as a wide variety of 

personalities and perspectives leads to higher quality, more acceptable solutions 

(Jairath and Weinstein 1994).  Most Delphi users recommend that experts should 

be chosen for their work in the appropriate area and their credibility with the 

target audience (Skulmoski et al. 2007; Powell 2003).  It is common to employ a 

purposive sampling approach (Hasson et al. 2000) and ‘snowballing’ is also often 

used for expert recruitment (Kenyon et al. 2008; Skulmoski et al. 2007).  Table 

5.2.2 shows some applied examples of the panel selection criteria/methods used in 

Delphi studies.  For example, Still et al. (1999), in their study that forecasted 
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transport impacts on agriculture in the UK, selected a range of experts from 

different ‘experience groups’ because they believed that a multi-disciplinary panel 

would minimise strategic bias among the panel members.   

 

Author Research area Panel selection method 

Tolley et 
al. (2001) 

Future walking 
scenarios in 
Europe 

 Reviewed published academic and practitioner 
papers (from journals, conference proceedings, 
major EU research projects) and selected those 
suitable (required EU level knowledge) at random 

 Used recommendations from initial scoping 
discussions 

 To avoid selection bias: used equal numbers from 
matrix of: policy, research, practice, advocacy, 
planning 

 Then cross-referenced with each individual about 
their main professional interest in walking: e.g. 
transport, recreation, health, tourism, etc. 

Shiftan et 
al. (2003) 

Scenario building 
for sustainable 
transport 
planning 

 Research carried out in Israel: small country with 
small group of experts, so: based selection on the 
researcher’s knowledge and discussion with other 
experts to suggest additional panellists 
(snowballing) 

Still et al. 
(1999) 

Forecasting 
transport impacts 
on land use 

 Used experts from knowledge/experience groups 
that would complement each other, i.e. planners and 
property experts 

Kenyon et 
al. (2008a) 

Role of agriculture 
in sustainable 
flood 
management 

 Used a matrix to ensure the required 
skills/knowledge were represented, and that any 
possible bias was countered 

 Main requirement: flood management and/or rural 
land use expertise 

 Table 5.2.2: Examples of panel selection methods employed by Delphi users 

 

Some of the methods in Table 5.2.2 have received criticism.  For example, Gordon 

(2003) was concerned that basing the selection of panellists solely on a review of 

published academic and practitioner papers will lead to the selection of 

‘professional cliques’ which can lead to strategic bias.  In their defence, Shiftan et 

al. (2003) acknowledged that selecting the panel based on the research team’s 

personal contacts and personal knowledge of the sector may have subjected the 

results to bias.  Similarly, drawing on the arguments developed in Section 2.4.2, 

there is a need to reconsider what constitutes ‘expert’ knowledge in any given 

scenario (Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008) and recognise the value of dissolving 

boundaries between knowledge types (Raymond et al. 2010).   In this regard, 

involving a wider range of ‘experience’ would highlight the potential power of the 
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Delphi technique to facilitate interaction between scientists, experts and non-

scientific actors. 

 

There is also debate with regard to the optimum size of a Delphi panel (Kenyon et 

al. 2008), and panel numbers vary greatly (see column 6 in Table 5.2.1 and Powell 

2003).  While it has been argued that the larger the panel, the more reliable the 

judgement (e.g. Murphy et al. 1998 in Powell 2003), a smaller panel can ensure 

that the material produced is kept to a manageable level and feedback is more 

accurate (Kenyon et al. 2008).  Briedenhann and Butts (2006) initially chose a 

larger panel of 60 in order to allow for participant drop-out, while Still et al. 

(1999) found that 18 panellists is “typical and sufficient” for ensuring a sufficiently 

broad range of expertise (p.86).  Skulmoski et al. (2007) observed that 

heterogeneous groups (such as those involved in an international study) may 

require up to several hundred subjects.  Nonetheless, there is little empirical 

evidence of the effect of the number of panel members on the reliability/validity of 

the process, with representativeness ultimately being assessed on the quality of 

the expert panel, rather than the size (Powell 2003; Garrod and Fyall 2000). 

 

Finally, the Delphi technique has been criticised for not allowing the articulation of 

new ideas, with panellists constrained by a structured questionnaire (Tolley et al. 

2001).  For example, Garrod and Fyall (2000) recognised that allowing panellists 

to make further comments gave them “sufficient scope to interpret the questions 

according to their understanding of the issues involved and to apply their own 

perspectives to the problem set” (p. 689).  Hasson et al. (2000) recommend 

grouping and analysing responses using qualitative data analysis software, 

ensuring that all responses are entered and the participants’ own wording is used.  

In this regard, it must be noted that the process facilitator plays an important role 

in deciding what to include in feedback documents.  This receives little attention in 

the literature, highlighting the concern that “the results of a Delphi study must be 

carefully interpreted” (Marggraf 2003: 510; Scott, in press) and that there is a 

need to be aware of potential bias imposed by the researcher, especially when the 

researcher is an expert in the topic (Briedenhann and Butts 2006).  While it is 

appreciated that an “effective moderator can [...] guide discussions and prevent 
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one or two individuals from dominating proceedings” (MacMillan and Marshall 

2006: 17), there has been little consideration of the role that the process facilitator 

plays in actively stimulating the development of ideas in ways that enhance 

participant learning. 

5.3 An adapted policy Delphi: The Sustainable Estates Delphi 

Prior to deciding to employ a policy Delphi technique for the purposes of this 

research, two alternatives were considered.  Firstly, it would have been possible to 

use a traditional questionnaire to invite a range of stakeholders to comment on 

sustainability indicators that had been developed by the researcher on the basis of 

a thorough literature review.  However, this method would have removed the 

opportunity for respondents to revise their responses in light of the anonymous 

opinions of other stakeholders.  The researcher was also aware of the potential 

risks associated with consultation fatigue on the part of participants who can feel 

frustrated by a poorly designed survey (Landeta 2006).  While poor survey design 

remains a risk in Delphi studies, it was decided that the benefits gained by 

iterative refinements to the survey were likely to outweigh the risks (in a similar 

vein to Edwards et al. 2011).  Additionally, the literature review in Section 2.3 

recognised the difficulties with developing indicators purely by considering 

previously published work.  Indeed, “questions that can be answered from a 

thorough literature review are not good candidates for Delphi studies” (Kenyon et 

al. 2008: 354).  Finally, it was recognised that the use of a one-off written 

questionnaire (or interview) would not allow a detailed exploration of 

sustainability perceptions prior to selecting indicators (as advocated by Yli-Viikari 

2009; Reed et al. 2006), negating the recognised importance of establishing a 

sound rationale for indicator selection, as discussed in Section 2.3.2. 

 

Secondly, it would have been possible to arrange a workshop (or a series of 

workshops) where stakeholders were invited to develop indicators collaboratively 

in a facilitated, face-to-face exercise.  In the context of upland estate management, 

the anonymous nature of the Delphi technique was preferred because 

stakeholders arguably do not have an adequate history of communication due to 

the diversity of management objectives and underlying sustainability values (see 



 

88 

 

Section 4.3).  Based on the review of the Delphi method, the advantages of eliciting 

anonymous responses were clearly recognised, particularly because it would be 

possible to create a safe environment for open dialogue between stakeholders and 

counter the negative effects of face-to-face methods (see Section 5.2).  Similarly, it 

would be possible to create a clearly defined, deliberative space where 

participants had the potential to integrate multiple perspectives and rethink their 

assumptions in light of others’ opinions (as deemed important in the conceptual 

framework).  From a pragmatic point of view, this approach ensured that 

participants could complete questionnaires and documents at a time that suited 

them, allowing them time to reflect critically on the content, and the financial costs 

of attending meetings were removed. 

5.3.1 Selecting the panel 

Only a few Delphi studies have sought to include a broader range of experts and 

recognise the increasingly localised and contextual nature of knowledge (see 

conceptual framework part A1).  For example, Kenyon et al. (2008) used the term 

‘expert’ to refer to “those individuals who have some form of association through 

their work with either flood management and/or rural land use” (p.355) and 

included a wide range of actors from government agencies, local authorities, NGOs, 

academia and the private sector.  There is scope for the definition of an ‘expert’ to 

be widened even further, raising questions with regard to the value of local, 

managerial views in identifying issues or solutions.  For the purposes of this 

research, it was deemed sensible and appropriate to assume that there are no 

‘experts’, only informed advocates and referees (as suggested by Turoff 2002), 

widening the range of actors that could take part in the process and appreciating 

the shift from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ identified in Section 2.4.1. 

 

In general, rationales for stakeholder selection remain poorly conceptualised and 

are rarely explained (Blackstock and Richards 2007).  As a result, detailed thought 

was given to the composition of a Delphi panel for developing sustainability 

indicators for upland estate management.  Estate management involves a complex 

range of economic, social and environmental interest groups and stakeholders; 

therefore, time was spent identifying potential panellists who represent a broad 
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range of stakeholders and experience, in order to appreciate the wider governance 

of upland areas.  Heeding the warnings of Reed et al. (2009), the dangers of 

selecting stakeholders on an ad hoc basis were recognised.  In response, an 

iterative stakeholder analysis was carried out (as recommended by Dougill et al. 

2006), in order to avoid the risk of “marginalis[ing] important groups, bias[ing] 

results and jeopardis[ing] long-term support and validity of the process” (Reed et 

al. 2009: 1933).   

 

Initially, a stakeholder map was drawn up in order to identify a matrix of 

organisations and person ‘types’ with experience of (and interests in) 

sustainability, rural/upland land use and/or estate management (preferably on a 

range of estates).  Bodies taking an interest in land use issues in Scotland include: 

central government and its agencies; the European Commission; international 

bodies (e.g. IUCN); landowners’ organisations (e.g. SRPBA and the Scottish Estates 

Business Group; SEBG); and special interest groups such as the Royal Society for 

the Protection of Birds (many of whom are now collaborating within Scottish 

Environment LINK) (Warren 2009).  Five main stakeholder groups were identified 

among those who operate at different scales of estate management: practitioners 

and professionals, representative bodies, academics and consultants (from 

different disciplinary perspectives), policy-makers and decision-makers, non-

governmental organisations (NGOs).  For each of the five groups, a list of 

categories and organisations was developed; this was used as a guide for the 

remainder of the process in order to ensure a balanced representation of the five 

groups on the panel. 

 

Subsequently, the stakeholder map was used to guide the identification of 

panellists and “reduce the potential bias of only speaking to people within a 

particular social network” (Harvey 2010: 196).  A range of sources were used to 

identify panellists, including: conference delegate lists, academic and other 

magazine articles, membership of committees, web searches, and personal 

knowledge of the sector (a similar approach was taken by Kenyon et al. 2008 and 

de Loë and Wojtanowski 2001).  A working list of potential panellists was drawn 

up and this was then subjected to a snowballing technique where the list was 
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amended and extended as a result of individual discussions with members of the 

research team and the Sustainable Estates project Advisory Group (representing a 

range of organisations, including the Scottish Government, the Cairngorms 

National Park Authority, the SRPBA, Scottish Environment LINK and the Knoydart 

Foundation; see Appendix A).  This element of referral was a particularly 

important, allowing the identification of panellists who might not otherwise have 

been considered (Rice 2010).  Table 5.3.1 shows how each panellist was identified 

(those that took part in the research). 

 

Finally, background research was carried out on each potential panellist to 

determine the breadth of their experience and to refine the list to a manageable 

number of participants.  The research sought to work with stakeholders who had 

knowledge of more than one subject area (e.g. rural land use and sustainability) 

and, where possible, could be classified under two or more groups on the 

stakeholder map (e.g. an estate management practitioner who was also a member 

of a representative body).  This would explore whether the integration of multiple 

perspectives within a group of people with wide experience and understanding 

would increase the capacity of different stakeholders to learn together (Keen et al. 

2005; conceptual framework part C2).  More detail about the backgrounds and 

experience of the panellists that took part in the research is provided in Table 

5.3.1.
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Table 5.3.1: Stakeholder group, current role and experience of each panellist 

Panel1 Group2 Current role Previous experience/other knowledge Identification 

method3 

1 A; E Project Officer for 

an environmental 

charity 

Estate manager who lived and worked for 

many years on large, upland, NGO-owned 

estates (Scotland and England)  

Referral 

2 A; D Estate manager, 

private, upland 

estate 

Land management officer at national park 

agency; worked on a range of upland 

estates (private, public and NGO); member 

of Moorland Forum 

Attendance at 

upland 

management 

workshop 

3 A; C; E Independent 

estate 

management 

advisor 

Chief Warden for government agency, 

estate management experience on several 

estates (as factor and ghillie), board 

member of large NGOs 

Referral; 

reputation 

4 C; E Director of a rural 

sustainability 

consultancy 

Lecturer in land use and rural 

sustainability; rural development advisor 

to representative bodies; commercial 

partner in an upland farm business 

Internet 

search; 

attendance at 

conference 

5 A; B; D Owner and 

manager of a large 

estate 

Board member of private owners’ 

representative body; member of Rural 

Development Council; prominent in reform 

of Scottish Planning Policy 

Referral; 

attendance at 

Rural Land Use 

events 

6 A Land manager, 

community-

owned estate 

Community co-ordinator; extensive 

involvement with sustainability issues in 

relation to community ownership 

Referral 

7 C Agricultural 

economist and 

rural 

development 

consultant 

Lecturer on land economy programme; 

Chair of major agricultural School of 

Economics; European consultancy remit; 

farmer 

Referral 

8 D Head of Division, 

Scottish 

Government 

Sat on SNH Landscape Forum; extensive 

experience and involvement with rural land 

use policy 

Internet 

search; 

reputation 

9 C Managing 

Director of a rural 

land use 

consultancy 

International expertise and knowledge of 

rural land use and agriculture; upland 

remit 

Referral 

10 B; E Director of a 

rural-focussed 

NGO 

Chair of an environmental representative 

body; extensive involvement with 

sustainability issues 

Grey literature; 

internet search 

11 B; D; E Head of Policy, 

environmental 

NGO 

Extensive involvement with rural land use 

policy and several working groups; 

involved in NGO estate management 

Representative 

body 

documents; 

referral 

12 C; E Scientific Officer, 

environmental 

NGO 

Deer management specialist; academic 

background with focus on ecology and land 

management; member of Moorland Forum; 

lives on an estate 

Grey literature; 

referral 
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Panel1 Group2 Current role Previous experience/other knowledge Identification 

method3 

13 A; D Owner and 

manager of a large 

estate 

Local councillor; member of representative 

bodies, and local planning committee; 

Director of outdoor access organisation 

Referral 

14 C Director of a 

sustainability 

research institute 

Extensive knowledge and research track 

record concerning uplands; UK remit, not 

Scottish-focussed; extensive connections 

with stakeholders 

Academic 

literature; 

attendance at 

conference 

15 C Lecturer in 

sustainable 

development 

International research remit focussed on 

sustainable management of natural 

resources 

Academic 

literature; 

referral 

16 A; C Retired Advised Ministers on Sustainable Scotland; 

board member at major Scottish public 

agencies; Director of an environmental 

NGO; farmer 

Referral; 

reputation 

17 A; B Land agent, 

manager of a 

private estate 

Extensive experience of land management 

through a land agency, on a range of 

private, upland estates; member of 

representative body 

Referral 

18 A; C Director, 

moorland 

management 

charity 

Member of Southern Uplands Partnership 

and Moorland Forum; involvement in 

upland research; wide knowledge of 

stakeholder interests 

Reputation; 

attendance at 

upland 

workshop 

19 A Estate manager, 

large, private 

estate 

Experience on a range of upland estates; 

forestry background; ex-employee of 

Forestry Commission Scotland and land 

agency 

Referral 

1 The numbers used here to list panellists correspond with those used later in the thesis. 
2 The groups were identified through a detailed analysis of stakeholders.  In this table they are listed as: 

practitioners and professionals [A], representative bodies [B], academics and consultants [C], policy-

makers and decision-makers [D], non-governmental organisations (NGOs) [E].   
3 This column shows the method used to identify these panellists, after carrying out stakeholder 

analysis. 
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Given the lack of empirical evidence of the effect of the number of panellists on the 

reliability/validity of the process (see Section 5.2.2), written invitations were sent 

to 30 potential panellists with the aim of setting up a balanced panel of 

approximately 20 participants (see Appendix B).  Acceptances were received from 

eight participants, and follow-up e-mails and telephone calls resulted in the 

recruitment of 11 more panellists, with one person declining the invitation to take 

part.  The size of the panel was suited to the resources available to the researcher 

and care was taken to ensure a balanced representation of interests when 

contacting potential participants after they had received an invitation.  Panellists 

represented a selection of academics, consultants, professionals (including estate 

managers and other staff), members of representative bodies (for example, the 

SRPBA and Scottish Environment LINK) and policy makers, all with wide-ranging 

expertise and experience (see Table 5.3.1).  A balance of interests with relation to 

different ownership models was also sought; panellists include estate 

management professionals from a range of private, public, community and NGO 

estate ownership models.  Unfortunately, it was not possible to recruit a 

representative from Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) onto the panel: no response 

was received from the original invitation sent to one member of SNH staff and 

although a substitute was identified, he did not accept several invitations to take 

part until the stage at which the Round Two document had been sent to panellists.  

The researcher decided that it would be inappropriate to include this person 

without him having had input in the first round. 

 

It should be noted that, while the results of the research were piloted on NGO-

owned estates (see Chapter 10) and several representatives from the NGO sector 

were included on the panel, the process aimed to work with a cross-section of 

interests and expertise regarding all types of estate ownership and management, 

in order to ensure the research outputs were as widely applicable as possible.   

5.3.2 Refining the method 

For the purposes of this research, some important adaptations were made to the 

policy Delphi technique.  These adaptations maximised the potential for using this 

method to create a forum for deliberation, learning and the collaborative 
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generation of ideas and solutions, within which it would be possible to develop a 

suite of sustainability indicators for upland estate management in Scotland (as 

directed by the conceptual framework: see Figure 5.3.1).  The remainder of this 

chapter presents and explains these adaptations and provides an overview of the 

research process. 

 

Elements of the conceptual 
framework 

Application in the 
transdisciplinary research 
approach  

Corresponding characteristic 
of the Sustainable Estates 
Delphi process 

A: Increase 
transdisciplinary capacity 

Jointly defining and 
addressing a ‘real-world’ 
problem 

‘Real’ issue of integrating 
sustainability and upland 
estate management 

B: Facilitate knowledge 
integration 

Stakeholders interacting 
with experts 

A mixed panel of academic 
and non-academic actors 

C: Enhance potential for 
social learning 

Acknowledging and 
understanding conflicting 
views, values and objectives 

Participants challenged to 
rethink assumptions and 
jointly solve problems/ 
identify solutions 

Figure 5.3.1: Parallels between the conceptual framework and the Delphi technique 

 

The initial ‘scoping’ round was carried out in semi-structured interview format, as 

opposed to a written questionnaire, for two overarching reasons.  First, an 

interview gave the process facilitator (the researcher) the opportunity to invest in 

the ‘front end’ of the process and develop rapport with each panellist.  This had the 

potential to increase their motivation to take part in the process and reduce levels 

of attrition (see Section 5.2.2).  The interviews also gave the process facilitator the 

opportunity to explain the project in more detail, clarify the time commitment 

required from participants, and help them to see that their involvement was 

important and valued (Landeta 2006).  Second, the interview allowed the process 

facilitator to engage the panellists in an “intellectual discussion” that was different 

in nature to their day-to-day routine of meetings (Rice 2010: 74).  This created a 

stimulating environment within which their perceptions of sustainability in the 

context of upland estate management could be explored and understood.  As a 

result, the process facilitator would be equipped with a sound, rational basis from 

which to build sustainability indicators. 
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The structure of the survey process was not over-specified at the outset in order to 

avoid stifling the creativity of the panellists and the process facilitator.  This 

approach would also allow for the contribution of different perspectives, give 

enough consideration to areas of disagreement and debate, and ensure that 

panellists had a sense of ‘ownership’ over the outcome (Parrott and Moyes 1997).  

Throughout the process, questions were generally open-ended, recognising that 

‘experts’ generally prefer not to be asked closed-ended questions (Aberbach and 

Rockman 2002), and the structure and content of each round was determined on 

the basis of the previous round’s results.  Indeed, Schoenberger (1991: 183) 

argues that “respondents are likely to feel less frustrated if they are able to explain 

exactly what they mean in their own terms rather than trying to fit themselves into 

the terms of reference proposed by the researcher.”  A more ‘organic’ approach to 

the policy Delphi would provide a timely update to literature about the method, 

addressing the gap with regard to the active role the facilitator plays in guiding the 

process. 

 

At the outset of the research process, panellists were presented with a proposed 

structure of the rounds, but it was emphasised that this was simply a guide as 

opposed to a prescription (see Section 6.2).  The panellists were told that the 

evolution of the process would depend on their ideas and responses.  The actual 

process is shown in Figure 5.3.2, which gives links to the relevant sections of the 

thesis where more detailed explanations and discussion can be found.   

 

In summary, the first two rounds focussed on ‘establishing a context’ for 

sustainability and ‘developing practical management strategies’.  In the scoping 

interviews, panellists were asked to explore their perceptions of sustainability in 

the context of upland estate management.  Additionally, they were asked to 

suggest practical management strategies for achieving sustainable management 

‘on the ground’ and highlight any constraining and enabling factors that might 

affect these strategies being put into practice.  The design, content and results of 

this round are presented and analysed in Chapter 6.   
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Figure 5.3.2: Overview of the Sustainable Estates Delphi process (numbers in square brackets 
refer to the corresponding sections of the thesis and shaded boxes denote the stages at which the 

process facilitator played ‘actively reframed’ the panellists’ ideas in order to stimulate further 
reflection) 

 

In the second round, panellists were asked to complete a combined feedback and 

questionnaire document which required them to reflect on the results of the first 

round.  Panellists were asked to comment on and refine the list of management 

strategies that had been suggested in the first round, as well as discuss the 

potential constraining and enabling factors that might affect these strategies being 

put into practice.  The design, content and results of this round are presented and 

analysed in Chapter 7.   
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Prior to Round Three, the process facilitator compiled the results and analysis of 

the first two rounds and used her skills to develop the first draft of a sustainability 

indicator framework for upland estate management in Scotland.  Actively 

reframing the panellists’ input (but not adding additional material), this 

framework was presented to the panel in a creative manner in Round Three for 

their comment.  The process of developing the indicator framework and the 

resulting reactions of the panel form the content of Chapter 8. 

 

In Round Four, panellists were presented with a second version of the indicator 

framework, which had been amended by the process facilitator on the basis of the 

panellists’ comments in Round Three.  The design, content and results of this 

round are presented and analysed in Chapter 9.  In Chapter 10, final amendments 

are made the framework, using the results of Round Four, and the framework is 

piloted on a selection of upland estates owned by NGOs in upland Scotland. 

5.4 Summary 

This chapter has considered the extent to which the Delphi technique offers a 

flexible, iterative method that can be used to facilitate an effective environment for 

the co-production of transdisciplinary knowledge for sustainability.  The design 

and use of the method were critically reviewed, and some inherent methodological 

challenges were highlighted.   

 

In light of the findings of the review, it was concluded that the policy Delphi 

technique offers a suitable method for developing sustainability indicators for 

upland estate management, within the boundaries of the conceptual framework.  

In particular, the anonymity of the process and the iterative nature of developing 

ideas with an informed group were particularly appealing.  A detailed explanation 

of the panel selection process was given, and some key adaptations to the policy 

Delphi method were proposed.  Finally, an overview of the Delphi process used in 

this research was presented.  The following chapters (6-9) consider each ‘round’ of 

the process in more detail and time is spent in each chapter explaining the design, 

structure, content and results of each round.
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CHAPTER 6 – ROUND ONE: EXPLORING AND 

UNDERSTANDING SUSTAINABILITY PERCEPTIONS 

6.1 Introduction 

This is the first of four chapters which present and analyse the results of each 

round of the Delphi process.  This allows the logical presentation of ideas and 

concepts that were developed throughout the research, as well as a clear 

justification of how the process was facilitated and developed by the researcher.  

The chapter explains the structure and content of the first round (‘Exploring and 

understanding sustainability perceptions’) and presents the results of this stage 

(see Figure 6.1.1).  This is followed by a summary of the results, which leads to the 

next chapter.  

 

 

Figure 6.1.1: Diagram of the focus of Chapter 6 
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6.2 Round One structure and content 

The first ‘scoping’ round of the Sustainable Estates Delphi process had the 

following aims: 

 To identify the context of the research (explore the meaning of 

‘sustainability’ in the context of upland estate management); 

 To specify goals/objectives for sustainability; 

 To suggest practical management strategies for reaching those goals; 

 To identify priorities for estates in terms of managing their land for 

sustainability; 

 To identify any constraints/challenges to implementing the goals. 

6.2.1 Semi-structured interview design 

As discussed in Section 5.3.2, the initial ‘scoping’ round was carried out in semi-

structured interview format.  This allowed for an open, flexible question order and 

discussion format and ensured that the field of discussion was not overly 

narrowed (Bryman 2008; Rubin and Rubin 1995).  Interviews were conducted 

individually with the 19 panellists between October 2008 and January 2009.  

Thirteen interviews were carried out face-to-face, five over the telephone and one 

via video-conferencing (VC) software.  Interviews were only carried out over the 

telephone or using VC software when it was not possible to find a mutually 

convenient meeting time or the travelling distance for a face-to-face meeting was 

very large.  Each interview was recorded using audio equipment, and all were 

transcribed by the researcher in full, providing a valuable opportunity to become 

fully acquainted with the data.  The duration of the interviews varied from 24 

minutes to 1.5 hours, with a total recorded interview time of 977 minutes and an 

average interview time of 51 minutes.  In addition, the process usually involved 

some preliminary (unrecorded) discussion, and some respondents spent 

considerably more time with the researcher than suggested by the recorded time.  

For example, one interviewee kindly gave the researcher a driven tour of their 

estate, while two others shared lunch/coffee with their wives and the researcher 

prior to the interview. 
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To ensure that all panellists had clear information about the nature and purpose of 

the research, as well as an overview of its relevance, an explanatory paper (see 

Appendix C) was sent to each panellist before the interview (as in Kenyon et al. 

2008).  This was written using non-academic jargon and presented in an easy-to-

read format in order to develop trust and a common understanding about what 

the researcher hoped to achieve (as recommended by Harvey 2010; Oinas 1999; 

McDowell 1998).  The document presented the aims, rationale and context of the 

research and explained the objectives of the survey process.  A clear diagram 

illustrated the proposed process and gave an indication of the time they would be 

required to spend taking part (as recommended by Hasson et al. 2000 to ensure a 

better response rate).  

 

The interviews allowed the detailed exploration of the sustainability perceptions 

of each panellist prior to focussing on particular management strategies and 

identifying potential indicators (as suggested by Reed et al. 2006 in the adaptive 

learning framework).  The informal, open-ended nature of the interview allowed 

each panellist to talk about topics and issues that they deemed important in 

relation to sustainability and estate management; the focus in each interview was 

on achieving conversational flow rather than asking too many formulaic questions.  

This provided flexibility; interview prompts were designed to facilitate a 

‘brainstorming’ of their perceptions, based on their professional and personal 

experience (as recommended by Bryman 2008 and Ison 2005).  Panellists were 

encouraged to consider their initial views on the topic, as well as to suggest ideas 

for goals and management strategies for sustainability in the context of estate 

management.  Table 6.2.1 shows the interview prompts in more detail and links 

sections specifically to an academic rationale (right-hand column).  This ensured 

that the conversation remained within the boundaries of the conceptual 

framework (see Section 2.5), while also allowing each panellist to expand their 

ideas creatively and elaborate freely in order to reduce any bias that might have 

been exerted by the researcher due to the format of the questions/prompts. 

 

In order to translate sustainability values and ideas into on-the-ground 

management approaches, each panellist was asked to suggest specific 
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management strategies that would drive progress towards more sustainable 

management.  Time was also spent exploring the perceived constraining and 

enabling factors to putting these strategies into practice.  Due to the nature of this 

discussion, considerable time was often spent discussing issues relevant to each 

individual’s expertise.  The researcher ensured that the conversation regularly 

returned to the “bigger picture” of sustainability in an estate management context, 

enabling each panellist to focus their ideas. 

Section Prompts Rationale 
Introduction 
and scene 
setting 

 Explain the wider Sustainable Estates project 
(overarching aims, Advisory Group, etc.) and 
signpost relevance of the research; 

 Explain the rationale behind the indicator 
development process, involving a wide range of 
knowledge and experience in an anonymous 
way; 

 Go through the expected structure of the process 
(using flowchart in briefing material), making it 
clear that this is not set in stone and may change 
depending on the panel’s responses; 

 Emphasise that the panellists have ownership of 
the process and their ideas will develop over a 
series of stages (the researcher’s role is to 
feedback and frame the ideas in a way that 
stimulates further discussion). 

Breaking down 
barriers to the 
communication 
process (1); 
creating a safe 
environment for 
open, 
constructive 
dialogue (2). 

Exploring 
perceptions of 
sustainability 

 Ask panellists how they perceive their 
work/personal experiences in the context of 
sustainability; 

 Ask panellists to consider how these perceptions 
fit into the notion of ‘sustainable estate 
management’; 

 Where possible and appropriate, identify 
practical, on-the-ground sustainability objectives 
and/or management approaches. 

Translating 
sustainability 
values and ideas 
into on-the-
ground 
management 
approaches (3). 

Relating 
concepts to the 
real world 

 Identify the ‘big issues’ relevant to sustainability 
and estate management in the uplands; 

 Identify the practical, day-to-day enabling and 
constraining factors associated with 
implementing a more sustainable approach; 

 Explore the extent to which each panellist’s ideas 
converge and/or diverge with national 
sustainability policy. 

Placing 
‘management’ in 
a wider societal 
debate (4); 
Explore enabling 
and constraining 
factors to putting 
objectives into 
practice (1). 

Ownership of 
the process 

 Invite thoughts and comments about the 
relevance of the research and how it could be 
used; 

 Invite suggestions for improvement. 

Sharing of power 
and 
responsibility 
between actors 
(5). 

(1) McCool and Stankey 2004; (2) Linstone and Turoff 2002; (3) Ioris et al. 2008; (4) Rist et 
al. 2007; (5) Berkes 2009. 

Table 6.2.1: Round One discussion prompt and rationale (NB. This prompt was used to bring an 
open-ended discussion back into focus when required.  Panellists were allowed to ‘brainstorm’ the 

topic as they saw fit.) 
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6.2.2 Interview coding and thematic analysis 

Each interview was transcribed by the researcher in full in a format suitable for 

analysis, using NVIVOTM qualitative data analysis software.  Analysis of the 

interview data involved coding interview transcripts (May 2001; Bryman 2008), 

with the aim of identifying key themes that illustrated the sustainability 

perceptions of the panellists.  In the first instance, all of the transcripts were read 

through in detail and coded (free nodes) according to broad themes emerging 

from the data: initially in line with prompts made/questions posed in the 

discussions (see Table 6.2.1) and then, in more detail, using specific ideas, 

viewpoints, suggestions and issues that were raised.  Just over 50 codes were 

developed from the first reading of the transcripts, representing various 

viewpoints and arguments relating to interpretations of ‘sustainability’; 

sustainable management strategies; and enabling and constraining factors for 

making ‘sustainability’ a practical reality.   

 

Coded comments/quotes were then selected and grouped under a series of 

headings (tree nodes) in order to develop a more logically organised hierarchy 

system of codes.  Figure 6.2.1 shows a schematic of this hierarchical ordering of 

codes, which formed the basis for further analytical refinement and development.  

These codes were reviewed and then grouped (according to their linkages with 

other codes) under key thematic headings that corresponded with the five stages 

shown in Figure 6.2.1.  The remainder of this chapter presents the results of the 

thematic analysis. 
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Figure 6.2.1: Hierarchy of codes developed following initial analysis of interview  

 

6.3 Results 

6.3.1 Establishing a context for sustainability in upland estate management 

Panellists’ perceptions of sustainability were explored in the interviews, and each 

panellist was asked to consider how their perceptions applied to upland estate 

management.  This allowed a context for sustainability in upland estate 

management to be established.  The following section presents the panellists’ 

definitions, understandings and difficulties with ‘sustainable’ terminology and 

ideas in this context. 

 

It was immediately apparent that there were some negative feelings towards the 

concept of sustainability, mainly due to difficulties experienced by panellists (and 
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in their observations and experience of sustainability initiatives more widely) in 

defining its practical meaning.  Fifteen panellists expressed feelings that suggested 

that there is the need for more explanation and understanding of ‘sustainability’ in 

the context of estate management: 

“[...] you’ll notice that I’ve not used the word ‘sustainable’ at all, and I wouldn’t, because I 
don’t understand what it means.  It’s used all over the place by people who also, I think, do 
not understand it at all [...]” [panellist3: estate management professional with external 
advisory roles] 

“I guess, being slightly cynical [...] the trouble with all this [...] is that you get a buzz word 
that comes in so, you know, there’s acid rain and carbon and climate change and then 
there’s sustainability.” [panellist12: land management advisor with NGO remit] 

Nine panellists explicitly pointed out that it is difficult to make sustainability a 

widely applicable, measurable and practical objective in the context of estate 

management because there is a wide range of personal values and objectives 

among estate managers and owners. 

 
“There being no definitive definition of sustainability, it’s really what you want to make of 
it – and one person’s sustainability is another person’s unsustainability.  In other words, a 
particular owner might want to facilitate the ecological element of their estate [...].  
Conversely, another owner might take a completely different view.” [panellist 16: 
sustainability professional with upland management advisory experience] 

“You know, my view of sustainable development might be different from a neighbouring 
estate’s view of sustainable development.  But, equally, either of them may be valid – it 
depends on which context you take it in...of what spin you put on it.” [panellist19: estate 
manager with experience on several estates] 

“It is always difficult [...] with what is a fluffy concept...trying to turn it into something that 
is tangible and measurable.  I think everyone talks grandly about ‘sustainable estate 
management’ grandly but then someone like you comes along and says ‘define what you 
mean’.  No matter who you ask, everyone is going to come up with a different view.” 
[panellist18: upland management professional with agency experience] 

 

Nearly all panellists explicitly pointed out or suggested that ‘sustainability’ means 

that estate management should be well-balanced in terms of economic, social and 

environmental aspects in practice, with the combination of these aspects 

developed or maintained by estate managers being essential: 

 
“[...] we find it to work on the basis of it being a three-legged stool.  You need 
environmental sustainability, economic sustainability and social sustainability.  And in the 
absence of any of those, the stool falls over.  It must have those three elements.” 
[panellist10: rural sustainable development professional with conservation advisory 
experience] 
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“So, as we’re going through the SRDP [...] we are determined to try and make this 
economically possible, socially possible, and certainly environmentally required 
throughout the whole area.” [panellist3: estate management professional with external 
advisory roles] 

However, one panellist argued that there is much more of a need to focus on the 

environment than the economic and social aspects, because it is unacceptable to 

degrade the environment in the pursuit of social and/or economic sustainability.   

“[...] the number of times I’ve heard: ‘it’s not just about the environment, you know; we 
have to be sustainable – economically sustainable, socially sustainable’, which basically 
means that it’s an excuse to be environmentally unsustainable.” [panellist11: conservation 
policy-maker] 

Similarly, three panellists believed that environmental sustainability is imperative 

for facilitating progress in terms of social and economic sustainability.  In these 

cases, the environment was perceived as effectively underpinning the other 

aspects of sustainability. 

“Well, for me, it’s just about ensuring that you can continue to achieve what you want from 
the land in ways that don’t degrade the land or reduce the options of future generations to 
achieve what they want to achieve.” [panellist16: sustainability professional with upland 
management advisory experience] 

“[...] one of the major issues there would be the soils.  We have no idea what we’re doing to 
our soils.  So, for me, there is that bottom line of sustainability [...].” [panellist17: estate 
management professional and land agent] 

 

Conversely, three panellists argued that economic aspects of management 

underpin the environmental and social aspects as financial stability underpins the 

estate management’s capacity to manage the land in a sustainable manner.  

“Money is a major barrier [...] because an awful lot of estates don’t actually make money.  
So, if you want, first of all, you’ve either got to have somebody who’s got funding from 
elsewhere or a philanthropic towards what they want to do on their estate who can 
continue to fund [it].” [panellist9: agricultural consultant with international experience] 

“Sustainability in my side of things means making ourselves financially independent...able 
to carry on [...] sustainability in the land management sense is a different thing but I think 
the two are linked.” [panellist6: estate manager with community-owned estate 
management experience] 

“[...] I think most private estates will inevitably latch onto the financial aspect because, to 
my mind, a lot of what flows from any sustainable development that mankind does...it 
always revolves around finance.” [panellist19: estate manager with experience on several 
estates] 

However, two panellists raised concerns about focussing on any one aspect in too 

much detail: 
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“My perception is that the more ecocentric definition of sustainability tends to 
underemphasise the complex interlinkages between the economic, social and 
environmental components of sustainability.” [panellist14: academic with upland 
management and sustainability expertise] 

 “And if you wander round with your blinkers on [...] it doesn’t work.  It’s certainly not 
sustainable because you’re only focussing on management for one particular species or 
one particular thing.  The wheels come off that sort of approach very quickly.” [panellist18: 
upland management professional with agency experience]  

 
Two others warned of the dangers associated with an anthropocentric view and 

the potentially rigid nature of a three-pillared approach which could put a limit on 

opportunities for innovation:  

 “[...] I don’t like the word ‘tripartite’ in this context...or even ‘pillars’...it tends to be too 
rigid.  So we [...] want to loosen it up a bit so that it naturally encourages innovation or a 
different way of looking at our resources [...] in order that they be done sustainably.” 
[panellist4: rural sustainability consultant] 

“[I am] moving away from a weak concept of sustainability where you have social, 
economic and environmental, towards a much stronger understanding where there is 
recognition that there are many issues which translate across more than one of those 
different pillars [...].” [panellist15: academic with sustainable land use and international 
expertise] 

 

There was a general feeling among panellists that there is no one definition of 

sustainability in this context; it is instead a direction/process determined by 

personal views, rather than a widely-agreed end point: 

“I think we can complicate it enormously...and academics love to!  And I don’t think that’s 
helpful – it’s only ever a direction rather than a destination.” [panellist16: sustainability 
professional with upland management advisory experience] 

However, one panellist suggested: 

“[...] actually you can just have one definition but you need to have a definition that is 
context-specific and you have to allow for different perspectives.” [panellist15: academic 
with sustainable land use and international expertise] 

 
In terms of sustainability principles, there was some consensus that management 

should demonstrate the following (the number of panellists mentioning each point 

is denoted in square brackets): protecting and enhancing natural capital [14]; 

acting for the long-term [14]; impacting positively on the interests of people in the 

local and wider community [9]; working collaboratively (in partnerships) [9], and 

employing the precautionary principle [3]. 
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Seven panellists felt that there are emerging opportunities associated with 

sustainability and a need to move away from the ‘status quo’ to develop estate 

businesses and management practices that are more diverse and robust in times of 

change. 

“...it is about possibilities...about taking off the blinkers and thinking about things in a 
different way.” [panellist4: rural sustainability consultant]. 

“...being sustainable means that you’ve got to keep up to date with the latest things in 
agriculture, forestry, tourism, business generally and just look around for good new 
ventures.” [panellist13: estate owner and local councillor] 

Four panellists also suggested that estates need to adapt their businesses in the 

long-term on the understanding that there will be changes; those estates that are 

not open to change and opportunity are less likely to be sustainable. 

“[...] having networks that can respond, having a diversity of livelihood opportunities, 
having a diversity of conservation strategies, so that as climate changes and as population 
changes [...] you can compensate for that in other ways.” [panellist15: academic with 
sustainable land use and international expertise] 

“...really we’re in a changing environment here and therefore anybody should accept that 
they may have to adapt what they’re doing if they want it to be sustainable in the long-
term.  To hope that you can keep everything just the same won’t work.” [panellist9: 
agricultural consultant with international experience] 

6.3.2 Suggesting sustainable management objectives and management strategies 

In order to identify and develop suitable sustainability indicators for upland estate 

management, panellists were asked, where possible, to specify sustainability goals 

and suggest practical management strategies for achieving them.  Table 6.3.1 

presents the strategies that were suggested in more detail. 
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Table 6.3.1: Summary of management strategies suggested by panellists in the first round.  NB. 
The frequency of discussing each strategy is not included as not all panellists discussed each one.  
Direct quotes illustrate each objective and strategies are also identified directly from interview 

transcripts. 

 

Sustainability 
objective [and 

rationale] 

Panellists’ comments about each 
objective (selection) 

Suggested management strategies for 
achieving the objective 

Diversified 
business 
 
[to improve 
financial 
stability and 
viability] 
 

 “I think that [...] you have to have two or 
three markets for each element and each 
element’s got to [...] wash its face at least” 
[panellist5] 

“...you also need to have a range of assets 
that can produce income [to] enable you to 
manage the land...” [panellist6] 

“[...] to stimulate diversity in economic, 
environmental and social terms is very often 
a good thing” [panellist16] 

 Encourage diversity in order to 
generate income; 

 Add value to estate 
businesses/products; 

 Encourage innovative enterprises: 
consider all elements of the estate and 
see where other ventures could be of 
benefit (either in terms of public goods 
or in the local community); 

 Keep up to date and aware of 
possibilities for new ventures. 

Effective 
partnerships 
 
[to tackle upland 
management 
issues in a 
joined-up 
manner] 

“[...] it’s really what land managers can 
achieve, not just on their own holdings but 
as collaborators across [...] the region” 
[panellist4] 

“...if you’ve got three or four people with a 
common objective, it’s so much easier to get 
things done” [panellist5] 

 Build partnerships with the local 
community, NGOs and associated 
volunteer groups (maintain paths, 
biodiversity, deer management, etc.); 

 Work closely with local councils and 
agencies is order to increase mutual 
understanding; 

 Share ideas for good practice. 

Financial 
stability 
 
[to avoid social 
problems and 
environmental 
degradation] 

“...if the people who own an area of ground 
can make it pay [...] then that is a good way 
to starting the process and maintaining a 
sustainable development on that area” 
[panellist19] 

“...if they can’t make any money, can’t make 
ends meet, what do they do?” [panellist7] 

 Maximise environmental benefit so as to 
bring in funding; 

 Reduce/stop investment in non-viable 
businesses;  

 Invest in renewable energy 
developments (which may also increase 
employment); 

 Strive for year-round, weather-proofed 
business ventures, where possible. 

Increased 
employment 
 
[to improve 
rural livelihoods 
and economies] 

“...there’s also a sense that estates should 
have some livelihood support [...] so that 
includes employment” [panellist15] 

“There are lots of ways you can generate 
employment on an estate” [panellist16] 

 Provide a diverse range of stable jobs; 
 Developing non-traditional estate 

management (e.g. tourism ventures) to 
increase employment on the estate; 

 Create jobs indirectly for sub-
contractors among local people. 

Integrated 
management 
 
[balanced 
management 
objectives] 

“I’m looking for joined-up management 
which is looking at the whole picture [and] 
not actually managing one thing for the 
detriment of another” [panellist18] 

“I think integration is a key thing for 
sustainable land management” [panellist4] 

 Balance management objectives to 
deliver public and private goods; 

 Encourage more leadership in 
developing the ‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ for 
estates; 

 Highlight examples of good practice so 
other estates can learn from them.  
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Sustainability 
objective [and 

rationale] 

Panellists’ comments about each 
objective (selection) 

Suggested management strategies for 
achieving the objective 

Long-term 
management 
objectives 
 
[short-term 
thinking does 
not encourage 
long-term 
sustainability] 

“It’s got to be balanced and it’s got to be not 
looking for short term gain but looking for 
the longer term future” [panellist18] 

“...what’s sustainable in the short term may 
not be sustainable in the long term [...] 
unless we work on a long-term basis, we can 
get ourselves into all sorts of problems” 
[panellist19] 

 Plan and manage on a long-term basis; 
 Have formal, clear (and multiple) 

objectives for all angles of 
environmental, social and economic 
activity; 

 Have a long-term, strategic 
development plan; 

 Long-term monitoring to establish 
baselines and monitor trends. 

Mitigate 
climate change 
 
[upland estates 
are an important 
carbon store] 

“...one of the biggest drivers in here is 
climate change” [panellist3] 

“...you can measure sustainability through 
energy use and so on.  I think that buildings 
are probably quite straightforward and a 
lot’s been done” [panellist1] 

 Recognise the carbon storage potential 
of the estate and market it as a carbon 
store (e.g. creating new areas of 
woodland); 

 Invest in sustainable building design 
and renewable energy for buildings, 
biomass heating systems, etc. 

Reduced 
management 
conflicts 
 
[positive 
dialogue leads to 
positive 
outcomes] 

“...the perfect situation would be 
management that doesn’t create conflict” 
[panellist2] 

“Sustainability is really about levels of 
tolerance [...] and where you take this 
approach [...] then you reduce the potential 
for conflict” [panellist4] 

 Improving dialogue to solve problems 
and understand those that can’t be 
solved; 

 More inclusive, simple decision-making 
processes; 

 Appreciation and awareness of local 
ecological knowledge and different 
perceptions. 

Restore and 
enhance 
ecological 
functionality 
 
[vital for long-
term 
environmental 
sustainability] 

“The other one is this huge fall in 
biodiversity which is not very well reported” 
[panellist7] 

“...a key element would focus on designated 
sites and having them in favourable 
condition [...] both at the political side and 
at the environmental side, obviously” 
[panellist2] 

“estates [...] should embrace [...] nature 
conservation policies that the government, 
on behalf of society at large, has given us” 
[panellist11] 

 Adopt appropriate nature conservation 
policies and embrace wider countryside 
opportunities and agri-environment 
schemes; 

 Ensure designated sites are in 
favourable condition; 

 Increase naturalness (e.g. create new 
habitats); 

 Bring back agricultural grazing to 
encourage farm wildlife and ground-
nesting birds; 

 Expand areas of woodland. 

Sustainable 
deer levels 
 
[overgrazing 
continues to be a 
major concern in 
upland areas] 

“[...] in some areas deer management isn’t 
sustainable in terms of habitat impacts” 
[panellist12] 

 “Perfection would be everyone happy with 
the number of deer in their locality, so that 
they are able to achieve all of their 
objectives” [panellist2] 

 Monitor browsing levels and adjust deer 
management accordingly; 

 Take part in collaborative deer 
management. 

Sustainable 
communities 
 
[important for  
maintaining the 
socio-economic 
structure of 
rural areas] 

“...we’ve been very bad in the past [...] at 
consulting, informing [...].  It’s the one rotten 
apple which is the one the press talk about” 
[panellist5] 

“[...] the more you involve the community, 
the more they actually take an interest and 
care for land that’s out there” [panellist6] 

 Release land, maintain village halls, 
develop allotments, etc.; 

 Consult the local community on 
management and development plans; 

 Involve the local community in land 
management; 

 Play a more active role in housing 
provision. 
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Sustainability 
objective [and 

rationale] 

Panellists’ comments about each 
objective (selection) 

Suggested management strategies for 
achieving the objective 

Well-managed 
access 
 
[there are health 
and spiritual 
benefits of 
upland 
recreation] 

“[...] an important element of estates is 
visitor management [...] access and 
removing a lot of the old tracks” [panellist1] 

“ [an] interesting aspect of sustainability [...] 
is the role they play for visitors for 
recreation [...] that’s increasingly becoming 
part of the portfolio for livelihood 
opportunities” [panellist15] 

 Promote access, environment and 
outdoor recreation; 

 Make improvements in popular areas: 
maintain paths, remove old tracks, ease 
access and consider cycle routes, etc.; 

 Provide environmental education to 
increase visitor appreciation and 
understanding. 

Well-managed 
landscape and 
cultural 
heritage 
 
[landscape and 
cultural heritage 
are valued] 

“[...] the heritage [...] is not just about 
wildlife and biodiversity [...] it’s very much 
about these intangible aspects of landscape 
[which] is very subjective” [panellist10] 

“So it’s wider than the natural 
environment...it’s the whole cultural 
heritage of the place that’s important too” 
[panellist6] 

 Visual impacts on the landscape need to 
be well-managed (e.g. heather burning, 
tree planting, bracken control, etc.); 

 Seek funding for maintaining cultural 
heritage. 

Well-managed 
public goods 
 
[management 
affects the 
provision of 
public goods] 

“It’s really only local communities of land 
managers that can deliver this kind of 
integrated, multifunctional product which is 
food, timber, landscape, public goods...” 
[panellist4] 

 Maintain areas of peatland and halt 
erosion; 

 Improve monitoring of soil condition; 
 Improve riparian zones and manage 

catchments to mitigate flooding. 

Well-managed 
wild land 
 
[gives people a 
wilderness 
experience and 
education for 
sustainability] 

“...there are definitely economic benefits of 
wild land but there’s also access and health 
benefits for the people accessing the 
countryside” [panellist12] 

“It’s really getting the message [across 
about] how sensible management has such 
an important part to play in what a lot of 
people tend to perceive as wilderness” 
[panellist19] 

 Open up wild areas (links to access 
management); 

 Investigate opportunities for restoring 
semi-natural and natural habitats and 
species. 

 

6.3.3 Exploring enabling and constraining factors 

In order to place estate management in the context of wider societal debate (as 

suggested in Table 6.2.1), each panellist was asked to identify factors that they 

thought would enable or constrain estate managers to make progress towards 

implementing sustainable management strategies.  These factors are summarised 

below. 

 

Four panellists made positive comments about the UK and Scotland sustainable 

development strategies and their broad principles, suggesting that national 

sustainability policy would enable progress in the land management sector: 
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“Yes, the UK Shared Framework and the Scottish equivalent [...] I’ve felt for a while that this 
is pretty good stuff.  Living within environmental limits, strong and just society, 
sustainable economy, good governance and using sound science.  I mean, you can’t argue 
with much of that.” [panellist10: rural sustainable development professional with 
conservation advisory experience]. 

However, a number of negative comments were made about the Scottish 

Government’s ‘sustainable economic growth’ policy; five panellists criticised this 

policy for not taking the balanced approach advocated by the United Nations 

definitions, instead focussing on economic aspects.  There were also concerns that 

‘sustainable’ language is being misused, which can be counter-productive when 

trying to encourage more sustainable approaches: 

“But sustainable economic growth has nothing to do with sustainability as we might be 
trying to understand it because that is simply saying that we will keep growth going on at 
the same rate.  I mean, that’s got nothing to do with sustainability.  So that is total misuse 
and misunderstanding of the language.” [panellist17: estate management professional]. 

 

Changes in policy terminology were also noted by three panellists, particularly the 

focus on ‘land use’.  There were some expectations expressed by two members of 

the panel that laws related to land use will change and continue to become more 

holistic in nature.  One panellist commented that the current Scottish Government 

seems open to discussing rural land management issues: 

“[...] they’ve been quite supportive actually...so it’s quite an interesting time.” [panellist4: 
rural sustainability consultant] 

 

An oft-cited concern by nine panellists was that cultural issues or mindsets in the 

landowning and managing community in Scotland hinder any progress towards 

sustainability.  This would be a constraining factor to realising the potential 

opportunities that sustainability can bring (and the need to take innovative, 

progressive management approaches in order to reap the benefits): 

“My initial reaction is to say that [...] the intractable issues here are not the scientific or the 
intellectual or even the concept of sustainability as much as the clash of cultures.” 
[panellist16: sustainability professional with upland management advisory experience] 

“It’s a very, very difficult task actually – it’s changing a mindset that unfortunately has been 
there for years.” [panellist5: estate owner and manager, member of representative body] 
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Another panellist argued that funding was not a major constraint (see Table 6.3.2 

with regard to comments made about funding) and reiterated the importance of 

mindsets: 

“I don’t think it’s funding [...].  Sometimes there may be funding constraints around specific 
concerns.  I think it’s a mindset definitely.  I think if you have the right mindset with the 
same kind of funding you can make very big differences.” [panellist15: academic with 
sustainable land use and international expertise] 

 

On the other hand, a couple of panellists suggested that a positive cultural shift in 

attitudes is taking place, with some frustration expressed by one panellist at the 

negative image associated with private landownership: 

“I’m sure the old image of a landowner is with a shotgun in one hand and a glass of port in 
the other, but that is totally untrue.  We’re all professionally qualified people [...] and to run 
a landed property you’ve got to be properly qualified in order to do things right.” 
[panellist13: estate owner and local councillor] 

“...as the generations pass and the old fuddy-duddies die off, they’ll be replaced by more 
enlightened [people] who are encouraged by fresh initiatives like yours [and] think 
differently about [...] how they achieve a more fulfilling mix, actually, of objectives.” 
[panellist16: sustainability professional with upland management advisory experience] 

It was also suggested by a couple of panellists that traditional rural estate 

owners/managers and farmers are not very good at communicating with one 

another, which may hinder partnership working: 

“The issue of landed business people keeping their cards too close to their chests is a 
serious constraint.  Because they’re private businesses with ownership of land, it means 
that their horizons are ‘this is my land, what can I do with it?’  They don’t look for 
partners.” [panellist5: estate owner and manager, member of representative body] 

“I’m sure that one of the things that would come across from any objective analysis would 
be that people should work together.  But again, that’s a clash with existing attitudes in 
many ways and in many cases.” [panellist16: sustainability professional with upland 
management advisory experience] 

 

Several other constraints to achieving sustainability goals and implementing the 

strategies suggested in Table 6.3.1 were identified by the panellists.  These are 

listed and illustrated in Table 6.3.2.  Numbers in square brackets show the number 

of panellists that suggested each constraint. 



 

113 

 

Table 6.3.2: Other constraints suggested by panellists (numbers in square brackets show the 
number of panellists suggesting each constraint) 

 

Constraints to 
sustainability 

goals 
Comments Example quote(s) 

 The structure, 
design and 
content of the 
SRDP (Scottish 
Rural 
Development 
Programme) [5] 

Although there was a 
general feeling that 
the holistic approach 
of the SRDP was 
admirable, there 
were concerns 
expressed by 
panellists with 
regard to how 
effective this funding 
programme is in 
practice. 

“The SRDP, which has amazingly good objectives, is never 
going to achieve those objectives because there isn’t the 
funding to enable [it]...I mean, we can’t prove it yet 
because farmers and landowners are only just putting in 
their [applications] [...] there is a demand among farmers 
and landowners to do the right thing but government 
just isn’t stepping up to the plate and encouraging it.” 
[panellist11: conservation policy maker] 

“...there’s no leadership in actually developing the [...] 
‘doing’ of it [integrated management] [...] they SRDP...in 
probably a very ham fist way...is trying to achieve that in 
its diverse approach to accessing funds [...] but I’m not 
terribly sure that in practice it can achieve an integrated 
approach to sustainable land management.” [panellist4: 
rural sustainability consultant] 

 It is difficult for 
estates to benefit 
directly from the 
revenue streams 
associated with 
several activities 
(e.g. access 
management) 
[10]  

Therefore, there is a 
reliance on the 
individual 
preferences and 
conscience of the 
landowner to 
manage public goods 
in a sustainable 
manner (and this 
links back to 
comments made 
about cultural issues 
and mindsets). 
 

“The estate has fully embraced the fact that there needs 
to be regeneration of this particular habitat type in that 
area and they’ve gone into that wholeheartedly.  But the 
fact is that it’s finding it difficult to tap into that because 
a lot of the benefits that accrue from the specialness, if 
you like, and the sustainable development of these sites, 
are to members of the public who are accessing those 
sites in a way that the estate can’t actually tap into 
revenue streams.” [panellist19: estate manager with 
experience on several estates] 

“Yes, and if you’ve got a lot of people tramping over your 
moor it’s hard to be welcoming when nobody’s paying for 
it.” [panellist7: agricultural economics consultant] 

 There is little 
financial 
incentive for the 
management of 
sites that are not 
designated [2] 

Delivering 
conservation 
management on 
these sites relies on 
the preferences and 
conscience of the 
landowner. 

“...and if we don’t have [designated sites] we should 
actually embrace the sort of wider countryside 
opportunities to create the best we can through things 
like agri-environment.” [panellist11: conservation policy 
maker] 

 A lack of  
understanding 
and recognition 
of the value of 
the services that 
estates deliver to 
society as public 
goods [4] 

 

If a management 
activity is purely for 
environmental 
reasons, there is a 
strong case for 
government funding 
to support it because 
it produces a benefit 
to society. 

“...public goods for public money [...] should be a 
fundamental principle of any public policy involving 
spending public money.  And if this person over here is 
doing sustainable work [...] then that person is actually 
giving public goods to the taxpayer for nothing [...] it’s 
very important for us to understand and for them to 
understand [...] the value of the services they deliver.” 
[panellist8: government policy maker] 

 Estates have a 
complex 
economic model 
[4] 

Many private estates 
run at a loss and the 
financial resources 
available to estates 
can vary greatly. 

“...the trend has been to look at alternatives such as 
letting cottages [...] bed and breakfasts...and selling off 
property...you’re in effect reducing your asset base...[it’s] 
been a way of supporting what has been a non-profit 
making enterprise really.” [panellist9: agricultural 
consultant with international experience] 

“NGOs don’t have inheritance tax staring at them down 
the barrel of a gun but every change in ownership stands 
to capital gains tax...” [panellist13: estate owner and 
local councillor] 



 

114 

 

Constraints to 
sustainability 

goals 
Comments Example quote(s) 

 

 Some owners are 
insusceptible to 
financial 
incentives [2] 

This is because many 
owners are prepared 
to run their estate at 
a financial loss. 

“Most of them run at a loss as you know [...] it’s 
insusceptible to rational argument [...].  People are 
coming at the ownership and running of these estates as 
a public asset in ways that simply are impervious to 
financial incentives or to the views of others or anything 
else.” [panellist16: sustainability professional with 
upland management advisory experience] 

 Geographical 
limitations [7] 

Geographical 
conditions play a 
role in determining 
what is ‘sustainable’. 

“I think that is going to be a challenge in terms of 
anything like this [...] because the conditions, the factors, 
the things that determine it, are very different in 
different parts of the country.  Or even over the hill in the 
same part of the country.” [panellist18: upland 
management professional with agency experience] 

“...an[y] estate [is] subject to the same pressures in the 
same geographical location.  They cannot magically 
invent huge numbers of tourists [...].  The imaginative 
thing is capitalising on what you have.” [panellist10: 
rural sustainability consultant with conservation 
advisory experience] 

 Sport shooting 
presents a 
challenge for 
sustainable 
management [5] 

There were concerns 
about the increased 
effort and cost 
associated with 
operating a grouse 
moor and recent 
increases in 
numbers of birds of 
prey, illegal predator 
control, etc.. 

“...the amount of effort is increasing year on year and the 
tactics required to achieve that objective are getting 
measurably more extreme.  Therefore, is that achievable 
in the long-term and is it sustainable? [...] There’s 
growing doubt in my mind.  They’re having to do more 
burning, more disease control, probably more illegal 
predator control, as well as dealing with a wider range of 
issues like ticks.” [panellist2: estate management 
professional with agency experience] 

“...sustainability, I would say, from an environmental 
point of view, is a compromise really between the people 
who are single-mindedly following a path in one 
particular direction and those who are going in the other 
direction.  I think there’s got to be a meeting of the ways.” 
[panellist9: agricultural consultant with international 
experience] 

 Planners do not 
fully understand 
the issues in 
remote, rural 
areas [4] 

There is a lack of 
ambition and 
understanding 
among planners 
when considering 
development in rural 
areas. 

“So, dealing with the planning regime...and I don’t like 
beating the planners up because...I mean, I actually find 
them very helpful generally...if you go and ask them or 
talk to them about things.  But they do not want to take 
the risk and...I’m not talking about giving somebody 
permission to put a house in the middle of a big green 
field but they’re just so un-ambitious.” [panellist5: estate 
owner and manager, member of representative body] 

6.3.4 Panel reflections on the process 

At the outset of the Delphi process, there was a general feeling among panellists 

that this research was worthwhile for a range of reasons.  During the interviews, 

each panellist was asked to reflect on the research process in order to ensure they 

had understood the next steps and to clarify that they had ownership over the 

evolution of the stages (see Table 6.2.1).  This also provided insight into their 
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reactions to the process and outcomes, and allowed participant motivation to be 

increased through the detailed discussion of ideas and concerns.  Table 6.3.3 

summarises comments that were made by the panellists under seven headings: 

potential benefits of the research process; concerns about the process; potential 

benefits of the research outcomes; concerns about the research outcomes; 

relevance of the research; suggestions for improvement, and their desired 

outcomes. 

Areas of 
discussion 

Points made by panellists 

Potential 
benefits of the 
research 
process 

 Raises issues that we should be thinking about; 
 Allows us to learn from other people’s experiences; 
 Creates common ground for ideas; 
 Allows a free-flow of ideas and conversation. 

Concerns 
about the 
process  

 It will be hard to draw-down goals that match everyone’s diverse 
objectives; 

 Estates might want to select their own indicators. 
Potential 
benefits of the 
research 
outcomes 

 Identifies different solutions and ways of getting people involved; 
 Indicators/assessment criteria are good to use with estate 

management professionals as they are “functional and practically 
minded”; 

 Provides ideas for estates for how they could “manage 
sustainability”. 

Concerns 
about the 
research 
outcomes 

 Indicators “don’t take account of diversity”; 
 Concern about how different criteria would be weighted; 
 The broad nature of indicators may “render them meaningless”; 
 The outcomes need to be “pragmatic and concrete, not just 

academic”. 
Relevance of 
the research 

 The topic is more “on the agenda” than it used to be; 
 Lots of people are talking about sustainability but “we don’t seem to 

be able to get down to what it means”; 
 The research fits in with other work going on about sustainable 

upland management. 
Suggestions 
for 
improvements 

 Indicators may be needed “for each area of estate management”; 
 Implement criteria on a range of estates, not just NGO-owned 

estates; 
 Extend the process to “monitor criteria and criteria results”. 

Desired 
outcomes 

 “Nailing down” what to measure; 
 Identifying the “mechanisms for connecting good management of 

estates to public policy processes”; 
 Understanding how public policy “can help estates to achieve the 

wider aims of sustainability”; 
 Improving estate management standards. 

Table 6.3.3: A selection of panel comments about the research process and planned outcomes 
(enhances understanding and management of expectations) 

 

Several panellists made positive comments about the research process, 

particularly with regard to its anonymous nature and its proposed evolution over 

a series of stages.  For example, one panellist commented: 
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 “In terms of getting a benefit from your project, I think you’ve potentially got it set up 
where you make it all anonymous and then feedback people’s ideas across panel members.  
I think that’s potentially very stimulating for our thinking.” [panellist2: estate management 
professional with agency experience] 

 
It was also very encouraging to sense from several panellists that they were 

pleased to be involved in the research and had high expectations of what the 

process would deliver: 

“I’m really chuffed that you’ve asked me to be involved in this and I’m very, very happy to 
help in whatever way I can.” [panellist4: rural sustainability consultant] 
 
“You’ve got to actually have something that is going to stimulate those people who really 
are living in the past.  You’ve got to actually have something that you can hold up and say 
‘look, this really works and I can show you how it works’.” [panellist5: estate owner and 
manager, member of representative body] 

 
 

This part of the interview also gave panellists the chance to air any fears or 

concerns that they had about the research process/outcomes.  There was concern 

around the notion of developing indicators for sustainable estate management and 

some scepticism with regard to whether this was an achievable, realistic aim: 

 “I think you’re looking for the Holy Grail.  It’s a difficult one.  It’s how you draw that down 
to the answers that you need for a particular sector [...].  I’m not sure you can get one set of 
sustainable development criteria that meets everybody’s needs.  But it’s certainly top 
marks for trying.” [panellist19: estate manager with experience on several estates] 

“[...] there is nothing wrong in people’s views being taken into account in decision-making 
but what you can’t do is ask people what you think is sustainable [...].  Either something is 
sustainable or it isn’t.” [panellist11: conservation policy maker] 

These comments suggested at this early stage that an anonymous, iterative forum 

such as this could provide a productive arena for discussing and developing ideas.  

This allowed the researcher to take steps to manage the expectations of panellists 

throughout the course of the process.  The evolution of panellists’ thoughts and 

ideas with regard to the research process will be documented over the course of 

the next chapters (Chapters 7-10) in order to analyse the effectiveness of this 

Delphi process in managing participant expectations and maintaining/increasing 

motivation to take part. 

6.4 Summary 

This chapter presented and analysed the results of the first round of the 

Sustainable Estates Delphi process.  It was evident that there is much confusion 

and a lack of clarity surrounding the meaning of ‘sustainability’ in the context of 
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upland estate management.  An underlying sense of cynicism and caution was 

assigned to the term; several respondents felt that it is often used inaccurately or 

in a manner that is too laden with personal values.  Similarly, it was deemed very 

difficult to make ‘sustainability’ widely accepted, applied and measured in 

practice, due to the wide variety of ownership types and management objectives 

evident on estates.  However, several respondents identified a need to ‘balance’ 

estate management objectives across the three dimensions of economic, 

environmental and social sustainability, and there was some debate with regard to 

which, if any, of these dimensions should take priority.  Additionally, several 

constructive suggestions implied that envisioning sustainability as a process 

rather than a goal would aid discussion and implementation, as well as recognise 

the importance of adapting  management objectives in order to be able to react to 

internal and external changes. 

 

Fifteen sustainability objectives were identified in this round, and numerous 

suggestions of management strategies for reaching these objectives were made.  

Sustainability objectives covered a range of economic, environmental and social 

aspects of estate management and demonstrated a ‘problem-oriented’ approach 

where each objective was linked to current issues or drivers.  For example, 

management conflicts were often seen by panellists as a negative outcome of 

management decisions and actions, therefore a reduction in conflict could be 

achieved by implementing strategies that would enhance positive dialogue and 

mutual understanding.  Similarly, diversification of the estate business was 

proposed as an objective for tackling issues surrounding financial stability and 

viability.  In this regard, encouraging innovation and increasing awareness of 

possible ventures were two suggestions made for achieving this objective. 

 

An exploration of enabling and constraining factors affecting sustainable 

management revealed concerns surrounding the ‘mindset’ of estate owners and 

managers.  Cultural attitudes and personal values were seen to play a large role in 

restricting or facilitating the realisation of opportunities associated with 

sustainability, and poor communication among the landowning and managing 

community was seen to hinder partnership working.  Other constraints included: 
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the content and design of public funding schemes for upland areas; the lack of 

acknowledgement (financial and otherwise) given to land managers for the 

provision of a raft of public goods and ecosystem services generated by upland 

management; geographical limitations, and lack of susceptibility to financial 

incentives. 
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CHAPTER 7 – ROUND TWO: DEVELOPING PRACTICAL 

MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES 

7.1 Introduction 

Based on the findings of Chapter 6, this chapter discusses the design, structure and 

content of the second round of the Sustainable Estates Delphi process (‘Developing 

practical management strategies’).  The results of this round are presented and the 

results of the first two rounds are discussed.  This discussion provides a sound 

underpinning for the evolution of the next round, which is the focus of Chapter 8.  

 

 

Figure 7.1.1: Diagram of the focus of Chapter 7 
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7.2 Round Two design, structure and content 

The second round of the process invited the panellists to reflect and comment on 

the findings of Round One and refine their ideas in light of the results.  The 

overarching aims of this round were: 

 to give panellists the opportunity to reflect on results of the first round; 

 to invite panellists to comment on the views and ideas of other panellists; 

and 

 to develop a more refined, coherent and accountable set of sustainability 

objectives and management strategies. 

The deliberative nature of this stage enabled the researcher to understand areas of 

agreement and disagreement in more detail, highlighting any areas that would 

require more discussion.  This ensured that a sound, rational basis was established 

prior to selecting indicators in subsequent stages.  

 

The second round was conducted using a combined feedback and questionnaire 

document (see Appendix E).  Recognising the importance of feeding back the 

results of each round to the panellists, this format would allow ideas to evolve 

iteratively and invite creativity by widening the panellists’ knowledge and ideas.  

Figure 7.2.1 gives a schematic overview of the main themes that were identified in 

the results of Round One that needed further discussion.  Prior to the design of the 

questionnaire document, questions were identified that would allow these themes 

to be covered in more detail.   
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Figure 7.2.1: Schematic of the content that needed to be explored in Round Two (based on results 
of Round One) 

 

In the first part of Round Two, the main themes related to panellists’ sustainability 

perceptions elicited from Round One (see Section 6.3.1) were presented and 

illustrated with quotes.  Panellists were invited to comment (in an open-ended 

format) by restating their ideas, making further suggestions, or challenging any of 

the points made.  This allowed an ‘anonymous conversation’ to be structured 

around the series of quotes; and personalised the process.  The results of Round 

One showed that panellists were struggling to define sustainability in the context 

of upland estate management.  However, all panellists expanded on their 

sustainability perceptions and values and gave a contextual definition, based on 

their own personal experiences.  There were differences of opinion in terms of 

whether sustainability should encompass a ‘balanced approach’ (giving equal 

importance to environmental, social and economic aspects) or recognise that one 

aspect will underpin the other two (either the environment or the economy were 

deemed to provide a basis for the other aspects).  Table 7.2.1 provides more detail 

about the themes presented for Question 1 and justifies their inclusion by the 
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researcher (with input from the supervisory team overseeing the research).  This 

pays attention to the role of the researcher in “framing the question” (McCool and 

Stankey 2004: 302), which will be the subject of later discussion (see Chapter 11). 

Themes for more 
discussion 

Observations Rationale for inclusion in 
Round Two 

Format of 
question 

Problems with 
defining 
sustainability 

There was some 
scepticism with regard to 
the term ‘sustainability’; 
this will need resolution 
or more understanding if 
the process is to continue 
constructively 

Spending as much time as 
possible exploring sustainability 
perceptions as a basis for SI 
selection a,b 

 

It is important that stakeholders 
reach a consensus on the 
definitions and principles of 
sustainability that are used in the 
development of SIs c 

 

Attempt to produce potential 
solutions d 

Open-ended 
(allows free 
expansion 
and 
expression of 
ideas on 
their own 
terms) g 

Disagreement 
around taking a 
balanced 
approach or 
focussing on one 
element (e.g. the 
environment) 

There was a difference of 
opinion regarding 
sustainability priorities 
(regarding the ‘pillars’); 
more discussion needed 
to seek mutually 
acceptable solutions 

Opportunities for 
change and 
adaptation 

This avenue of discussion 
was followed but not 
contextualised in much 
detail 

Stimulating a learning process 
and the exploration of ideas e 

Public 
sustainability 
policy 

The negative comments 
associated with public 
sustainability policy may 
explain scepticism 
associated with 
definitions; need to 
cross-check reactions  

Ongoing self-critique and self-
appraisal f 
 

(a) Rasul & Thapa 2004 (b) Yli-Viikari 2009 (c) Mitchell et al. 1995 (d) Briedenhann and Butts 2006 (e) Reed 
et al. 2006 (f) Koch and Harrington 1998 (g) Schoenberger 1991 

Table 7.2.1: Justification for the selection and presentation of material that leads to Question 1. 

 

Sustainability objectives and practical management strategies were identified by 

the panel in Round One and presented in Table 6.3.1.  In order to allow panellists 

to reflect on the objectives suggested by others and comment on them, a similar 

version of Table 6.3.1 was presented to the panel in the Round Two document (see 

Appendix E).  Each sustainability objective was set out with a summary of 

panellists’ rationales for suggesting it and a bulleted list of practical management 

strategies that could be implemented in order to achieve each objective.  Figure 

7.2.2 shows an excerpt of two sustainability objectives and corresponding 

management strategies presented in the document: ‘long-term management 

objectives’ and ‘restore and enhance ecological functionality’.  This format allowed 

the panellists to see conceptual arguments and empirical suggestions linked, 
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providing a practical context for each objective (as suggested by Ioris et al. 2008 to 

translate sustainability goals into practical approaches). 

 

Figure 7.2.2: Excerpts of the sustainability objectives and management strategies table presented 
to panellists in Round Two (see Appendix E for the whole document) 

 

Although it has been argued that experts prefer not to be asked closed-ended 

questions because they like to be able to explain what they mean on their own 

terms (Schoenberger 1991), Harvey (2010) advocates complementing open-ended 

questions with some closed-ended questions in order to generate quantitative 

data and elicit preferences from participants.  In Question 2, therefore, panellists 

were asked to assign a score to each of the fifteen sustainability objectives listed in 

the document (on a Likert scale of 1-5) so that a sense of priority for each of the 

objectives could be formed.  To complement this score, there was space after each 

objective to comment on the score given so that panellists were not solely 

restricted to answering a closed-ended question.  Further space was given at the 

end of each part of this question for open-ended comments about the content of 

the table, in particular asking panellists to add further ideas/thoughts based on 

what they had read so far.  In Question 3, panellists were asked to suggest any 

other sustainability objectives or management strategies that they felt were 

important and were not already included in the table. 

 

The final questions in Round Two related to the constraints to achieving 

sustainability objectives that panellists had identified in Round One.  Based on the 
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results compiled in Section 6.3.3, panellists were presented with a summary of 

seven constraints (illustrated with quotes) and asked to score how important they 

thought it was to address each of these constraints.  Once again, space was 

available for further comment and the suggestion of any other constraints that had 

not been identified.  Prior to carrying out Round Two, the combined feedback and 

questionnaire document was pre-tested with members of the research project’s 

Advisory Group in order to ensure that the document was understandable, well-

phrased and definitive (as recommended by Hasson et al. 2000 and Hung et al. 

2008).  

7.3 Results 

7.3.1 Responses and panellists’ thoughts about the process 

Hard copies of the feedback and questionnaire document were sent to the 

panellists on 14 April 2009, with a covering letter that explained the content of the 

document (see Appendix D).  Electronic copies were also sent to panellists a 

couple of days later so that they had to option to complete the document and 

return by e-mail if they wished.  The panellists were asked to complete and return 

the document within three weeks.  Nine panellists returned their documents 

before the deadline and seven after the deadline.  One panellist preferred to 

discuss the questionnaire further on the phone and go through the questions 

verbally.  The researcher chased up the remaining three panellists but these 

responses were not received (see Appendix F for more detail).  Two of these 

panellists were unable to take part in the round due to personal or family illness. 

 

In general, panellists completed the document in full and all of the written 

responses to the five questions (and notes made from the phone conversation with 

panellist3) were compiled and subjected to further thematic content analysis using 

NVIVOTM qualitative data analysis software.  Some panellists made explicit 

comments about the evolution of the process with a sense of optimism enshrined 

in having “thoroughly enjoyed taking part so far” [panellist13] and “enjoy[ing] 

reading the document you put together – the themes emerging from your analysis 

are insightful and fascinating” [panellist14].  One panellist found it “more difficult 

than I expected – interesting to think about” [panellist15] and another “found it 
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much more difficult to respond to the questionnaire vs. discussion” [panellist1].  

Another panellist was pessimistic at this stage about the planned outputs of the 

research process (indicators): “I suspect that producing assessment criteria is 

possible but the ability to obtain verifiable measurements towards these criteria 

still leaves me a bit sceptical” [panellist19].  The following sections in this chapter 

expand and illustrate the results of Round Two. 

7.3.2 Sustainability perceptions in the upland estate management context 

In Round One, there was some disagreement about which approach should be 

taken when managing change, i.e. focussing on the environment or using a tri-

partite model that gives equal weighting to the three pillars (environment, 

economy and society).  In the second round, suggestions were made by panellists 

in terms of resolving this debate.  For example, four panellists suggested the need 

to think about timescales when considering this issue, and one panellist expressed 

how these views could be reconciled by looking at how time scales play a role in 

determining the ‘sustainability’ of a management regime:  

“…at any given time the three-legged stool will be ‘skewed’ one way or another but 
sustainable management could be seen as maintaining that balance over the long term. It is 
all about being able to react to change and keep the balance between the three.” 
[panellist10: rural sustainability professional with conservation advisory experience] 

Another panellist suggested that the solution does not lie in trying to create one 

prescriptive definition for all estates.  Instead, interpreting ‘sustainability’ as 

providing an “approach which can be modified within any context to allow for 

locally specific solutions and plans” [panellist15] offers a flexible framework that 

can be adjusted to take into account varying management objectives and personal 

values. 

 

There was also emerging consensus that aiming for a ‘balance’ between the three 

pillars of sustainable development is too simplistic, with several panellists 

revisiting the idea expressed by a minority in the first round that the sustainability 

of the environment is of over-riding importance.  Interestingly, a couple of 

panellists reflected that a more sensible way to resolve this dilemma is to suggest 

that the environment ‘underpins’ the economic and social sustainability of the 

estate, as the majority of upland estate activities and sustainability goals in 



 

126 

 

international and national policy are dependent on biodiversity and careful 

management of natural resources:  

“Social and economic activity should be conditional on environmental sustainability. This 
isn’t about a veto, but is about exposing the inevitable trade-offs for rational decision-
making based on the above distinction, and recognising that although we humans are more 
interested in the social and the economic, these are both reliant, especially in the long 
term, on the environment.” [panellist16: sustainability professional with upland 
management advisory experience] 

“There needs to be recognition that without the natural resources we can have no 
economic growth and no social benefits.” [panellist12: land manager advisor with NGO 
remit] 

There was also some concern from two panellists that “pigeonholing activities into 

environmental, social and economic” [panellist9] can limit creative thinking and 

the ability to “react to uncertainty” [panellist 5].   

 

There was more discussion around the notion of sustainability presenting 

opportunities for estates to change and adapt to external factors.  Having the 

ability to respond to new circumstances and move away from the ‘status quo’ was 

seen by the majority of the panel as vital for a more sustainable approach.  Figure 

7.3.1 summarises these comments; the focus on this subject suggests a need to 

consider the capacity to adapt, innovate and use creative ways to challenge 

traditional approaches as a key element of the indicator framework. 

 

 

Figure 7.3.1: Summary of comments relating to opportunities for change and adaptation 
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7.3.3 Refining objectives and management strategies 

In the introduction to this section of the feedback and questionnaire document, 

panellists were reminded that the aim of identifying sustainability objectives and 

practical management strategies was ultimately to provide a sound rationale for 

the development of assessment criteria (indicators) at a later stage in the process.  

Although panellists were not explicitly asked to comment on how these 

assessment criteria might be identified or developed at this stage, several made 

impromptu comments about the applicability and nature of the sustainability 

objectives and management strategies in this context.  Specifically, two panellists 

warned of the dangers of sustainability objectives being “too prescriptive without 

taking all of the circumstances into account” [panellist5] or, conversely, comprised 

of “woolly words [that] will not help the manager” [panellist3].  Another panellist 

suggested that objectives should be “organised at the level(s) at which they 

contribute [to sustainability]” [panellist16], while another wrote that each 

objective could be measured to “ascertain adequacy of response” [panellist6].   

 

Panellists were asked to assign a score of importance to each of the sustainability 

objectives which were listed in Table 7.3.1.  All of the objectives were ranked most 

commonly as ‘very important’ or ‘important’, with only ‘increased employment’ 

selected as ‘marginally important’ by most panellists.  Interestingly, panellists 

ranked ‘financial stability’ as more important an objective than ‘restored and 

enhanced ecological functionality’, suggesting that the economic aspects of estate 

management play an important role in underpinning other activities that might 

contribute to a more sustainable approach.  This sentiment was expressed by 

several panellists who argued that financial stability is “essential to ensure [the] 

ability to continue” [panellist3] and “essential to underpin long-term 

management” [panellist12].  One panellist felt that “the over-riding goal must be to 

inject further cash/capital into the estates sector, either from government, 

external private sources, or from additional estate activities” [panellist9].  

However, one panellist suggested that financial stability is important “only if based 

on a broader base of financial opportunities” [panellist15], which turns attention 

to the third objective in the scored list; diversified business. 
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The panel did not unanimously agree that diversification offers a panacea for 

sustainability, although it was seen as an important objective that links in with 

earlier discussions surrounding the need for estates to be able to adapt to change 

and move away from the status quo.  In terms of diversifying the estate business, 

there was agreement that this made “sound business sense” [panellist12], 

“opportunities need to be explored” [panellist1] and that diversification “should be 

aimed at” [panellist3].  There was also recognition that it is “important to maintain 

options” [panellist11] because “relying on one or two sources of income leaves you 

vulnerable” [panellist9].  This resonated with comments made about the 

importance of pre-empting change “rather than allowing change to dictate [a] 

strategy” [panellist5]. 

 

Sustainability objectives Mean (n=14) Mode Standard deviation 

Financial stability 1.43 1 0.65 
Long-term objectives 1.57 2 0.51 
Diversified business 1.64 1 0.84 
Restored and enhanced 
ecological functionality 

1.68 1 0.67 

Sustainable deer levels 1.85 1 0.99 
Well-managed public goods 1.92 2 0.64 
Well-managed wild land 1.92 1 1.04 
Effective partnerships 1.93 2 0.92 
Integrated management 2.07 1 1.07 
Reduced conflicts 2.07 2 0.62 
Mitigate climate change 2.08 2 0.95 
Sustainable communities 2.15 1 1.21 
Increased employment 2.62 3 1.12 

 

1 = Very important; 2 = Important; 3 = Marginally important; 4 = Desirable if resources 
allow; 5 = Not important 

Table 7.3.1: Summary of mean, mode and standard deviation scores given to each sustainability 
objective identified in Round One (n=14: two panellists preferred not to assign scores and made 

written comments instead) 

 

The importance of ‘long-term management objectives’ was raised in Round One 

and there was continued support for this objective in Round Two.  Management 

planning was advocated specifically because “long-term aims [deliver] 

management goals [that] are consistent” and “not driven by short-term grant 

opportunities” [panellist1], as well as offering potential to “solve a lot of problems 

that estates go through at the moment” [panellist17].  Long-term monitoring was 

explicitly suggested in this round as important, although “well-designed, well-

structured and standardised monitoring is required [...] and it is expensive” 

Increasing 
importance 
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[panellist1] and “much estate management is based on anecdotal information 

gathered from the estate” [panellist2].  Although long-term management 

objectives were seen as “critically important” [panellist5], they were also expected 

to allow “flexibility year on year” [panellist9] and one panellist suggested that 

“they should not be the be all and end all; in difficult times businesses must 

constantly adapt to changing financial incentives” [panellist6].  Once again, this 

brings the focus back to the capacity to adapt as being central to panellists’ 

concept of sustainability in estate management.    

 

There were several views about the relative importance of ‘increased employment’ 

as an objective for sustainability.  Several panellists saw employment in rural 

areas as “essential to retain fabric of rural society” [panellist15] or “important 

[for] maintain[ing] the rural skills base” [panellist19].  However, there were 

several questions with regard to whether ‘increased’ employment was a priority.  

Instead, one panellist found it “preferable to seek stable employment as opposed 

to aiming for continuous growth” [panellist12] and another pointed out that 

employment should increase “only to the extent that it is financially viable and 

environmentally sustainable” [panellist11].  These sentiments were reflected in 

the lower ranking of this objective in Table 7.3.1.  An alternative objective of “high-

quality jobs” was suggested by panellist16. 

 

Several comments were made about the ‘mitigate climate change’ objective.  Once 

again returning to the notion of adaptability, climate change was seen a “serious 

problem limiting adaptability [...] if future plans are rigid and inflexible” 

[panellist19] and as requiring estates to “make more use of techniques to assess 

risk, develop scenarios and to plan long term for uncertain futures” [panellist15].  

Estates were seen as having the opportunity to explore the potential for renewable 

energy investment, “playing a role in energy provision” [panellist15] and there 

were several detailed comments made about estates being “well placed to develop 

biomass opportunities” [panellist1] and having “the potential to be leaders in the 

field of carbon storage” [panellist3].  However, it was suggested that it is difficult 

for estates to generate income from reducing carbon emissions; “because the 

consequences of our emissions are shared, an individual estate will only reap the 
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benefits of its contribution if it is adequately compensated” [panellist9].  Similarly, 

in terms of embracing the “potential to enhance carbon stores in peats [...] through 

restoration of degraded peats” [panellist14], one panellist thought that “grant 

schemes could be developed for rewarding carbon storage” [panellist1].  

Comments relating to other sustainability objectives are summarised in Table 

7.3.2. 

 

Sustainability 
objective 

Comments Direct quotes 

Effective 
partnerships 

Partnerships were not seen 
as an objective in 
themselves but a means to 
resolving conflict, 
implementing joint 
solutions and thinking 
beyond the estate 

“will certainly enhance the impact of 
particular actions” [panellist9] 
“depends entirely on objectives – they are not 
an objective in themselves” [panellist11] 
“Many estates already actively engage with 
this, both with neighbours and NGOs” 
[panellist19] 

Integrated 
management 

This was seen as hard to pin 
down but the notion of 
holistic management was 
seen as important 

 “where carried out effectively the benefits can 
be tremendous” [panellist5] 
“includes holistic management, joining up 
across stakeholders, meeting public and 
private goals – needs more clear definition” 
[panellist15] 

Reduced 
management 
conflicts 

This was seen as important 
but potentially an outcome 
of good practice under other 
headings such as 
partnership working 

“true for political sustainability which I define 
as what society deems acceptable” [panellist2] 
“management conflicts are normally addressed 
through effective partnerships” [panellist19] 
“sometimes you need conflict to get change or 
to consider all of the views properly” 
[panellist15] 

Restore and 
enhance 
ecological 
functionality 

This was still considered 
fundamental for 
sustainability and some 
issues with delivery were 
raised 

“essential for long-term success” [panellist3] 
“should be part of the longer-term, overarching 
strategy” [panellist5] 
“currently being thwarted by lack of SRDP 
funding for many stewardship schemes” 
[panellist9] 

Sustainable 
deer levels 

This was still seen as very 
important but as a subset of 
the previous objectives 

“tree growth will always require protection 
from deer” [panellist13] 
 “very important in relation to tick control” 
[panellist9] 

Sustainable 
communities 

Estates were seen as playing 
a role in sustaining 
communities but there was 
some disagreement as to 
what extent 

“this is a duty on all of us [...] it is our rural CSR 
role” [panellist5] 
 “this relies heavily on the estate providing 
resources, often for no tangible benefit” 
[panellist19] 

Table 7.3.2: Summary of points made about other sustainability objectives, illustrated with quotes 

 

When asked to suggest objectives for sustainability that had not yet been listed, 

most panellists entered some comments in the box following Question 3.  “Strong 

support for the innovation criteria” [panellist7] was reiterated by one panellist, 
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while another stated that “the field [of objectives] looks fairly complete” 

[panellist16].  Suggestions were made for how “each of the objectives needs to be 

explained and be given indicators of success/progress” [panellist11], pre-empting 

the next stage of the research process.  In terms of content, two panellists felt there 

should be “more explicit emphasis on local food and renewable energy supplies” 

[panellist18] and the addition of “maintenance of biodiversity, which would be 

about maintaining viable populations of appropriate species on estates” 

[panellist2].  It was felt that “there is little focus so far on capacity building and 

awareness-raising”, which is important if people are “to buy into the sustainability 

agenda” [panellist15].  These comments were all taken into account during the 

preparation and design of Round Three. 

7.3.4 Constraints to implementing objectives and management strategies 

In Round Two, panellists were asked to reflect on the constraints to putting 

sustainability into practice that had been suggested in the interviews in Round 

One.  Specifically, these were: the complex nature of estate economics; cultural 

issues and mindsets; lack of financial reward for the management of public goods; 

geographical limitations; sport-shooting conflicts and planning-related constraints 

(see the Round Two document in Appendix E for more detail and direct quotes).  

Based on the results presented in Section 6.3.3, panellists were asked to comment 

on each constraint and suggest any others that had not been covered.   

 

There was some disagreement around whether the complexity of economic 

models of estate management should be seen as a constraint to sustainability.  

Those that challenged the premise suggested that economic models are “no more 

complex that many businesses” [panellist11] and that “this rather confirms an 

illusion maintained by many in the sector that these estates are all run as 

businesses” [panellist2].  Another panellist expanded: 

“I disagree with the premise.  The complexity for private estates is often a tax planning one 
arising from a dubious model that generally loses money on their revenue-generating 
business but seeks to gain through long-term capital appreciation.  It might be more 
accurate to say that estates have a complex range of economic models” [panellist6: estate 
manager] 

Similarly, another panellist argued that “no two are the same” and that “improved 

regulation should weed out the outrageously indifferent or selfish owners, opening 
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the market to those who can take on the responsibilities as well as the rights” 

[panellist16].  This raised concerns with regard to the extent to which estate 

owners and managers can be influenced to manage their estates more sustainably 

if “money is not always an issue” [panellist7] and incentives are not effective at 

driving change.  However, links were made back to the objective of ‘diversified 

business’, pointing out that “the complex economic model is an advantage if it 

allows for adaptability and multiple financial streams” [panellist15] and “not 

putting all of your eggs in one basket” [panellist1].   

 

The role that cultural issues and mindsets can play in delivering sustainability was 

once again highlighted by several panellists, and there was general agreement that 

this needs to be targeted in the indicators that would result from this research.  

Traditional mindsets were seen as “difficult to shift” [panellist3] and there was the 

suggestion that “all types [of owners and managers] have to meet in the middle” 

[panellist2].  “Shared knowledge and partnering” [panellist5] and “links with 

communities” [panellist19] were suggested as positive ways forward, as were 

“correcting the cultural assumptions about responsibilities and rights” 

[panellist16].  However, one panellist pointed out that “there is much greater co-

operation now but each estate must be free to go its own way” [panellist12].  This 

pointed to the need to develop indicators that include a degree of flexibility so that 

they can be used across all ownership and management types.  The discussion 

surrounding mindsets may “really be about private and public interests” 

[panellist7] and the difference between viewing an estate as a private asset and/or 

a public one.  This leads logically to the next constraint that was listed for 

panellists’ consideration: lack of financial reward for the management of public 

goods. 

 

Panellists explicitly flagged up concerns about the allocation of public funds and 

the levels of subsidy that would make a difference to management practices in 

upland areas.  There was the sentiment that the “whole culture/concept needs to 

change from ownership to stewardship” [panellist12] with “acknowledge[ment] 

that land managers provide goods which are valuable in more than just a financial 

sense” [panellist13].  There was optimism among the panellists that new financial 
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incentives would be “vital to ensuring the future of managing the uplands” 

[panellist3] and there was belief that “this will come – but we need to lobby hard 

to bring it about” [panellist5].  Such changes in public funding would “require the 

Government [to] step up to the mark in delivering a ‘market’ for environmental 

sustainability” [panellist11] and recognise that “current limits of 70 or 80% 

funding for public benefit in grant schemes does not encourage applicants to 

manage for public benefit at anything more than the minimum acceptable, if at all” 

[panellist19].  There were, however, some concerns about encouraging a 

“dependency culture” because “private owners have a basic duty of stewardship 

when a property is in their hands [and] public funding should provide incentives 

rather than prop up” [panellist16]. 

 

Geographical limitations to sustainability were cited by seven panellists in Round 

One.  In Round Two, panellists generally chose to suggest ways to address these 

limitations so that “they can be beneficial” [panellist3] and recognised that “these 

are linked to complex economic models and the ability to diversify” [panellist19].  

It was seen as “essential to find ways of breaking down this barrier” [panellist5] 

and that “no location is sufficiently geographically limited to be ‘excused’ the goal 

of sustainability!” [panellist11].  Reactions to this constraint suggest, once again, 

that the ability of an estate to “turn a barrier into an asset” [panellist5] is a key 

component of sustainability. 

 

Sport shooting was identified as presenting a conflict to sustainable management 

by five panellists in Round One (see Table 6.3.2).  In Round Two, this was on the 

basis of “evidence of ecological damage by sport shooting” [panellist1] and the 

problem of “seeking to maintain sport shooting regardless of economics” 

[panellist3].  This latter point may be encompassed more generally in the 

sustainability objective of ‘financial stability’ which advocates businesses that are 

not loss-making or financially unviable.  Others suggested that this potential 

constraint identified with sport shooting is “less important than people try to 

claim” [panellist6] and that “it is really another example of public-private conflict” 

[panellist7] (similar to that mentioned previously with regard to incentives for 

providing public goods).  Four panellists argued that this constraint is, once again, 
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more to do with cultural issues and mindsets because “there is a lack of 

understanding between interests rather than actual conflict” [panellist2].  This 

constraint could, therefore, be inherently linked to, or a “duplication of” 

[panellist19] the previous constraint related to mindsets. 

 

More time was spent considering planning-related constraints in Round Two.  This 

was seen as a less-pressing constraint in this round as it was “not a central issue” 

[panellist7] or “not a priority issue in this context” [panellist11].  Instead, it was 

pointed out that the real constraint is a “lack of integrated strategy, zoning or 

enforcement” [panellist12] and how “the balance between social, economic and 

environmental priorities has been lost over the last decade or so” [panellist5].  

Another panellist felt that “local authorities are struggling to come to terms with 

the sustainability agenda” and “we will see massive changes in the next few years” 

[panellist15].  This returns to the notion that there is the need to think more 

holistically and that it is often “single issue thinking” [panellist19] that presents 

the real constraint. 

 

Finally, panellists were asked in Question 5 to suggest other constraints (and 

potential solutions) that had not been covered so far.  Table 7.3.3 summarises 

these and illustrates them with direct quotes from panellists. 

Constraint Direct quotes 
Getting communities 
involved 

“there is a lot of community lethargy right now” 
[panellist13] 

Lack of knowledge 
and data 

“we don’t really know the implications of some 
management decisions” [panellist14] 
“there is a dearth of sound advice that landowners are 
convinced by at the moment” [panellist2] 

Lack of respect for 
local knowledge 

“NGOs often wrongly think they know more than local 
land managers” [panellist6] 

Globalisation of 
markets and taxation 

“adding value somehow will always be an essential 
ingredient to a successful and sustainable food 
production strategy” [panellist5] 
“taxation is critically important – perhaps there could 
be rebates for estates that ‘tick the right boxes’” 
[panellist13] 

Overlapping land 
uses 

“these are sometimes in conflict with one another” 
[panellist14] 

Increased 
bureaucracy and 
legislation 

“very often, regulations are poorly thought through 
regarding the impact on legitimate rural business or 
how they are interpreted locally” [panellist19] 

Table 7.3.3: Summary of other constraints to sustainability suggested by panellists in Round Two 
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7.4 Rounds One and Two: a summary 

Round Two required the panellists to reflect on the results of Round One, and 

refine the set of sustainability objectives and practical management strategies.  In 

Round Two, the majority of panellists referred to the importance of the capacity of 

estates to adapt to change, and the need for innovation in developing new ways to 

cope with changing internal and external drivers such as funding and climate 

change.  In both rounds, there was considerable discussion that echoed discourses 

of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ interpretations of sustainability (e.g. Jordan 2008; Dresner 

2002).  In Round One, most respondents specifically identified the need to balance 

estate management objectives across the ‘three pillars’ of economic, social and 

environmental sustainability, similar to the definition of ‘sustainable’ given in the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE) Hills and Islands Inquiry (2008): “delivering 

economic viability and employment opportunities, social benefits and the care and 

enhancement of the natural resource” (p.43).  Similarly, the draft Land Use 

Strategy released by the Scottish Government in late 2010 had the vision of: “A 

prosperous and sustainable low-carbon economy, underpinned by successful land-

based businesses, flourishing natural environments and vibrant communities” 

(p.7).   However, there was also some debate with regard to which of these 

dimensions should (if at all) take priority.  This debate was comparable to that of 

the “tense relationship” between those who focus on the maintenance/increase of 

natural capital and those who accept the inevitability of trade-offs (Jordan 2008: 

17).  For example, there was a division between those panellists who felt that the 

economic success of the estate underpins other aspects, and those who argued that 

it is the environment that such economic success depends on.  Such division is not 

rare in the land management context: for example, hunters and conservationists 

are often divided by social and cultural barriers and contrasting value systems 

(Milbourne 2003).   

 

However, as a compromise, some panellists suggested that dividing the concept 

into the traditional ‘pillars’ of environment, economy and society was not 

constructive.  Indeed, the panellists identified a need to progress the traditional 

pillar concept in more novel ways to stimulate new ideas and thinking.  This is 

concomitant with Tovey and Mooney’s (2006) suggestion that resource use “is not 
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a purely economic process that can be separated from ecological or social 

processes” (p.84).  Moreover, this sentiment of ‘going beyond the pillars’ dismisses 

previous ‘productive’ definitions of sustainability to open it up for more creative 

practice.  For example, Mather (1992) focussed on “the ability of an agro-

ecosystem (or other productive ecosystem) to maintain productivity when 

subjected to stress” (p.99).  In contrast, the panellists’ comments support the 

suggestions made by Maxwell and Birnie (2005) and Mowle (1997) that 

management for multiple goals should be more widely advocated as the solution 

for managing for sustainability.  As a result, the potential to avoid an overly 

prescriptive framework was identified and the potential to develop a flexible 

management tool was recognised. 

 

In Round Two, several panellists revisited the notion that the estate’s environment 

underpins the economic and social sustainability of the estate.  There was growing 

consensus that the majority of upland estate management activities are reliant, to 

varying extents, on biodiversity and other ecosystem services associated with 

upland areas.  Although the importance of the environment was recognised by 

panellists, the ‘financial stability’ and ‘diversified business’ objectives received 

higher mean scores than the environmentally-focussed objectives when 

preferences were assigned to each by the respondents.  Specifically, references to 

the importance of diversification (in both a financial and an environmental sense) 

echoed comments made about the need to adapt and respond to change, on the 

assumption that having a broader base of options would make an estate more 

sustainable. 

 

Several sustainability objectives and associated management strategies could not 

be classified under more traditional ‘three pillar’ themes, highlighting the need to 

recognise the importance of objectives that consider aspects of estate governance, 

knowledge and planning.  For example, the importance of joined-up thinking and 

sharing knowledge were assigned a high level of importance by panellists and 

were frequently referred to in open-ended comments.  In tandem with this, the 

importance of monitoring was raised, once again highlighting the importance of 
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adaptive management which can be altered in light of results of monitoring trends 

and responses. 

 

 
Sustainable upland estate management strategies 

Biodiversity and 
ecosystem 
services 

Conserve and enhance biodiversity 
Restore and enhance ecological functionality 
Integrate long-term management of other ecosystem services 
Develop and implement long-term management plans 

underpins  
Business Diversify estate income streams where appropriate 

Encourage innovative enterprise and alternative business models 
Add value (and quality) to core rural industries, estate businesses and 
products 
Reduce reliance on external funding 

Communities 
(local and non-
local) 

Facilitate localisation and self-sufficiency 
Maintain and enhance socio-economic vitality of rural communities 
Maintain and enhance cultural heritage 
Encourage capacity building and knowledge production (on and off 
the estate) 
Provide opportunities to foster spiritual and physical well-being 

Governance Encourage joined-up thinking among stakeholders through dialogue 
within and between estates, government, NGOs and communities 
Enter into effective partnerships where appropriate (meeting of 
public and private interests) 
Share ideas and best practice 

Table 7.4.1: Round Two allowed sustainable management strategies to be refined, prior to 
developing an indicator framework 

 

The first two rounds allowed the development of a concrete set of issues (see 

Table 7.4.1) that could be monitored and responded to over time, providing a 

means to ‘operationalise’ sustainability in the context of upland estate 

management (as advocated by Blackstock et al. 2008).  The identification of 

sustainable management strategies that correspond to sustainability objectives 

provided a conceptual model against which the real world can be set, and allowed 

the linking of important sustainability components to the ‘whole’ (as suggested by 

Shepherd 2002; Edwards 2005).  The next chapter expands and explains these 

sustainability components in more detail and charts how these were ‘reframed’ by 

the researcher in the form of an indicator framework that was presented to the 

panellists for their consideration and comment.   
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CHAPTER 8 – ROUND THREE: REFLECTING ON THE 

INDICATOR FRAMEWORK 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the first version of the indicator framework that was 

developed by the researcher in light of the results of Rounds One and Two.  Firstly, 

careful justification is given for how the first version of the framework was 

designed and how its content evolved.  Then, in order to explain the rationale for 

how Round Three (‘Reflecting on the indicator framework’) was compiled and 

presented to the panel, sections of the Round Three questionnaire are explained in 

detail.  Finally, the results of Round Three (comments made by the panel) are 

compiled and analysed.  This analysis forms the basis of the design of Round Four, 

which is the focus of Chapter 9. 

 

 

Figure 8.1.1: Diagram of the focus of Chapter 8 
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8.2 Developing the first draft of the indicator framework 

Using the results of the first two rounds, all of the panellists’ comments were 

compiled and considered in detail, in order to allow the researcher (with 

comments from the researcher’s supervisory team) to reframe the ideas 

developed in these rounds for further, constructive discussion.  The results of 

these rounds comprised a sound, rational basis for moving beyond perceptions 

and suggesting management strategies to developing a suite of indicators.  This 

section identifies the ‘frame’ within which the results of the first rounds were 

conceptualised.  Building on themes identified Chapters 6 and 7, an indicator 

framework was developed using only those points suggested or discussed by the 

panel. No attempt was made by the researcher to add new material at this stage, in 

order to remove researcher bias and ensure that participants had ownership over 

the process (Hasson et al. 2000; Powell 2003). 

8.2.1 Identifying sustainability classes 

During the first two rounds, panellists assigned a lot of importance to the capacity 

of estates to adapt to changing external and internal factors, as well as develop 

innovative management strategies in order to pre-empt changing circumstances 

(see Figure 7.3.1).  A further analysis of comments identified a spectrum of 

perceived sustainability performance that moves from the importance of an 

innovative approach to recognising the vulnerability of estates that are not 

prepared to adapt their management strategies in light of change.  Figure 8.2.1 

suggests a sustainability spectrum organised around three sustainability classes 

(‘Innovative’, ‘Adaptable’ and ‘Vulnerable’) and lists in detail those comments that 

were made by the panel that ultimately guided the design of the spectrum.   It is 

not uncommon to develop ‘sustainability classes’ for assessing progress against 

sustainability indicators.  For example, Lockwood et al. (2008) used sustainability 

classes in their ‘Governance Standard and Assessment Framework’, developed for 

natural resource management in Australia.  Labelled ‘indicators of achievement’, 

‘indicators of need for improvement’ and ‘signposts to innovation’, this three-part 

framework allowed progress towards a series of ‘outcomes’ to be monitored.  

Similarly, Reed et al. (2008a) developed a manual for sustainable rangeland 

management in the Kalahari in Botswana, which used photographs to depict 
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‘warning signs’ (indicators) that warn managers when elements of rangelands are 

in poor health (along a ‘very healthy to very unhealthy spectrum’).  The 

photographs or diagrams help the users of the manual to identify key species and 

each indicator is cross-referenced to a range of management options that suit 

different budgets and time-frames (Reed and Dougill 2010). 

 

Figure 8.2.1: Spectrum of sustainability performance identified from the analysis of Round One 
and Round Two results.  NB. All bullet points are generated from participants’ comments and no 

new material has been added by the researcher. 

 

The sustainability performance spectrum proposes a framework for defining 

sustainability in the context of upland estate management.  The comments made 

by panellists in the first round highlighted their awareness of the complexity of 

sustainability and, as a result, the difficulties that would be encountered in 

developing a single definition of sustainability that could apply to all upland 

estates (and be used to form baselines for specific indicators).  There was a high 

level of awareness of the wide range of different values and management 

objectives of estate owners, posing a challenge to any ‘uniform’ approach to 

monitoring sustainability.  However, the ability of panellists to give their own, 

contextual definitions of sustainability in Round One (see Section 6.3.1) pointed 

towards the possibility that estate sustainability definitions could be contextually 

defined or modified accordingly, using the sustainability performance spectrum to 
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provide an approach that can be adapted to allow for locally specific solutions and 

plans.  Therefore, the sustainability performance spectrum provided a non-

prescriptive approach that allows flexibility in on-the-ground delivery. 

 

Several comments from the panel suggested that, although the adaptability of the 

estate business is important, it is also vital to consider the adaptability of the 

estate environment and community.  Using the sustainability performance 

spectrum as a basis for developing a suite of indicators from the results of the first 

rounds, the practical management strategies suggested by the panel were 

reconceptualised as strategies for reducing the sensitivity of the estate (adapting) 

to external and internal change (i.e. the constraints identified) and as a means to 

assess the efficacy of these strategies.  Consequently, the management strategies 

were categorised into themes with subcategories of practical approaches, which 

could be examined to demonstrate performance along the sustainability 

performance spectrum. 

8.2.2  ‘Themes’, ‘outcomes’ and ‘processes’ 

The refined list of management strategies developed in Chapter 7 (Table 7.4.1) 

acted as a basis for developing a framework of sustainability indicators, as a 

matrix of issues that could be presented to the panel for further comment.  The 

factors that the panel deemed important for sustainability were grouped under 

four headings: biodiversity and ecosystem services; rural business resilience; 

community vitality and heritage; governance, knowledge and planning.  Due to the 

high level of importance assigned to each management strategy by the panel in 

Round Two, the themes were not given priority weightings.  Instead, each theme 

was conceived as providing a reference point for assessing progress.  Under each 

theme, a number of sustainability ‘processes/outcomes’ were selected by the 

researcher from the management strategies that had been proposed.  Figure 8.2.2 

shows the processes/outcomes of sustainability that the researcher compiled for 

presentation to the panel for further comment.  Care was taken to ensure a 

comprehensive framework was developed, ensuring that all comments and 

suggestions were taken into account and strategies presented previously in Table 

7.4.1 were not omitted. The term ‘process/outcome’ was used because several 
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panellists commented that sustainability should be conceived as a process as well 

as an outcome.  

 

 

Figure 8.2.2: An overview of the themes and sustainability process/outcomes identified from the 
results of Rounds One and Two, for presentation to the panel in Round Three 

 

Progress towards each sustainability ‘process/outcome’ could be assessed using 

‘innovative’, ‘adaptable’ and ‘vulnerable’ as sustainability classes that sit along a 

spectrum of sustainability performance (see Figure 8.2.3).  It remained important 

to explore enabling and constraining factors to implementing 

processes/outcomes, in order to understand factors that may help or hinder 

progress towards improvement along the sustainability performance spectrum. 

For example, examining the detail of theme D2 (Collaborative relationships and 

positive attitudes are fostered) would reveal examples of indicators of ‘innovation’ 

(e.g. the estate collaborates with other landowners to create habitat networks), 

‘adaptability’ (e.g. the estate works in partnership with NGOs and associated 

volunteer groups) and ‘vulnerability’ (e.g. the estate is unwilling to enter into 

collaboration).  More detail on each theme can be found in Appendix H.  In this 

manner, practical management strategies were linked to different facets of 
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sustainability (as suggested by two panellists) and progress towards 

implementing each process/outcome could be judged along a clearly defined 

spectrum, within a clear assessment framework. 

 

Figure 8.2.3: Schematic of the reframed results of Rounds One and Round Two, for presentation to 
the panel in Round Three. 

8.2.3 Round Three design, structure and content 

The third round of the Delphi invited the panellists to reflect and comment on the 

indicator framework that was developed by the researcher.  The overarching aims 

of this round were: 

 to feed back the findings of Round Two to the panellists for their 

deliberation; 

 to present the rationale for the development of an indicator framework, 

based on the results of Rounds One and Two; 

 to present the sustainability performance spectrum and invite panellists to 

comment on its content, design and application; 

 to present the ‘themes’ and ‘outcomes/processes’ and invite panellists to 

consider whether these elements of the framework were 

comprehensive/suitable;  

 to demonstrate how example indicators could be assessed; and 
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 to give panellists time to reflect on the nature and suitability of the 

framework’s design. 

Round Three included an explanation of how the framework was developed, and 

posed subsequent questions to facilitate feedback and amendment of the 

framework in the next round.  

 

The third round was conducted using a written document that explained the 

development of the indicator framework and invited panellists to comment on 

elements of the framework at intervals.  The importance of good visual aids was 

recognised and, where possible, panellists were presented with colour diagrams 

and explanations throughout the document that explained clearly how the 

components of the framework had been developed (see Appendix H).  Prior to 

compiling the document, overarching research questions were revisited and linked 

to elements of the content of the indicator framework, in order to ensure a clear 

rationale for the development of the document (see Figure 8.2.4). 

 

 

Figure 8.2.4: Schematic of the content of the Round Three document (first draft of an indicator 
framework) 
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In the first part of the document, panellists were presented with a diagram to show 

their progress through the Delphi process (similar to Figure 8.1.1).  Subsequently, 

it was explained to the panel that the researcher had developed a ‘non-prescriptive 

and process/outcome-focussed’ indicator framework, based entirely on the 

comments that had been made in Rounds One and Two.  The main elements of the 

draft framework were explained (themes, processes/outcomes) and panellists 

were directed to Appendix 1 of the document for more information about how 

these elements were identified.  Another diagram was included in this section to 

give an overview of the framework (see Figure 8.2.3).  Finally, panellists were 

presented with a summary of the sustainability performance spectrum outlined in 

Section 8.2.1.  The development of the classes was explained and it was made clear 

that the classes were directly related to the importance that the panellists had 

given to these concepts in the first rounds.   In Question 1, panellists were asked to 

focus on the sustainability classes and comment on their content.  They were 

invited to agree with or dispute the classes, as well as suggest changes to the 

content/organisation of the table.  The question was open-ended and panellists 

were not asked to assign any numerical preference scores to the sustainability 

classes. 

 

In the next part of the document, the researcher explained to the panel that they 

would be presented with a series of tables that gave them more detail about the 

sustainability processes/outcomes that would be assessed under each theme.  It 

was emphasised that each process/outcome was equally weighted in terms of 

priority because the panellists had assigned all elements, on average, a high score 

in the previous round (they were directed to Appendix 1 for more information 

about the quantitative results generated in Round Two).  It was explained that, 

under each theme, a series of ‘example indicators’ provide a reference point for 

assessing progress.  The researcher acknowledged in the text prior to Question 2 

that there had been some scepticism in the first rounds towards the development 

of indicators in this context, due to the diverse range of management objectives 

present across Scotland’s estates.  Therefore, it was suggested to the panel that the 

indicators listed in the document would only be used for guidance when gathering 
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evidence, on the assumption that other case-specific indicators would be identified 

during the assessment process. 

 

Prior to presenting the tables, proposals were made to the panel with regard to 

how management practices surrounding a particular theme would be assessed ‘on 

the ground’ and in line with the sustainability classes that comprise the 

performance spectrum.  In the first rounds, participants were not explicitly asked 

to suggest how an assessment on an estate should be carried out.  In the third 

round, it was proposed that, on each estate, all processes/outcomes would be 

assessed because the panel had deemed these to be important for sustainability in 

the context of estate management.  However, it was suggested by the researcher 

that a prescribed set of specific indicators would not be developed for each 

process/outcome in advance.  This would allow for flexibility surrounding the 

choice of specific indicators that demonstrate performance along the spectrum 

(evidence of ‘innovation’, ‘adaptability’ and ‘vulnerability’) on each estate, in the 

context of its management.  The specific indicators would be derived from those 

suggested by the panel, from discussions with estate staff and other stakeholders, 

and by the researcher during the process of gathering evidence. 

 

Based on the panellists’ concerns surrounding the imposition of uniform 

indicators across a range of estates, it was suggested that a ‘narrative’ description 

of the findings would be made in order to evaluate sustainability performance at 

the time of assessment.  Evidence for assigning sustainability classes could 

include: estate management plans; estate policy documents and statements; on-

the-ground interviews with estate staff and other stakeholders; field observations; 

interviews with local staff from Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), Scottish 

Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) and other relevant organisations; 

planning documents, and estate accounts.  Finally, the panel were reminded that it 

remained important to explore enabling and constraining factors that might aid or 

hinder the implementation of a particular sustainability process/outcome.  This 

would be important for making any recommendations for both estate and public 

policy based on the findings of the assessment.  Thus, Question 2 asked the 
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panellists to make comments about the proposed assessment process (and they 

were directed to Appendix 2 of the document for more detail). 

 

The remaining questions in the Round Three document (3-6) asked panellists to 

comment on the content of a series of four tables that set out each of the four 

themes (shown in Figure 8.2.2) and the corresponding sustainability 

processes/outcomes.  For each process/outcome, example indicators of 

‘innovation’, ‘adaptability’ and ‘vulnerability’ were given.  Also, examples of 

constraining (C) and enabling (E) factors were suggested both on and off the 

estate.  The panellists were reminded that the content of these tables had been 

developed entirely from their comments and input to the first rounds and were 

not the product of the researcher’s ideas and views.  To emphasise this point, gaps 

were left in the tables where panellists had not explicitly addressed a point or 

made a suggestion (see Figure 8.2.5 for an example). 

 

Figure 8.2.5: Theme C (Community vitality and heritage) table presented to the panel in the Round 
Three document for comment 
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8.3 Results 

Hard copies of Round Three (‘Reflecting on the indicator framework’) were 

printed in colour, bound and posted to panellists on 1 September 2009.  A couple 

of days later, electronic versions were sent via email to all panellists so that they 

had the option to complete the document in this format if they preferred. Hard 

copies were sent with Freepost return envelopes and a covering letter explaining 

the next steps and the expectations for these rounds (see Appendix G).  The 

deadline for receiving written responses to Round Three was set as 18 September 

2009.  Appendix F shows in more detail the timings within which responses were 

or were not received. 

 

Nine of the 19 panellists returned their responses ahead of the deadline, without 

prompt.  Two contacted the researcher before the deadline to ask if they would be 

able to meet in person to discuss the document as they wished to go through 

things in more detail.  The researcher met these panellists on Monday 28 

September 2009 and went through the document in semi-structured interview 

format.  One panellist rang the researcher before the deadline and gave his 

answers to the questions over the telephone.  Two panellists failed to take part in 

this round: panellist5 expressed an intention to return the document but did not 

manage to; no response was received from panellist18.  Panellist18 did not take 

part in Round Two because of illness; it was deemed inappropriate to chase him 

up repeatedly in this round.  It is worth noting at this stage that two panellists who 

did not take part in Round Two (panellist4 and panellist10) returned their 

responses in Round Three.  Panellist10 commented: 

“[...] many apologies for having failed to respond to all of your polite invitations to 
contribute to this work over the last few months, and I'm sorry that I missed round two 
completely.  This is no reflection on the importance of what you are doing here, and 
everything to do with my only working part time and having been very busy with many 
other priorities.” 

 

In general, full and detailed written responses were given to Round Three, with 

only two panellists opting for short, one-word answers to some of the questions.  

Written responses amounted to approximately 7500 words, which were subjected 

to thematic analysis using NVIVOTM data analysis software. 
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8.3.1 Panel reflections on the process 

Generally, a positive response was received to the Round Three document, and all 

of the respondents took the time to comment on the detail of the framework as 

well as the overall design.  There was a general feeling of optimism about the 

progress of the work, demonstrated in comments such as: “overall, looking 

interesting”[panellist15]; “very interesting, and much more fun than the boring 

work I should have been doing this evening” [panellist16]; “you are developing 

some interesting thinking” [panellist2]; “great to see the progress!” [panellist14].  

Another panellist felt that “in the broadest sense I feel your proposals are 

appropriate and sensible.  How you fine tune these for each estate or draw out 

sector comparables might take a bit more head scratching!” [panellist19].  Another 

panellist (who had not taken part in Round Two) said that “I have to admit that it 

did take me a while to get into what you were getting at, but I do think you're onto 

something useful here!” [panellist10].  The researcher thanked each panellist 

individually for their responses and, where concerns or questions had arisen, took 

time to respond to these. 

8.3.2 Sustainability classes: Innovation, Adaptability, Vulnerability 

None of the respondents responded negatively to the notion of sustainability 

classes that determine progress along a spectrum of sustainability performance.  

Positive comments included the idea that the use of sustainability classes: makes 

“measurement by non-specialists easy” [panellist14]; is “an appropriate way to 

address this” [panellist19]; and “overall, [this] seems quite a useful approach to 

framing assessments” [panellist8].  However, numerous constructive comments 

were made about the content/design of the classes and the terminology that was 

being proposed by the researcher.   

 

Eight panellists questioned the nature and suitability of the term ‘innovative’ as an 

ultimate goal to which estates should aspire.  There were concerns that 

‘innovation’ is “linked to the development of new ideas normally for economic 

gain” [panellist15] and “give[s] the impression of a fast changing environment 

with regular, radical change” [panellist2].  Specifically, one panellist was 

concerned that “some innovations would be disastrous for sustainability!” 
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[panellist16], suggesting that the word ‘innovative’ might be unsuitable in this 

context.  Some of the panellists proposed alternative terms such as: “progressive” 

[panellist16], “creative” [panellist14] and “proactive” [panellist9], in order to make 

it clear that it “novelty is less [of an] issue” [panellist13] than the ability to 

“convert what the majority see as constraints/limitations into strengths” 

[panellist17]. One panellist proposed that “innovation requires [...] awareness, 

knowledge, funding, ability and courage” [panellist7], which may also be perceived 

as “exceeding current standards of best practice” [panellist16].  With regard to the 

content of the ‘innovative’ category, specific suggestions for additions included: 

“taking a long-term view [...], us[ing] a medium-term view for the ‘adaptability’ 

category” [panellist6]; “the extent to which an estate makes the effort to look at 

other businesses to pick up opportunities” [panellist9]; “horizon scanning and [...] 

carrying out risk management” [panellist12] and “internal ability to create new 

systems and change” [panellist15].   

 

General suggestions were made for amendments to the design of the sustainability 

spectrum.  One panellist asked whether it would be better to have “a spectrum 

from sustainable to unsustainable with an un-named in-between category” 

[panellist14], while another seven panellists felt that there was a missing category 

that would sit between ‘adaptable’ and ‘vulnerable’ that would denote the 

“develop[ment] of underlying sound, sustainable management practices” 

[panellist15] or “stability” [panellist2].  For example, it was deemed “not exactly 

clear how you [the researcher] see adaptability sitting between innovative and 

vulnerable” [panellist17], with confusion surrounding some of the definitions of 

‘innovative’ and ‘adaptable’ as simply denoting “good management” [panellist15] 

(e.g. forward thinking, impacting positively on the lives of the community, a long-

term view, using sound science, evidence based, consideration of staff, 

incorporation of environment and society into final goals etc.). In this sense, 

“stability is more desirable than innovation or adaptability” [panellist10] and 

‘sound sustainable management’ could become a rational basis from which to 

“build ‘innovative’ and ‘adaptable’ practice” [panellist15].  There were also 

concerns that “it is sometimes difficult to split the innovative and adaptable 

categories” [panellist12] and that, while the categories are “valid, [they] give the 
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impression of a fast-changing environment with regular, radical change” 

[panellist2]. 

 

Comments about the ‘vulnerable’ category at the lower end of a sustainability 

performance spectrum included the fact that it “is all about passing on natural 

capital to the next generations and building up what is important” [panellist12] 

and that “vulnerable looks like ‘improvements needed to meet best practice’” 

[panellist16].  There was concern that the term ‘vulnerable’ “has a different 

meaning to ‘non-sustainable’” [panellist14] and that ‘maintaining the status quo’ 

“may be very sustainable” [panellist16].  Two panellists echoed this sentiment, 

stating that maintaining the status quo is “not necessarily a sign of vulnerability; it 

could simply be the best thing to do at a given time if other options are less 

satisfactory” [panellist6] and “sometimes estates offering good services and with 

good management strategies might be better off retaining a solid reputation” 

[panellist15].  Other panellists “dislike[d]” the ‘vulnerable’ category because 

“although estates [the researcher] classified as being vulnerable may have only a 

sole source of income, if that income is private income then the estate is not 

vulnerable” [panellist1].  Similarly, one panellist felt that “the issue in the 

vulnerability category of dependency on financial subsidies could be 

misconstrued” [panellist19], although another pointed out that “running out of 

cash is a serious issue” [panellist7] (more detail on financial comments can be 

found in Section 8.3.5.  Suggestions for a new category included: “immutable, 

ossified and static” [panellist1]. 

 

One panellist noted the need to “define ‘sustainable’ early on in the framework, 

maybe using principles based on the Scottish Govt/UK principles” [panellist10]. 

Three panellists noted the need for ‘diversification’ to be included in the 

sustainability classes [panellist3; panellist12; panellist16], because “basing the 

business on one enterprise may make the estate vulnerable” [panellist12].  One 

panellist questioned whether management conflicts (on and off the estate) are 

“only a characteristic of vulnerable estates; I believe this is also a characteristic of 

innovation” [panellist1]. 
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8.3.3 Sustainability processes and outcomes 

Several comments were made about the general format and language used in the 

themes. Two panellists [panellist3; panellist17] were concerned that by “using 

letters and numbers to order the themes and corresponding outcomes (e.g. A1, A2 

etc.) a sense of ordered priority is given” [panellist3].  Another panellist suggested 

that it would be “better to identify categories rather than sentences” [panellist16] 

and another saw the need for a “definition of each theme” [panellist10] in order to 

clarify the underlying rationale.  Three panellists [panellist1; panellist14; 

panellist19] warned of the danger of allowing the processes/outcomes to be “too 

open to interpretation [which would] reduce the capacity of comparability 

between individual estates or between years on the same estate” [panellist14].  

Several panellists asked whether it would be more suitable to “separate the 

sustainability ‘outcomes’ and ‘processes’ out” to make it clear how they “interact 

with one another” [panellist11].  Two panellists reiterated that “financial status 

should have priority” over other factors [panellist7] and that “payments which 

could be seen as a support for non-financially viable businesses” should be 

discouraged [panellist19].  Another panellist was anxious about the perceived 

emphasis in the themes on the environmental aspect; he felt that “the 

economic/business side should take priority and the environmental side can then 

be funded” [panellist9].  Others suggested the need for a more thorough “advance 

development of specific indicators” [panellist7] and “getting the panel to identify 

interviews, or derive more from this process” [panellist12]. 

 

With regard to the ‘constraining’ and ‘enabling’ factors, some suggestions for 

additions were made on the tables in the document, and some further clarification 

was sought. For example, one panellist asked whether the differentiation between 

the two is really whether the factors are “‘real’ or ‘self-imposed’ [...] a ‘real’ factor 

may equate to the availability of a subsidy or the existence of particular legislation 

(and this could be internal/external), while a ‘self-imposed’ factor might be an 

unwillingness to change or a reliance on tradition” [panellist11]. Another 

constraining/enabling factor suggested by one panellist was the fact that there are 

“no performance rewards available for estates [and] no message that you’re doing 

well” [panellist3].  
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8.3.4 Theme A: Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

In general, the respondents accepted the processes/outcomes presented under 

this heading, although some further suggestions and amendments were made. A 

detailed overview and explanation of the responses related to Theme A can be 

found in Table 8.3.1, which also considers how suggestions should be included in 

the next iteration of the process.  There were requests for more detailed 

explanations of the processes and outcomes in order to ensure clarity among 

users.  For example, “landscape [should be] explicitly included within a detailed 

definition of the theme” [panellist10].  Of particular note was the need for a more 

comprehensive ‘soil management and conservation’ outcome that encompasses 

carbon emissions as well as storage [panellist6; panellist12; panellist15; 

panellist17].  There were concerns about the implications of the phrase 

‘biodiversity conservation is a management priority’, which linked to the 

suggestion made in Section 8.3.3 to use categories rather than weighted sentences.  

One panellist commented: “just because it is a priority doesn’t mean it’s being 

done successfully” [panellist14], which reinforced the need to triangulate evidence 

during data collection.  Use of the term ‘ecosystem services’ was challenged by a 

couple of panellists, specifically because the exclusion of “an indicator for 

regulation/provision [would] need justification” [panellist14].  For example, “the 

field of renewable energy is arguably linked to ecosystem services” [panellist2].  

The lack of an explicit reference to wild land (as a subset of landscape) was also 

noted, because “many Scottish estates contain this valued aspect of landscape” 

[panellist10] and it “is a land use” [panellist12].  Finally, there were some concerns 

that all activities related to biodiversity and ecosystem service management 

should “fit in with the wider policy priority setting” rather than “just doing what 

they want to do themselves” [panellist11]. 
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Theme A Suggestions/amendments Consider in next round 
A1: 
Biodiversity 
conservation 
is a 
management 
priority 

 Need to look for delivery of management (e.g. 
increases in key species and habitats) [panellist1; 
panellist14]; 

 Too broad a category: could be split into factions 
like species management, species protection, 
restoration etc. [panellist15]; 

 Conservation should be in line with public 
priorities (not for personal preference) and 
designated areas need to sit in favourable status 
[panellist11; panellist7]; 

 Biodiversity should be monitored and changes 
made in light of findings [panellist7]; 

 Realising the opportunities and benefits of healthy 
ecosystems [panellist8]. 

More explicit definition of 
category; consider drilling 
down further; change 
‘weighted’ nature of the 
category; link categories 
to public policy; consider 
importance of monitoring 
and management in light 
of results; consider 
linkages between healthy 
ecosystems and 
economic/social gain; 
highlight conservation 
beyond statutory 
requirements. 

A2: The 
potential for 
carbon 
storage is 
realised 

 Need to include a reduction of carbon emissions 
and carbon loss (e.g. through erosion) [panellist2; 
panellist6; panellist12; panellist15; panellist17]; 

 Needs to be broadened to a more comprehensive 
soil management category of which carbon 
storage/peat is a subset [panellist6]; 

 Also need to recognise value of land as a carbon 
‘sink’ as well as ‘store’ [panellist10]; 

 Lack of reference to the role woodland and grazing 
play in carbon storage and loss [panellist12]. 

Develop a more 
comprehensive category 
concerned with soil (to 
include elements of 
nutrient loss as well as 
storage and carbon 
‘sinks’); consider other 
activities/opportunities to 
store carbon and 
minimise carbon loss. 

A3: The 
benefits of 
sound water 
management 
are realised 

 May be worth considering linking to WFD 
indicators here e.g. DOC [panellist14]; 

 Other ecosystem services might include the  
management of nutrients, which interacts with 
water management [panellist15]; 

 Test the extent to which estates are engaged with 
the WFD [panellist7] and involved in River Basin 
Management Planning or Flood Risk Management 
Planning [panellist11]. 

Revisit the WFD 
indicators to ‘focus’ this 
category; consider aspects 
of nutrient management 
(e.g. from farming 
operations). 

A4: The 
benefits of 
sound 
landscape 
management 
are realised 

 Uncertainty about how ‘sound’ landscape 
management applies to sustainability – suggestion 
that it is simply ‘environmentally sound land use’ 
[panellist9]; 

 Important to include landscape and recognise that 
there are cultural and natural elements e.g. 
buildings and visual aesthetics [panellist10]; 

 An impact approach may be better – proof of 
thinking about acting on landscape impacts 
[panellist7]. 

Need a clearer definition 
of landscape management 
benefits and 
responsibilities; 
separate/identify natural 
and cultural elements of 
landscape; consider 
landscape impacts as a 
way to clarify this 
category. 

Table 8.3.1: Summary of responses related to Theme A: Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(panellist codes are listed in square brackets) 

8.3.5 Theme B: Rural business resilience 

Once again, respondents made some additions and suggestions for this theme. 

There were some concerns that a couple of the outcomes were a little weak in 

their definition and suggestions were made for tightening these up for the next 

iteration.  Table 8.3.2 provides a detailed overview and explanation of the 
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responses related to Theme B and also considers how suggestions should be 

included in the next iteration of the process. 

 

Theme B Suggestions/amendments Consider in next round 
B1: The estate 
maintains 
options for 
diversification 
and flexibility 
in order to 
adapt to 
change 

 Weak category: maintaining options is not 
sustainable if options are not acted upon 
[panellist6]; 

 Income streams could be mutually supportive 
[panellist7]; 

 Need ability to maintain/establish some long-
term activities [panellist15]; 

 Paint a picture of the different sectors that income 
comes from [panellist12]. 

Tighten up definition of 
diversification and links to 
sustainability; think about 
links between income 
streams; identify and 
quantify income streams. 

B2: The estate 
plays to its 
spatial, 
environmental 
and economic 
strengths 

 Could reconceptualise this category as 
overcoming perceived or real threats 
[panellist17]; 

 Adding value to products (playing to strengths, 
weather-proofing, specialist products, etc.) 
[panellist7]; 

 Evidence of researching new business ventures 
[panellist7]. 

Separate this category 
into parts and make 
clearer. 

B3: The 
environmental 
impacts of the 
business are 
assessed 

 Be clear that environmental impacts do not just 
derive from buildings – other uses of energy: give 
credit to an estate that is actively reducing impact 
[panellist10; panellist13]; 

 Consider impacts of staff on the estate 
[panellist3]; 

 Do estates use local markets and local 
traders/contractors, develop sustainable energy 
systems etc.? [panellist1]. 

Consider range of 
activities where 
environmental impact 
could be actively reduced. 

Table 8.3.2: Summary of responses related to Theme B: Rural business resilience (panellist codes 
are listed in square brackets) 

 

Several comments were made about gauging progress if “the wealth of the owners 

is taken out of the equation” [panellist2] and the need to “differentiate between 

target and project-based co-funding to achieve an outcome stated in a 

governmental strategy and payments which could be seen as a support mechanism 

for non-financially viable businesses” [panellist19].  This highlights the notion that 

many upland estates are dependent on outside funding (whether it is private or 

public) and “an estate can do B1-B3 but still be vulnerable if the wealth of their 

owners is taken out of the equation [and they are] dependent on the whims of 

their owners” [panellist2].  Suggestions for additional categories included: 

“economic self-reliance, creative exploitation of opportunities, minimising 

environmental impacts” [panellist16]; “investing in staff” [panellist3; panellist12]; 

and recognising “where tourism and visitors come in” [panellist3].  Another 
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panellist questioned whether collaboration should be made explicit here because 

business resilience can be “enhanced by co-operation/joint ventures where estates 

combine resources and business acumen” [panellist9].  Finally, several panellists 

referred to the role and treatment of staff as a factor that needs to be considered.  

For example, questions were raised with regard to “who makes decisions [...] how 

are they made, and is there a clear line of command?” [panellist7]; “do staff receive 

integrated training [that allows them to undertake a range of roles] and see 

themselves as ambassadors of the estate?” [panellist12]; and “is succession 

planning in place?” [panellist6]. 

8.3.6 Theme C: Community vitality and heritage 

Several comments were made in this theme about the need to consider the role of 

visitors in a sustainability assessment.  Comments suggested the need to “value 

visitors” [panellist3] to the estate and play a “responsible role in delivering a 

public service” in the form of access to the uplands [panellist1].  Table 8.3.3 

provides a detailed overview and explanation of the responses related to Theme C 

and considers how suggestions should be included in the next iteration of the 

process.  Suggested additions included: “respect for historic and cultural heritage” 

[panellist16]; “stewardship of cultural heritage [and] keeping alive and exhibiting 

traditional skills” [panellist15]; and “understanding the needs and expectations of 

local communities and visitors to the area” [panellist8].  Another panellist asked at 

this stage: “where would an estate’s role to promote and enhance the preservation 

of historic sites, scheduled ancient monuments, listed buildings etc. fit into this?” 

[panellist17].  Finally, there was some confusion with regard to “how the themes 

interact: for example, investment in affordable housing is seen as positive but it’s 

not very positive to build on an SSSI” [panellist11]. 
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Theme C Suggestions/amendments Consider in next round 
C1: 
Community 
interaction and 
support are 
promoted 

 A weak category – a stronger outcome would 
have the community actively involved in 
developing ideas rather than being consulted 
[panellist6]; 

 Willingness to sell/lease land for community 
purposes or use estate property to provide a base 
for community activities, where appropriate 
[panellist2; panellist10]; 

 Supporting traditional local events, culture, art 
and music [panellist17]. 

Active roles that 
community can play in 
estate management; 
provision of premises for 
community activities; 
supporting local culture 
and education; engaging 
with visitors. 

C2: Health and 
well-being are 
promoted 

 Importance of well-being of staff as well as 
community [panellist3]; 

 Have an influence in acquiring local services e.g. 
fire, education, shops, police etc. [panellist13]. 

Staff working conditions; 
wider health and well-
being impacts. 

C3: Livelihood 
opportunities 
are generated 

 Disagree that staff should be contracted locally; 
all about getting more jobs in rural areas 
[panellist11]; or, importing labour when 
necessary gives little local employment 
[panellist1]; 

 Estate activities should support a diverse range of 
stable, full-time jobs [panellist1]; 

 Staff should be well-equipped to engage with 
visitors and the community and see themselves as 
an ‘ambassador’ of the estate (integrated skills) 
[panellist3; panellist12]. 

Resolve whether estate 
should provide local 
employment; role of 
estate in generating 
employment and local 
markets/business; staff 
working conditions. 

Table 8.3.3: Summary of responses related to Theme C: Community vitality and heritage (panellist 
codes are listed in square brackets) 

8.3.7 Theme D: Governance, knowledge and planning 

One panellist pointed out that while ‘governance’ is part of this theme, there is no 

outcome/process specifically covering it. Suggestions for additions included: 

“openness, transparency, accountability, quality of communication with 

stakeholders” [panellist16]; “monitoring [which] is arguably a sustainability 

process [that makes it possible] to detect long-term change” [panellist2]; 

consideration of “power structures” [panellist7] and “visitor management” 

[panellist12]. Table 8.3.4 provides a detailed overview and explanation of the 

responses related to Theme D and considers how suggestions should be included 

in the next iteration of the process.   
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Theme D Detail Consider in next round 
D1: 
Management 
planning is for 
the long term 

 Governance and management structures are 
enabling, resilient and flexible [panellist4]; 

 Clear objective in management plan, which is 
implemented, reviewed and updated 
[panellist1]; 

 Flexible plan that can be adjusted to adapt to 
change [panellist7]. 

Consider role of 
monitoring in facilitating 
adaptive management; 
specify desired features of 
management planning. 

D2: 
Collaborative 
relationships 
and positive 
attitudes are 
fostered 

 Uncertainty whether collaboration with 
neighbours is a prerequisite for sustainable 
management: more important to work with 
agencies, NGOs etc. [panellist1]; 

 Owners and managers should work well 
together [panellist6]; 

 Include assessment of how effective 
collaborations are [panellist8]. 

Revisit notion of 
collaboration and hone in 
on potential benefits; 
revisit impacts of conflict 
and steps taken to manage 
conflicts. 

D3: Knowledge 
is shared and 
learning 
encouraged 

 The encouragement of learning does not mean 
that it is actually happening [panellist14]; 

 Could be stronger: continual learning should be 
a priority and knowledge should be shared 
[panellist6]; 

 Achieving success beyond the estate (public 
recognition) [panellist3]; 

 Links to need for estate ‘ambassadors’ 
[panellist12]; 

 Promoting ideas for sustainable management 
with agencies, NGOs and others: arranges open 
days or visits by professional bodies 
[panellist1]. 

Consider how to assess 
whether learning is taking 
place (e.g. adapting 
management in light of 
monitoring; engaging with 
external bodies/research 
institutes); discuss 
importance of staff as 
‘ambassadors’; extent to 
which resources are 
available for 
communication etc. 

Table 8.3.4: Summary of responses related to Theme D: Governance, knowledge and planning 
(panellist codes are listed in square brackets) 

8.3.8 Implementing the framework 

In general, the proposed assessment process was well-received by the 

respondents and interpreted as “flexible and comprehensive” [panellist6], 

“appropriate” [panellist19] and “thorough enough” [panellist4].  It was pointed out 

that “there is a lack of reference to ongoing monitoring in the process of 

assessment” and the question was raised with regard to whether estate managers 

“will be able to make the sorts of field observations you’re planning to do, cost-

effectively themselves” [panellist14].  Some concerns were raised about the 

proposal not to develop a prescribed set of indicators in advance of the 

assessment.  One panellist warned that “it would be easy to [for an estate] to 

suggest indicators that will paint a positive picture and ignore others that might 

cast a less favourable light” [panellist6], whereas another felt that “the idea of 

tailoring assessment criteria rather than applying uniform criteria is positive” 
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[panellist19].  Another panellist asked whether it would be possible to “develop 

lists of ‘typical’ indicators for some of these but not demand that all indicators be 

fulfilled in an estate?” [panellist15]. 

 

There was agreement that it is “important to link the indicators to strategies that 

people can use to enhance their sustainability under each theme (the enabling 

factors)” [panellist14] and the proposal to triangulate data was seen as sensible 

because “what it says in documents may differ to what can be seen on the ground” 

[panellist3].  Several panellists requested that ‘other stakeholders’ should include 

“members of the local community associated with the estate” [panellist8; 

panellist17], “representatives of relevant national or local NGOs” [panellist10; 

panellist11] and “visitors” [panellist3; panellist9; panellist12].  Three panellists 

also emphasised the value of “us[ing] Year 1 as the baseline from which they 

monitor, so they can see progress (or not)” [panellist14]. 

8.4 Summary 

Round Three required the panellists to reflect and comment on the first draft of 

the indicator framework, which was developed by the researcher from the results 

of Round One and Round Two.  The spectrum of sustainability performance 

(Innovative-Adaptable-Vulnerable) was well-received by the panellists because it 

was deemed simple in nature and easy to apply in practice.  However, several 

questions were raised about the terminology used in the spectrum, particularly 

with regard to the term ‘innovative’.  Although ‘innovation’ had been regularly 

cited in previous rounds, at this stage of reflection several panellists raised 

concerns that the term may have unsustainable connotations and be unsuitable in 

this context.  The wider theoretical implications of this are discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 11.  Nonetheless, alternative terms were suggested, equipping the 

researcher with several constructive suggestions for how to refine the 

performance spectrum in the next round.  These suggestions included the need to 

‘tighten up’ the classes even further to ensure clarity and a clear boundary 

between each one.  Additionally, it was suggested that each class would be more 

applicable within a more robust definition of sustainability in this context.  This 

range of comments and suggestions highlighted the need for an explicit 
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recognition of a series of ‘sustainable estate principles’ in the design of the next 

round. 

 

The panellists were asked to comment on a detailed set of 13 sustainability 

processes/outcomes, which were organised under four themes: biodiversity and 

ecosystem services; rural business resilience; community vitality and heritage; 

governance, knowledge and planning.  Each process/outcome was presented with 

an example of an ‘innovative’, ‘adaptable’ and ‘vulnerable’ indicator in order to 

demonstrate how an assessment of sustainability performance would be carried 

out along the spectrum.  The main concern among panellists was that the 

processes/outcomes needed to be delineated more clearly so that the interactions 

between processes and outcomes would become apparent.  Similarly, there was 

considerable agreement that each process or outcome needed to be more 

‘focussed’ in  order to avoid each one being in danger of misinterpretation at the 

point of use.  Additionally, there remained some concern among panellists with 

regard to a perceived focus on the environmental processes/outcomes as opposed 

to those concerned with estate economics and finance.  This highlighted the need 

to develop a more explicit assessment/scoring process for consideration in the 

next round. 

 

The panellists made a range of insightful and constructive comments about 

individual processes/outcomes; these comments were presented and analysed 

throughout the course of this chapter.  Specifically, panellists suggested steps that 

could be taken to refine definitions and cover any explicit gaps in the framework.  

They also made several calls for a clearer link between the elements of the 

framework and public policy, reiterating the notion that ‘sustainable’ estate 

management should fit in with wider public policy.  Finally, several concerns were 

raised about the ‘non-prescriptive’ nature of the framework because this might 

encourage estate managers to tailor the framework too much in favour of their 

own management goals.  While this concern was addressed in the next round (see 

Chapter 9), it was also recognised by other panellists that the framework requires 

a certain degree of flexibility in order to allow it to be used across a range of 

estates with varying management objectives.
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CHAPTER 9 – ROUND FOUR: REFINING AND ENDORSING 

THE INDICATOR FRAMEWORK (TOOLKIT) 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers the final round of the Sustainable Estates Delphi process 

(‘Refining and endorsing the indicator framework).  In this stage, participants 

were presented with a redrafted version of the framework, developed by the 

researcher and based on the participants’ comments in Round Three.  The first 

part of this chapter discusses how the researcher refined and redrafted the 

indicator framework, prior to inviting the panellists to comment on a revised 

‘working list’ of sustainability indicators (as suggested by Bell and Morse 2008).  

Subsequently, justification is given for how the Round Four document was 

developed, and the results of Round Four are discussed in detail. 

 

Figure 9.1.1: Diagram of the focus of Chapter 9 
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9.2 Refining the framework: amendments prior to Round Four 

9.2.1 Developing sustainable estate principles 

In the results of Round Three, there were several calls for a clearer definition of 

sustainability in the context of estate management, based on the findings of the 

process so far.  It was determined that moving beyond the use of simplistic themes 

(e.g. ‘Biodiversity and ecosystem services’) towards recognising cross-cutting 

concepts would facilitate a clearer definition of ‘sustainable estate management’ in 

this context.  Five cross-cutting concepts were repeatedly identified during the 

analysis of responses from the first three rounds (in alphabetical order): 

collaboration and knowledge transfer; conservation and restoration; integrating 

and widening options; linking into rural social fabric; and responding to and taking 

advantage of change.  Figure 9.2.1 illustrates each principle with suggestions from 

the panel that highlight the desirability and importance of each one. 

 

 

Figure 9.2.1: Cross-cutting concepts (principles) of sustainability identified from Rounds One-
Three. 

9.2.2 Refining sustainability classes 

Following the panel’s generally positive reaction to the use of sustainability classes 

to monitor progress, the researcher refined the classes in light of comments made 

previously and to respond to calls for a clearer definition of each class (see Section 
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8.3.2).  This section presents the changes made to the classes prior to Round Four 

and Figure 9.2.2 lists the elements of each revised class in more detail. 

 

In order to address concerns that the use of the term ‘innovative’ might be 

unsuitable in this context, this class was renamed ‘progressive/creative’, building 

on suggestions made by panellists in Round Three.  As a result of this amendment, 

emphasis is placed on the ability to turn constraints into opportunities and the use 

of creative approaches for developing more sustainable forms of management.  

The researcher also responded to suggestions that there may be a ‘missing 

category’ in the classes that would denote sound, sustainable practice (several 

panellists suggested that it was difficult to differentiate between ‘innovative’ and 

‘adaptable’ in the previous version).  Similar elements of the ‘innovative’ and 

‘adaptable’ classes were merged under ‘progressive/creative’ and a new category 

title ‘sound/stable’ was introduced.  Finally, the ‘vulnerable’ category was 

expanded to a ‘vulnerable/static’ category in order to demonstrate practice that 

does not seek to make progress towards the sustainable estate management 

principles outlined previously.  Therefore, the following three revised classes 

would be proposed to the panel in Round Four (see Figure 9.2.2 for more detail): 

 Progressive/Creative (P): a proactive approach that complements 

sustainability goals and goes beyond legislation and other statutory 

requirements; 

 Sound/Stable (S): achieving management in positive ways that enhance 

and do not degrade natural, social and economic capital; 

 Vulnerable/Static (V): a closed approach that disregards the wider 

sustainability context and hinders adaptation to change. 
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PROGRESSIVE/CREATIVE (P) 

Requires evidence of: 

 Creatively identifying and exploiting opportunities, overcoming spatial/other 
limitations (the ability to turn barriers into assets); 

 Proactively changing/reinventing the business(es) in order to pre-empt changing 
external factors (aware of the larger-scale context of estate management); 

 Carrying out management activities that go above and beyond legislation/grant 
requirements; 

 Demonstrating awareness, knowledge, a long-term view and/or courage; 
 Initiating collaborative management/ventures in order to achieve goals and resolve 

conflicts; 
 Moving away from or challenging the status quo, using novel approaches in the pursuit 

of sustainability outcomes. 

 

SOUND/STABLE (S) 

Requires evidence of: 

 Following existing statutory/non-statutory guidance and employing management that is 
viewed as conventional good practice by peers (e.g. representative organisations, NGOs, 
communities, etc.); 

 Taking stock of resources/assets in a wider context and identifying appropriate 
responses; 

 Thinking about and acting on (minimising) impacts and restoring the environment to 
how it was before an activity started; 

 Willingness to take a joined-up approach to management; 
 Impacting positively on lives of people in the local/wider community; 
 Using evidence-based, sound science and incorporating environment and society into 

wider goals; 
 Achieving management objectives in ways that enhance and do not degrade the natural, 

social and economic capital; 
 Taking a medium-term view. 

 

VULNERABLE/STATIC (V) 

Requires evidence of: 

 Maintaining the status quo rather than changing management approaches in the pursuit 
of sustainability principles; 

 Managing for personal preference and disregarding the wider 
social/economic/environmental policy context; 

 Dependency on financial subsidies (private, public and other) to support an unviable 
business; 

 Running estate business(es) at a loss and/or relying on a sole income source (at risk 
when owner’s wealth is taken out of the equation); 

 Sensitivity to external changes (inability or unwillingness to react); 
 Unwillingness to take part in collaborative management/ventures or take part 

constructively in dialogue to resolve management conflict (on and off the estate); 
 Not seeking to improve/impact positively on the lives of people in the local/wider 

community; 
 Failing to anticipate change and (un)certainty and adapt management accordingly. 

Figure 9.2.2: Refining the ‘progressive/creative’, ‘sound/stable’ and ‘vulnerable/static’ (P-S-V) 
classes (formerly ‘innovative’, ‘adaptable’, ‘vulnerable’) in line with panellists’ comments in Round 

Three 
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9.2.3 Refining outcomes and processes 

Following detailed analysis of the comments made in Round Three with regard to 

the ‘themes’ and ‘outcomes/processes’, the researcher took steps to ‘reframe’ the 

results of the research process and specify specific indicators for sustainable 

estate management.  The results of Round Three allowed the researcher to drill 

down panellists’ comments and identify 14 ‘outcomes’ of sustainability, each with 

a series of corresponding ‘processes’.  The ‘outcomes’ were, in effect, 

goals/objectives that estate management should try to achieve.  It was suggested 

that each ‘outcome’ could be achieved by implementing the corresponding 

‘processes’ (indicators).  In order to determine progress towards sustainability, 

the user of the framework would make a judgement of each ‘process’, using the 

sustainability classes outlined in Section 9.2.2.   
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Table 9.2.1:Working list of sustainable estate principles, outcomes and processes, for presentation 
to the panel in Round Four 

 

In response to requests from the panellists to create a clearer hierarchy of 

outcomes and processes (and to separate these elements more distinctly), a visual 

schematic of the framework was developed.  Figure 9.2.3 shows how the different 
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elements of the framework fit together.  So that the indicator framework would 

enable estate managers and other stakeholders to learn about sustainability in the 

context of estate management and adjust their management practices accordingly, 

the framework was renamed a ‘sustainability toolkit’.  The researcher felt this 

would have more positive connotations for those estates it would be used on and 

suggest that mutual benefits could be sought.  The term ‘toolkit’ also recognised 

the difficulties that would be encountered in too rigid an approach and echoes the 

focus on allowing flexibility in how sustainability outcomes and processes are 

delivered on the ground. 

 

 

Figure 9.2.3: A clear reconceptualisation of how the ideas generated by the panel fit together in the 
sustainability toolkit 

9.2.4 Round Four design, structure and content 

In Round Four, panellists were presented with a new version of the framework 

which had been amended in light of the comments and suggestions made by the 

panel in the previous round.  Round Four (see full version in Appendices J and K) 

comprised two parts: a main document (split into three parts) and supplementary 
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material.  Supplementary material was used in this round because the researcher 

wanted the panellists to focus on the detail in this round; the sustainability 

processes and corresponding indicators.  There was a perceived risk that, if 

panellists spent too much time revisiting the content of Round Three, the task of 

focussing on the processes would become too onerous.  The use of supplementary 

material ensured that those who wished to comment on the sustainability classes 

still had the option to do so.  Figure 9.2.4 illustrates how overarching research 

questions and the results of previous rounds were revisited in the design of Round 

Four.  The aims of this round were: 

 Part One of the main document: to present feedback from the previous 

round (more detail could also be found in the supplementary material) and 

show how the ‘toolkit’ had been developed and amended accordingly; 

 Part Two of the main document: to invite comments on the ‘detail’ of the 

toolkit, i.e. examples of management practices that reflect the spectrum of 

sustainability performance (focussing on the indicators); 

 Part Three of the main document: to explain (and invite comment on) how 

the results found when implementing the toolkit on an upland estate would 

be compiled and presented; 

 Supplementary material: to invite comments (optional) on sustainable 

estate principles, sustainability classes and data collection 

methods/evidence sources that would enable judgements to be made or 

monitoring to be initiated (where year 1 is used as the baseline). 
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Figure 9.2.4: Schematic of the content of the Round Four documents (second draft of indicator 
framework; ‘toolkit’) 

 

In Part One, it was explained that the sustainability toolkit had been amended in 

light of the comments made by panellists in Round Three.  The researcher drew 

the panellists’ attention to three particular changes that had been made due to 

their feedback: tightening up the overarching themes to develop ‘sustainable 

estate principles’; separating sustainability outcomes and processes and showing 

more clearly how they correspond to one another; and redrafting the 

sustainability classes.  Short descriptions of the revised sustainability classes were 

given at this point, and the schematic of the whole toolkit (Figure 9.2.3) was 

reproduced.  Panellists were directed to page 5 of the supplementary material (see 

Appendix K) for more detail on the sustainability classes, as well as the 

opportunity to comment on their latest form.  Similarly, detailed definitions of the 

sustainable estate principles were given in the supplementary material and 

panellists were invited to give their comments.  Care was taken to make it clear to 

the panellists that the reworked version of the toolkit represented what they had 

deemed a ‘sustainable approach’ in previous rounds.  The researcher also 
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explained that the toolkit defined sustainability in a way that could be modified in 

order to allow for locally specific solutions and plans, recognising the wide range 

of estate management objectives in Scotland’s uplands. 

 

Part two comprised the focus of Round Four; ‘commenting on the detail’.  The 

panellists were presented with a series of tables that contained a working list of 

sustainable estate principles, sustainability outcomes (14) and sustainability 

processes (30).  Before presenting the series of tables, a one-page summary table 

was included in the document to give panellists a clear overview of the content of 

the whole toolkit (similar to Table 9.2.1).  In the detailed tables, each sustainability 

process was linked to a sustainability outcome, and examples of 

‘progressive/creative’, ‘sound/stable’ and ‘vulnerable/static’ (P-S-V) practice were 

given.  It was explained that these examples of practice were indicators which 

corresponded to the sustainability classes and that, ideally, an estate would be able 

to demonstrate ‘progressive/creative’ practice in most processes.  Panellists were 

asked to read through the tables and make comments in the right hand column (or 

using the ‘track changes’ function in their word processing software) about the 

suitability of each sustainability process and corresponding examples of P-S-V 

practice.  Following the tables (which spanned six pages), there was also space for 

panellists to make more general comments as they wished.  A reproduction of the 

table used for the ‘collaboration and knowledge transfer’ principle is shown in 

Figure 9.2.5 (the actual table can be found in Appendix J, where it is clear that 

panellists had more space in which to make comments).  

 



 

171 

 

 

Figure 9.2.5: An example of the tables used in Round Four to show sustainability outcomes, 
processes and corresponding examples of P-S-V practice for the ‘collaboration and knowledge 

transfer’ principle (see Appendix J for the full document) 

 

At the beginning of Part two, the researcher also explained how evidence would be 

gathered in order to make a judgement about which sustainability class would be 

assigned to each sustainability process.  Due to the descriptive (qualitative) nature 



 

172 

 

of many of the indicators, it was reiterated that data would be gathered from a 

range of sources in order to make the best judgement and to triangulate findings.  

It was proposed that a sustainability class would be assigned to each process and a 

narrative description given to justify this choice.  It was deemed acceptable for an 

estate to suggest other ways in which progress towards implementing a process 

was/could be achieved (in tandem with the assessor and using the P-S-V class 

descriptions as a guide).  Examples of factors (both real and self-imposed) that 

constrain and/or enable processes would also be documented because these 

observations would be crucial for making private and public policy 

recommendations based on the findings.  Panellists were informed that the 

supplementary material contained detailed tables containing information about 

the range of potential evidence sources for each sustainability process.  It was 

recommended that the panellists read and comment on these tables if they had 

time.  An example of the tables of evidence sources is shown in Table 9.2.2 (the full 

document can be found in Appendix K). 

 



 

173 

 

 

Table 9.2.2: An example of the tables used in the supplementary material accompanying Round 
Four to show the range of potential evidence sources for each sustainability process (see Appendix 

K for the full document) 
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In the supplementary material, it was explained that Year 1 results would be used 

as a baseline (as suggested by panellists in Round Three; see Section 8.3.8), and 

that quantitative and qualitative findings would be clearly noted so that progress 

(or not) could be assessed from year to year.  It was assumed that, for each 

process, document analysis would be carried out (therefore, this was not listed 

explicitly in the tables).  Examples of documents that would require analysis in 

order to make a judgement of progress included: estate management plans; estate 

policy documents; financial accounts; annual (and other) reports; rural 

development plan scheme/grant documentation; local agency records (for 

example, SNH local office); minutes of relevant meetings; local press and other 

media (for example, estate publications, SRPBA publications, NGO magazines etc.).  

Similarly, it was proposed that discussions with estate representatives and other 

stakeholders would be required, and this was also not listed explicitly in the tables.  

The discussions would provide a forum for exploring ideas and opinions and 

cross-checking findings and might be held with:  estate management (for example, 

owners, managers, managing agents, other staff), local agency representatives, 

local/regional/national non-governmental organisations (with relevant interests), 

visitors and tourists, local community representatives and/or local business 

owners. 

 

Finally, in Part three, panellists were asked to reflect on a suitable method for 

presenting the toolkit results when it had been used on an estate.  The researcher 

proposed that, following data collection, results would be presented in a 

comprehensive report to the estate, and the findings would provide a baseline 

(Year 1) for monitoring future change.  Each sustainable estate principle would be 

considered in turn, sharing findings relating to each sustainability outcome and 

process.  It was proposed that radar diagrams would provide a good visual method 

for presenting the findings.  The diagrams would be used in the assessment to 

show visually where strengths and weaknesses lie, and provide a good discussion 

tool.  Hypothetical diagrams (one for the estate as a whole and another for a 

particular principle) are shown in Appendix K.  Panellists were asked to comment 

on this proposal and the design/content of the radar diagrams. 
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9.3 Results 

Hard copies of Round Four were printed in colour, spiral bound, and sent to 

panellists on Friday 18th December 2009.  On Monday 21st December 2009, 

electronic versions were sent via e-mail so that the panellists had the option to 

complete the document in electronic format if they preferred.  Each panellist 

received two documents: the main Round Four document and the ‘supplementary 

material’ (see Appendices J and K).  These were bound separately so that panellists 

would be able to read and complete the main document while simultaneously 

referring to the supplementary material when required.  The hard copies were 

sent with a covering letter (see Appendix I) which explained that Round Four was 

the final round and the last time that the researcher would be asking for their 

input.  The researcher thanked the panellists for the high response rate received 

prior to this stage (91%, including Round One) and emphasised that the aim of 

Round Four was to ‘focus on the detail’. 

 

The deadline for returning responses to Round Four was set as Friday 29 January 

2010.  Appendix F shows the timings within which responses were or were not 

received.  Twelve responses were received without reminder and before/on the 

deadline.  One panellist contacted the researcher before the deadline to request 

extra time to complete the document(s).  Four panellists contacted or saw the 

researcher and said that they planned to complete and return the documents.  

Reminders were sent to the remaining three panellists one week after the 

deadline.  Two of these panellists confirmed that they planned to return their 

responses in due course.   

 

Two panellists did not respond to this round [panellist4; panellist10], although 

they had expressed a wish to do so.  Both of these panellists contacted the 

researcher to inform her that they were very busy at the time of conducting this 

round.  It is worth noting that panellist18 responded to this round, even though he 

had been unable to take part in Round Two and Round Three (due to illness).  As a 

result, a response rate of 89% (17 of 19) was achieved in the final round, which 

combines with previous rounds to give a response rate of 88% over the course of 

the three written rounds of the research process.  On receipt of responses, a 
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personalised e-mail was sent to each panellist to thank them for their hard work 

and to explain that the researcher would be in touch with feedback from the final 

round and the piloting stage in due course (see Chapter 10). 

 

In general, panellists once again put a lot of effort into their responses to Round 

Four, giving very detailed, constructive comments.  This was very encouraging, as 

the documents were quite lengthy and detailed.  Most panellists completed the 

main document in full; two panellists preferred to compile general comments and 

observations in an e-mail to the researcher.  Three panellists took time to 

complete detailed comments on the supplementary material, and three more 

mentioned that they found this extra material very useful to refer to while 

completing the main document. 

9.3.1 Panel reflections on the process 

Once again, a positive response was received to Round Four, and panellists made a 

range of comments about the overall development of the toolkit and its content in 

this round.  The panellists appeared motivated and there was a general feeling 

among them that progress was being made.  This was demonstrated in comments 

such as: “this is a great improvement on our last discussions” [panellist3]; “I think 

it is coming together very well” [panellist1]; “it seems a very logical progression 

from previous work” [panellist11]; “I’ve enjoyed this; I think you have the makings 

of an extremely valuable tool here” [panellist16]; and “it seems to be coming 

together as a good piece of work and a remarkable attempt at defining 

sustainability in such a varied entity as an estate” [panellist19].   

 

Some panellists could envisage the practical application of the toolkit, suggesting 

that they felt “the toolkit is a very useful document for an estate manager” 

[panellist2] and that the results should “be able to inform management usefully – 

that for me is the most important thing” [panellist14].  Others felt that the research 

“might stimulate estates to think about different ways of managing their 

businesses” [panellist8] and it is “a good basis [that] should be worked on in 

practice on real estates” [panellist11].  One panellist explained that he “had to read 

the documents several times before [he] felt [he] could make comment” 



 

177 

 

[panellist19], while another  admitted that he had “not been able to give this as 

much attention as [he] would have liked” [panellist17] and another felt she had 

“little more to offer [because] it looks good” [panellist15]. 

9.3.2 Sustainable estate principles 

The supplementary material included detailed definitions of the five ‘sustainable 

estate principles’ (see Appendix K).  The researcher explained that the four 

‘themes’ included in Round Three had been reworked into ‘cross-cutting concepts’ 

that illustrated how progress requires a change in management approach, rather 

than simply focussing on one element or business enterprise.  One panellist 

explicitly “agree[d] with the move to approaches rather than enterprises for [the] 

‘principles’” [panellist16].  The researcher also elaborated on why the panellists 

had deemed each principle ‘desirable and important’ for sustainable management 

in previous rounds (see Figure 9.2.1), and each principle was listed with its 

corresponding ‘sustainability outcomes’ (see Table 9.2.1).  Panellists were invited 

to make comments about the sustainable estate principles, either in an open-

ended format on page 4 of the supplementary material, or by using the ‘track 

changes’ function in their word processing software. 

 

Generally, the panellists were positive about the overarching principles, around 

which the toolkit was organised.  Three panellists suggested alternatives to the 

title of the ‘responding to and taking advantage of change’ principle.  Panellist16 

suggested “adaptive management” so that “the idea of monitoring external factors 

and taking advantage of change” would be made more explicit.  Another panellist 

felt that the “wording of this principle [should be] less ‘reactive’ as there is an 

element of ‘being the change’ (i.e. stimulating change) in sustainability thinking 

which should be reflected under this principle” [panellist5].  Panellist17 also 

thought that an element of ‘being the change’ should be included in this principle, 

and suggested “stimulating/creating, responding to and taking advantage of 

change” as an alternative.  Panellist7 suggested that the ‘linking into rural social 

fabric’ principle should be renamed ‘linking into social fabric’ “since most 

customers are likely to be urban”.  This panellist also felt that the “importance of a 

customer-led approach was missing from the principles” [panellist7] because this 
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is linked with success in organisations through associated marketing, brand 

creation etc.  Finally, it was suggested that ‘broadening options’ was preferable to 

‘widening options’ in the ‘integration and widening options’ principle [panellist1]. 

9.3.3 Sustainability classes: the P-S-V framework 

The refined sustainability classes (progressive/creative [P], sound/stable [S], 

vulnerable/static [V]) were presented to the panel in the supplementary material.  

It was explained that the new classes had been developed as a result of the 

comments made in Round Three.  Figure 9.2.2 was reproduced in the document to 

illustrate and define each class.  Panellists were invited (on page 6 of the 

supplementary material; see Appendix K) to make comments about the P-S-V 

framework and the sustainability class definitions. 

 

In general, the panellists approved the amendments to the sustainability classes.  

One panellist admitted that she had “expressed some doubts about [the] previous 

classification system” but in this round she felt that “the P-S-V system is a real 

success” [panellist14].  Although the definitions of ‘progressive/creative’ and 

‘sound/stable’ practice (formerly ‘innovative’ and ‘adaptable’) were deemed 

clearer in this round, there were still some concerns that the “differences between 

P and S are often very subtle right through the table [of processes]” [panellist2].  

Similarly, another panellist warned that “there is more of a gap, in the terminology 

used, between ‘sound/stable’ and ‘vulnerable/static’ than between ‘sound/stable’ 

and ‘progressive/creative’” and that the “‘sound/stable’ class is sometimes too 

positive” [panellist17].  For example, under the process “involvement in planning 

and delivery beyond the estate scale”, the S indicator (“plays a positive role in 

collaborative planning and delivery beyond estate scale”) was deemed “too 

positive” and should instead read “willing to participate” [panellist14].  It was also 

pointed out that “‘stable’ and ‘static’ sound largely interchangeable” and that “quite 

a lot of the practices described under ‘sound’ are pretty progressive in comparison 

with current norms” [panellist16].  This comment signals the need to reconsider 

the suitability of each P-S-V indicator; this is the focus of Section 9.3.4. 
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There remained some uncertainty about the appropriateness of the titles of the 

sustainability classes.  One panellist asked whether “‘proactive’, ‘active’ and 

‘under-active’ would be more accurate and straightforward”, pointing out that “the 

utility of the tool does depend on the clarity and accessibility of all its components” 

[panellist16].  Similarly, there was the suggestion that, in reality, the three classes 

denoted “’best practice’, ‘good practice’ and ‘needing practice’” [panellist6].  

Another felt that “it does not seem [to him] to be an inevitable conclusion that an 

estate which scores a red for a particular process is somehow failing to pursue a 

sustainable approach” [panellist8]. 

9.3.4 Sustainability outcomes and processes: focussing on the detail 

As outlined in Section 9.2.4, the main document in Round Four focussed on a series 

of tables that comprised a working list of sustainable estate principles, with 

corresponding sustainability outcomes (14) and processes (30).  For each 

sustainability process, examples of progressive/creative (P), sound/stable (S) and 

vulnerable/static (V) were given.  It was explained that these examples of practice 

were ‘indicators’ of which sustainability class should be assigned to the process.  

Panellists were asked to read through the tables and to make comments about 

whether they felt that the example of P-S-V practice were sensible and 

appropriate.  There was also space for more general comments about the 

outcomes and processes (see Appendix K).   

 

Three panellists commented that it was good to see ‘outcomes’ and ‘processes’ 

separated and/or more clearly linked since the last round [panellist9; panellist11; 

panellist14] and one panellist said that “the indicators are generalisable and so can 

be applied across the country, making it easy for estate managers to answer and 

yet specific enough to be a useful way of distinguishing between estates that are 

more or less sustainable” [panellist14].  However, four panellists felt that the 

terminology could be improved even further.  One panellist suggested that “it 

might be better to think in terms of a checklist of ‘opportunities’” [panellist8] or 

“actions” [panellist14; panellist16] as opposed to ‘processes’.  Another felt “a bit 

confused by [the] allocation of practices in that linkages in the estate management 

system may make them positive for one criterion but negative for another e.g. 
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access conflicts with field sports at certain times of the year” [panellist7].  It was 

also suggested that the “wording used in the formulation of some of the ‘process’ 

descriptions” needed rethinking so that they focus on “optimising outcomes” 

[panellist8].  For example, “reducing carbon emissions” could be elaborated to 

become “minimising carbon emissions from estate activity and maximising the 

carbon retention of natural systems on the estate”.  This panellist also suggested  

that it would be sensible to “incorporate some thinking about the need for estates 

to carefully assess the potential which each of these [processes] offers and then to 

proceed to score their relative success in pursuing the kinds of action or approach 

suggested” [panellist8].  In this sense, there appears to be scope to rethink the 

processes as ‘opportunities’ and the sustainability classes as a means for judging 

the extent to which an estate ‘takes advantage’ of each opportunity.  This would 

also respond constructively to earlier comments made about the need to allow 

flexibility in how sustainability is delivered in practice. 

 

There was concern that some indicators might conflict with one another.  For 

example, “encouraging visitor access/house building can conflict with nature 

conservation” [panellist2].  This panellist suggested that the “integration of these 

processes in a spatial estate management plan is key”.  Similarly, there remains 

scope to clarify the meaning of the sustainability processes more clearly.  For 

example, there was considerable consensus that the process entitled ‘actively 

managing land for diverse purposes’ (under the ‘integration and widening options’ 

principle) needed further clarification because it was too unspecific to be 

measurable [panellist2; panellist7; panellist14].  The remainder of this section 

explores outcome/process-specific comments in more detail. 

9.3.4.1 Collaboration and knowledge transfer 

Many positive comments were received from the panellists about the 

‘collaboration and knowledge transfer’ principle and its corresponding outcomes 

and processes (see Table 9.3.1).  Several sustainability processes were repeatedly 

described as “sensible”, “good” and “OK; no change needed”.  Minor edits were 

made by panellists to several of the sustainability processes in order to improve 

wording. 
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A couple of panellists suggested that the processes assigned to ‘thinking and acting 

beyond estate boundaries’ (involvement in planning and delivery, working in 

partnership) were quite “similar in approach” [panellist2] and “could be 

combined” [panellist17].  Another panellist felt that the ‘collaboration and 

knowledge transfer’ principle was “a subset of ‘thinking beyond estate boundaries, 

not vice versa” [panellist16] and requested a rethink of the hierarchy within this 

principle.  In a similar vein, panellist12 felt that there needed to be an element of 

“thinking global” embedded in this principle “in order to take in an important 

range of wider considerations such as climate change and ethical principles of 

social and intergenerational equity”.  

 

 

Table 9.3.1: Overview of sustainability outcomes and processes in the ‘collaboration and 
knowledge transfer’ principle 

 

There remained wide agreement among panellists that “the genuine, long-term 

‘collaborative partnership culture’” [panellist5] is “an essential part of the 

management of progressive estates” [panellist16].  However, one panellist did not 

consider “inter-estate involvement” [panellist9] to be appropriate, and another 

noted that the “pooling of resources may not be necessary for progressive 

management” [panellist18].  Panellist14 thought that the “scale of the estate and 

geographical features may limit ability to comply with [cross-boundary projects] 

on the ground” and panellist19 suggested that there should be recognition of 

“participation in committees at [the] regional or national scale”.  Difficulties 

encountered with involving communities were recognised [panellist1], and it was 
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suggested that “the key indicator is how consultation responses are dealt with” 

[panellist2], as opposed to simply noting that they take place.   

 

Within this principle, several suggestions were made for addressing the notion 

that there was not a clear enough distinction between the P and S classes (this was 

highlighted previously in Section 9.3.4).  For example, words like “active”, 

“leading”, “initiating”, “promoting”, “co-ordinating” and “inviting” were often cited 

as important under the progressive/creative (P) category, making the distinction 

that a “leadership role is key” [panellist14].  Within the sound/stable (S) class, it 

was felt that phrases like ‘plays a positive role in collaborative planning [...]’ were 

“too positive” and a “willingness to participate” would be more appropriate 

[panellist17].  Similar comments were made about P-S-V practices in the other 

principles. 

9.3.4.2 Conservation and restoration 

A range of comments were received from the panellists about the ‘conservation 

and restoration’ principle and its corresponding outcomes and processes (see 

Table 9.3.2).  Comments were generally positive, with several constructive 

suggestions made for improving the content of this principle.  Once again, several 

minor edits were made by panellists to the wording of sustainability processes and 

outcomes.  For example, panellist6 preferred ‘maintaining and enhancing 

biodiversity’ to be renamed ‘a highly biodiverse environment’, highlighting this as 

an ‘outcome’ rather than an ongoing process.  Panellist1 felt that ‘key’ habitats and 

species should be the focus of the ‘restoring and re-wilding habitats’ process, 

because “focal species are usually of interest” [panellist14].  Two panellists 

warned against the use of the term ‘re-wilding’ as it is an “unfortunate term” 

[panellist18], which “means many things to different people” [panellist14].  

Similarly, panellist14 recommended that the term ‘montane’ be replaced with 

‘upland’ as it “refers to a very specific habitat type”. 
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Table 9.3.2: Overview of sustainability outcomes and processes in the ‘conservation and 
restoration’ principle 

 

The majority of panellists made comments about the ‘maintaining grazing levels 

that foster natural regeneration’ process, signalling a range of opinions and 

uncertainty surrounding how this should be integrated into the toolkit.  For 

example, some panellists felt that it might not be appropriate for the whole estate 

to have natural regeneration [panellist1; panellist13], while others recognised that 

the impacts of grazing “can produce negative externalities elsewhere, either on the 

estate or further afield” [panellist7].  A solution lay in the suggestion made by a 

couple of panellists that grazing levels (like burning levels) are a “means to an end” 

[panellist16] and “may simply be part of the previous two [processes]” 

[panellist12].  One panellist suggested that a compromise lay within “moderate 

grazing means that upland habitats are stable but regeneration of scrub and 

woodland is limited or negligible” [panellist6].  Several panellists also made 

reference to the importance of “improving habitat” [panellist18] and “monitoring 

habitat degradation” [panellist6], suggesting that monitoring practices and 

adapting management in light of the findings have an important role to play in 

resolving this debate. 

 

With regard to water and soil environments, panellist15 felt that the importance of 

carbon storage was “a little hidden away under details of processes” and 

panellist12 called for a specific reference to “carbon-rich soils to be made”.  It was 

also pointed out that “all soils have carbon storage potential” [panellist19], 

therefore “soils in general, of which peat is a key example” [panellist18], should be 

considered.  It was suggested that some of the indicators could be linked to 

quantitative data sets that are already in existence (e.g. JNCC indicator species, 
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Water Framework Directive Measures etc.) [panellist14].  Finally, with reference 

to the ‘conserving and protecting landscapes’ outcome, several comments were 

made about how the content of the process indicators could be widened.  

9.3.4.3 Integration and widening options 

Fewer comments were made about the outcomes and processes shown in Table 

9.3.3, with several short, positive comments suggesting that these processes and 

associated examples of P-S-V practice were acceptable.  As with previous 

processes, suggestions for improvement were made; these were generally very 

constructive and quite minor in nature.  For example, panellist5 was concerned 

about the use of the term ‘novel’ when used in relation to income streams.  He felt 

that “long-term income streams” were more important as “short-termism simply 

postpones unsustainability”.  Two panellists proposed the need for more emphasis 

on “specialisation, quality and uniqueness” [panellist7] or income streams “that 

need not necessarily arise from the land itself” [panellist2], suggesting that an 

ability to ‘think outside the box’ can bring advantages.  In contrast, panellist9 felt 

that a ‘vulnerable/static’ response to diversifying income streams would be 

demonstrated in “an unwillingness to adapt policy away from traditional/loss-

making enterprises”.  This echoes previous discussion surrounding the need to 

manage estates within the context of public policy, rather than solely for private 

preference. 

 

 

Table 9.3.3: Overview of sustainability outcomes and processes in the ‘integration and widening 
options’ principle 

 

As in previous rounds, there was some continued discussion surrounding the 

different financial models of estates and the difficulties that might be encountered 

when trying to make comparisons [panellist18].  This aspect is considered in more 

detail in Section 9.3.5.  There remained some uncertainty about what constituted a 

‘sustainable financial model’ when considering the ‘meeting the cash needs of the 
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estate’ outcome.  Two panellists reiterated the importance of continued 

investment and reinvestment in the business [panellist3; panellist7], while 

another succinctly posed the notion that “relying on outside income may seem 

intuitively unsustainable but history suggests it is a sustainable system” 

[panellist2].  Panellist18 felt that the fact that “capital assets are being increased as 

a result of external investment” was a positive outcome, recognising that “a 

considerable proportion of the estates in Scotland are not financially self-

sufficient”. 

 

Expanding on comments made in Section 9.3.4, it was felt that ‘actively managing 

land for diverse purposes’ was not a very specific outcome, therefore it would be 

hard to measure [panellist14].  For example, the notion of ‘integrating agricultural 

and conservation land uses’ under the S category was questioned (“why just these 

two?” [panellist12]) and another panellist thought that “the P category could 

include a reference to integrating goals with those of other organisations, 

communities and/or people” [panellist18].  Similarly, panellist6 suggested the 

“need to mention public access and non-agricultural/conservation business 

activities”.  These comments suggest that some aspects of this outcome could be 

merged into a collaborative theme, while others could be tightened up within a 

category concerned with diversification. 

9.3.4.4 Linking into rural social fabric 

A more emphatic, positive response was received to the outcomes and processes 

listed in Table 9.3.4; “good, excellent wording” [panellist3]; “I like this one” 

[panellist2].  Once again, panellist6 pointed out that the wording of some of the 

‘outcomes’ were too focussed on a process.  For example, he suggested that 

‘maintaining and improving rural social fabric and infrastructure’ could be 

improved as ‘improved rural social fabric and infrastructure’. 
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Table 9.3.4: Overview of sustainability outcomes and processes in the ‘linking into rural social 
fabric’ principle 

 

Panellists generally felt that it was important that the estate was willing to provide 

a base for community activities, although there was some concern surrounding the 

notion of selling or leasing land to the community.  Panellist2 thought that “selling 

land is a symptom of vulnerability as it reduces the asset base of the estate” while 

panellist15 commented on community buy-outs: “most estates are unlikely to 

want to have this as a goal, but according to some measures of sustainability 

(power, local representation, wealth equality, etc.) it is a ‘sustainable’ option for 

many places”.  This is a difficult aspect to include within the toolkit because its 

focus is on management rather than ownership.  However, the comment from 

panellist15 emphasises the point that the ‘measures of sustainability’ can be 

applied to any estate. 

 

There was some disagreement with regard to the role of affordable housing 

provision in pursuing a more sustainable approach.  Panellist18 (who had not 

taken part in Rounds Two and Three) questioned whether this was a relevant 

measure of sustainability and another panellist was “not convinced that house 

building is an indicator of sustainability” [panellist2].  Several other aspects such 

as housing quality and access to services were mentioned as important for rural 

social fabric and infrastructure.  One panellist suggested that the focus on 

affordable housing could be enlarged to encompass “a bigger list of engagements, 

including the support of local trades/suppliers, provision of employment and 

business development opportunities etc.” [panellist16].  Panellist6 offered a 

potential solution by “strengthening P by anticipating future needs in addition to 

responding to identified needs”.  Once again, this debate could be resolved by 

integrating a more distinct monitoring outcome, which demonstrates that estate 
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management objectives are defined and implemented on the basis of sound 

knowledge and understanding.  For example, the process of consulting the 

community may lead to identifying a need for more housing or other services. 

 

Panellist18 thought that the importance of the uplands as a place of work was 

missing from the toolkit, and this sentiment was echoed by other panellists 

through several suggestions for widening the processes associated with 

employment and livelihoods.  For example, “staff flexibility” [panellist7], “the use 

of local contractors where available and appropriate” [panellist1], “staff 

development” [panellist15] and “building staff confidence” [panellist9] were 

suggested as ways to expand these processes.  Finally, several panellists 

challenged the ‘promoting the health and spiritual benefits of outdoor recreation’ 

process either from the point of view of its wording or whether it was needed as a 

separate process: “I think this one is unnecessary and is covered by ‘valuing and 

welcoming visitors to the estate’” [panellist12]. 

9.3.4.5 Responding to and taking advantage of change 

In the final section of outcomes and processes (see Table 9.3.5), a range of 

suggestions were made for improvements.  While there was a good degree of 

agreement that long-term management planning is an important prerequisite for 

sustainable management, it was felt that more guidance was needed on 

management planning [panellist14] and that the need for a clear vision should be 

emphasised [panellist3; panellist12].  Panellist16 advocated “a long-term strategic 

plan [...] with a shorter term detailed plan that delivers the long-term objectives”.  

The ‘increasing awareness and knowledge of estate assets’ process was deemed a 

little weak by panellists, with panellist14 “not sure if [he] understands what assets 

means in this context”.  Panellist12 also felt that there was not much difference 

between this process and the one related to management planning.  Monitoring 

was recognised as important by a couple of panellists in relation to this process 

but, once again, this raised the question of whether a clearer monitoring category 

is required, encompassing elements from other principles that require monitoring 

as a sound basis for decision-making.  Similarly, monitoring is linked to risk 
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management (the next process) and panellists’ comments suggested that there 

would also be scope to link monitoring and risk management more explicitly. 

  

 

Table 9.3.5: Overview of sustainability outcomes and processes in the ‘responding to and taking 
advantage of change’ principle 

 

Finally, a couple of comments suggested that the processes associated with 

‘assessing and mitigating environmental impacts’ and ‘increasing potential for self-

sufficiency’ could be merged.  The location of ‘effectively managing public access’ 

within this principle was questioned because it was seen as directly relevant to 

visitor management, which had been presented earlier in the tables [panellist18; 

panellist1].   

9.3.5 Applying the framework 

Panellists were “very interested to see how [the toolkit] works in practice” 

[panellist11] and this was demonstrated in the number of comments made about 

its application and the presentation of results.  Panellists were interested in how 

recommendations would be made on the basis of the results because “the real test 

of effectiveness will be for those processes scored S or V what steps are put in 

place to move up to a P” [panellist11] and the extent to which it “acts as a 

springboard for positive change” [panellist9].   

 

Several comments revolved around a degree of uncertainty about how the toolkit 

would be used to ‘score’ estates in practice.  It was recognised that the 

organisation of the toolkit (i.e. each principle corresponding to a number of 

outcomes which have 2-3 linked processes) presented an additional layer of 
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complexity in terms of generating simple scores that could be monitored.  

Questions were raised about whether “you have to be good (P) in all five to be 

sustainable” [panellist11] and whether a “mix of P, S and V scores would make it 

hard for an estate to assess its overall position” [panellist16].  Another panellist 

pointed out that “it might be hard to fit estates into one class [because] they will 

have a different perception of which class they fit into” [panellist11].  However, 

one panellist raised concerns about taking a “scorecard approach” [panellist8] 

because “this may not be the best way to get value out of the thinking developed 

throughout this survey process”. 

 

Concerns were raised about how each process would be defined in terms which 

allow an assessor to make a fairly objective judgement of progress.  One panellist 

warned that there will be “scope for debate about whether the actions taken are 

appropriate, adequate and/or meaningful” [panellist16], with another warning of 

the danger of “beauty being in the eye of the beholder” [panellist11], leading to 

estates having different perceptions of which sustainability class their 

management fits into.  To tackle this, panellist16 suggested the value of an extra 

column in the toolkit documents that would help the assessor to identify all of the 

relevant ‘processes’ under a particular ‘outcome’.  For example, ‘external 

collaboration’ could list: catchment planning, deer management, access, habitat 

networks, local tourism initiatives, product marketing, local development plans, 

supporting local festivities, national/international bodies etc.  This could also lead 

to the need for a specific, separate document on the approach that defines each 

process in detail to support the assessor in making a fairly objective judgement.  

However, one panellist raised the interesting point that if the toolkit is totally 

standardised (so that different assessors always reach the same answer), this may 

lead to the need to bring in expert skills to conduct the assessment, which would 

be expensive and more complicated [panellist14].  In light of the comments made 

about the use of the toolkit to make an assessment of progress, further thought 

was required about whether the inherent value of the toolkit lies in its use as a 

learning and/or discussion tool for estates.  In this sense, the act of using the 

toolkit becomes a learning process rather than an assessment process (discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 10).   
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The panel reacted positively to the suggested data presentation approach (see 

radar diagrams in Appendix J).  Panellists felt that this method worked well 

visually and was very clear, allowing strengths and weaknesses to be understood 

and appreciated very quickly and simply.  Constructive suggestions for 

improvements included: the addition of text boxes under each of the sustainability 

classes so that the main strengths and weaknesses could be summarised, giving a 

quick summary of the situation; and, making a link to the report text to back up the 

visual presentation (for example, including a section reference), enabling the 

reader to go straight to the reasoning behind the assessment.  Additionally, a few 

panellists suggested that it would be important that the report presented to the 

estate is written in language that the landowner and manager can understand.   

9.4 Summary 

In Round Four, the panellists were asked to reflect and comment on the second 

draft of the indicator framework (termed a ‘toolkit’ in this round).  This draft was 

based on an analysis of the results of Round Three, which the researcher used to 

amend the framework for presentation to the panel.  In this round, the toolkit was 

explicitly organised around five principles of sustainable upland estate 

management.  These principles were developed from thematic analysis of the 

results of all of the rounds and moved beyond the use of simplistic themes (such as 

those used in Round Three) to identify ‘cross-cutting concepts’ which created a 

holistic framework, within which the toolkit could be contextualised.  The 

panellists reacted positively to these principles, recognising a need to focus on a 

sustainable management ‘approach/mindset’, as opposed to stipulating how 

individual businesses/activities should be carried out.  In effect, these principles 

inject a degree of flexibility into the toolkit because the way in which a principle is 

adhered to may vary between estates. 

 

In this round, the sustainability classes were revised and refined 

(Progressive/Creative – Sound/Stable – Vulnerable/Static), in order to monitor 

progress towards each sustainability process (30 in total).  The amendments to the 

classes were well-received, although further suggestions for improvements were 
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made.  Particular concern centred on a perceived difference in ‘distance’ between 

the middle class (Sound/Stable) and the outlying classes.  Generally, the difference 

between ‘Progressive/Creative’ and ‘Sound/Stable’ was deemed more subtle than 

that between ‘Sound/Stable’ and ‘Vulnerable/Static’.  These observations led 

several panellists to suggest alternative terms for the classes, as well as propose 

ways to ‘tighten up’ the definition of each class even further. 

 

The revised classes corresponded to the clearer hierarchy of the toolkit in this 

round: each sustainable estate principle had a series of corresponding 

sustainability outcomes and sustainability processes.  This responded to 

comments in Round Three that called for the need to separate outcomes and 

processes, and make the linkages between them and the principles more explicit.  

In general, the panellists felt that the outcomes and processes had improved since 

the previous round, with their suggestions clearly taken into account by the 

researcher in this new version.  Once again, suggestions were made for 

improvements, and these were clearly documented earlier in this chapter.  There 

was considerable agreement that the processes were becoming more refined, yet 

also generalisable across a range of estate ownership models.  Queries remained 

with regard to the suitability of the term ‘sustainability process’ and some 

panellists preferred to conceive the processes as ‘actions’ or ‘opportunities’.  This 

would allow a ‘checklist approach’ to be taken, which may encourage use of the 

toolkit for monitoring and learning, as opposed to standardised assessment. 
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CHAPTER 10 – REFINING AND PILOTING THE TOOLKIT 

10.1 Introduction 

This chapter explains how the content of the draft toolkit was refined further, in 

light of the comments made by panellists in Round 4.  This led to the development 

of a ‘first edition’ of the ‘Sustainable Estates Toolkit’, which is reproduced in full in 

Appendix L (the term ‘first edition’ is used because this version was piloted in 

practice and it was expected that operational amendments might be made 

following its application).  The remainder of this chapter is concerned with the 

process of piloting the toolkit on two upland estates in Scotland: these estates are 

owned NGOs, giving the opportunity (in Chapter 11) to reflect on the empirical 

results of the exercise.  In this chapter, the results of using the toolkit on each 

estate are shared, and the findings equip the reader with a clear understanding of 

this process, prior to a fuller discussion of the effectiveness of the toolkit in 

practice. 

 

 Figure 10.1.1: Diagram of the focus of Chapter 10 
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10.2 Toolkit design, content and structure 

10.2.1 Sustainable estate principles, outcomes and opportunities 

The first edition of the toolkit comprised a clearly defined hierarchy of five 

sustainable estate principles, 10 sustainability outcomes and 16 ‘opportunities for 

sustainable estates’.  Figure 10.2.1 shows a schematic of the toolkit, with areas 

highlighted in yellow showing the main changes made in light of the results of 

Round 4.   

 

Figure 10.2.1: Reworked conceptual schematic of the toolkit (following results of Round Four) 

 

First, the titles of all of the sustainable estate principles were amended in order to 

accommodate suggestions made by panellists (these were presented and analysed 

in Section 9.3.2).  Clearer definitions of each principle were developed and a 

summary of each of these can be found in Table 10.2.1.  Secondly, the parts of the 

toolkit that were termed ‘sustainability processes’ in Round 4 were 

reconceptualised as ‘opportunities for sustainable estates’ in the first edition.  This 

amendment took into account the suggestions made by several panellists in Round 

4 that conceiving the ‘processes’ as ‘opportunities’ or ‘actions’ would allow the 

toolkit to assess the extent to which an estate optimises/takes advantages of the 

possibilities that sustainable management might yield.  This would also facilitate 
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flexibility in how an estate pursues each opportunity or action (as suggested by 

panellists in earlier rounds), allowing them to tailor their response in line with 

their management objectives and available resources. 

Sustainable 
estate principle 

Why the panellists deemed this desirable and important for 
sustainability* 

Adapting 
management 
 

 Sustainability requires management that considers future 
generations and realises the importance of timescales and the global 
context that estate management sits within 
 The ability and willingness to adapt is central to the concept of 
sustainable land management 
 Estates with the capacity to adapt will be the most sustainable 

Broadening 
options 
 

 Diversifying (maintaining and widening options) allows flexibility 
and increases capacity to adapt to changing circumstances 
 Financial viability and stability avoid social problems and 
environmental degradation 
 A narrow range of economic and financial options may lead to the 
need to draw on capital assets 

Ecosystem 
thinking 
 

 Land managers are stewards of the natural environment and play 
an important role in maintaining and enhancing the natural resource 
base for current and future generations 
 The success of economic and social activities on upland estates is 
underpinned by the productive capacity and/or aesthetic quality of 
the natural resource base (natural heritage) 
 A joined-up, holistic approach allows a balance of management 
objectives in order to deliver public and private goals 

Linking into 
social fabric 
 

 Estates play an important role in maintaining rural (and upland) 
industries and populations 
 This ‘rural Corporate Social Responsibility’ (CSR) role contributes 
to wider public sustainability goals  

Thinking 
beyond the 
estate 
 

 Engenders positive attitudes and joined-up thinking to develop 
new solutions and ideas 
 Promotes accountability and participation 
 Acknowledges the wider regional, national and global context of 
estate management 

* These definitions were developed using only the panellists’ comments over the four rounds 

Table 10.2.1: Detailed descriptions of the final ‘sustainable upland estate principles’ 

 

In order to refine the list of sustainability ‘outcomes’ and ‘opportunities’ 

(previously ‘processes’) even further, comments made by panellists about each 

one in Round 4 were considered in detail (see results presented in Section 9.3.4).  

The comments made about each ‘process’ in Round 4 were examined in turn, 

amended and clearly linked to a sustainable estate principle and sustainability 

outcome.  Some processes were reworded; others were combined to make new 

‘opportunities for sustainable estates’.  Figure 10.2.2 shows the reworked 

‘opportunities for sustainable estates’.
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Figure 10.2.2: The five sustainable estate principles with their corresponding sustainability 
outcomes and opportunities 
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10.2.2 Generic assessment criteria: Proactive, Active and Under-active 

The panellists’ comments from Round 4 were also used to develop final versions of 

the sustainability classes, prior to testing the toolkit in practice.  Figure 10.2.3 

shows the final classes (‘Proactive’, ‘Active’ and ‘Under-active’) with their 

corresponding definitions. 

 

 Figure 10.2.3: Further refinements made to the sustainability classes after Round 4 

 

The sustainability classes provide a means for gauging the extent to which an 

estate is taking advantage of each of the 16 ‘opportunities for sustainable estates’, 

shown in Figure 10.2.2.  A ‘proactive’ approach is deemed more likely to lead to 

‘sustainable upland estate management’, and estates employing that approach 

would be able to demonstrate evidence of: going above and beyond conventional 

good practice; pre-empting change and adapting accordingly; taking a leadership 

role, and demonstrating courage and/or creativity.  In contrast, an ‘under-active’ 

approach signifies practices that may make an estate more vulnerable to change, 

or have negative impacts on the local and wider environment or communities.  For 
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example, there may be evidence of: management that fails to comply with pre-

existing forms of guidance (statutory and otherwise); unwillingness to enter into 

positive dialogue or collaboration; or manage for personal preference and in 

disregard to the wider public policy context. 

10.2.3 Using the toolkit 

The first edition of the toolkit enclosed in Appendix L was designed so that it could 

be used by anyone interested in gauging the extent to which an estate takes 

advantage of each of the ‘opportunities for sustainable estates’ (e.g. researchers, 

estate managers, NGOs, interested individuals).  Although some panellists saw the 

potential for the toolkit to be used as a self-assessment tool, as well as a tool that 

could be used by an external party, the researcher used the toolkit during the pilot 

exercise.  Scope for the toolkit to be used as a self-assessment tool is considered in 

a post-pilot critical reflection of its application (see Section 10.7). 

 

The toolkit document was organised into two parts: first, an introduction which 

explained the rationale of the toolkit and how it should be used, and, second, 

detailed explanations of each of the ‘opportunities for sustainable estates’ (with 

corresponding information about how to make a judgement of each one).  The 

content of the first edition was written in non-academic language and clear visual 

aids were used throughout.   

 

In the introduction to the toolkit, a brief overview explained the rationale for the 

research and showed how the toolkit was developed.  The structure of the toolkit 

was then clarified and its three main elements (‘sustainable estate principles’, 

‘sustainability outcomes’ and ‘opportunities for sustainable estates’) were 

described in more detail.  In particular, it was explained that the ‘opportunities’ 

are not prescriptive.  Therefore, how an estate takes advantage of each of the 

opportunities was not pre-defined.  This allowed flexibility in management 

practices and decision-making, and provided an approach to sustainability which 

could be adapted to suit each estate’s local context (as well as allow for locally 

specific solutions and plans).  Subsequently, a detailed definition of each of the 

sustainability classes was presented, and it was made clear that the aim of the 
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toolkit was to assign one of these sustainability classes to each of the sixteen 

‘opportunities’.  Finally, toolkit users were requested to explore and document any 

factors that may help or hinder an estate’s ability to take advantage of each of the 

opportunities. 

 

In the second part of the toolkit, more detail was given with regard to using the 

toolkit in practice.  First of all, recommendations for background research were 

given (e.g. contacting the estate and requesting a copy of the management plan), 

and then clear instructions were laid out for using the toolkit while ‘on the estate’ 

and/or gathering other evidence.  Specifically, it was explained that, in the first 

instance, an in‐depth interview should be carried out with a main representative 

of the estate that was being studied. Ideally, this should be a head 

factor/owner/senior manager with a broad range of responsibilities and overall 

knowledge of the workings of the estate. The aim of this interview would be to 

explore the extent to which the estate has taken advantage of each individual 

opportunity.  Each ‘opportunity for sustainable estates’ was allocated one page in 

the toolkit and guidance was given with regard to the reason that each had been 

included (and therefore deemed important by the panellists).  On each page, clear 

examples of evidence of ‘proactive’, ‘active’ and ‘under-active’ practice were given, 

and other data sources were suggested in the ‘Cross‐reference’ box so that the 

interview results could be triangulated.  Figure 10.2.4 shows a labelled overview of 

one of the ‘opportunity’ pages in the toolkit (p.25: ‘Involvement in planning and 

delivery beyond the estate scale’).  The content of each page can be studied in 

more detail in Appendix L. 
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Figure 10.2.4: Summary of the content of an ‘opportunity’ page in the first edition of the toolkit  

 

Users of the toolkit were asked to assign a sustainability class to each of the 

‘opportunities for sustainable estates’.  In addition, they were asked to back up 

each of these scores with clear, descriptive evidence (a subjective narrative) so 

that the results encourage learning (by the user and the estate), as well as 

providing useful material for further discussion if feeding back the results to the 

estate.  The results can be used to generate radar diagrams similar to those 

discussed in Section 9.3.5.   

10.3 Pilot exercise I: Strathaird Estate, John Muir Trust 

The John Muir Trust (JMT) is a charity that aims to protect wild land “for both 

nature and people” (JMT 2010a).  The JMT was established in 1983 by a group of 

individuals who were moved to take action about the prospect of the Knoydart 

peninsula being purchased by the military (MacHattie 2005).  The organisation’s 
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aims and objectives display undertones of ‘sustainability’ (Croft 2004): its object is 

“to conserve and protect wild places with their indigenous animals, plants and 

soils for the benefit of present and future generations” (JMT Memorandum of 

Association: 3.1).  More specifically, the JMT has four key priorities that have 

guided its strategic direction since 2008 (JMT 2008a): 

 

1. Manage wild land through ownership and partnership – through ownership 

and management of wild land, and working in partnerships with other 

property owners and managers, demonstrating exemplary conservation 

management.  

2. Influence policy – protect wild land from threats by engaging with policy 

makers, agenda setters and increasing the Trust’s profile. 

3. Promote awareness – promoting greater awareness, understanding, 

connections and responsibility for wild places to all sectors of society. 

4. Create a sustainable resource base and develop management systems – to 

deliver effectively the main pillars of the Trust’s charitable objectives. 

 

The first aim demonstrates the strong belief within the JMT that direct ownership 

of land can secure wild land conservation (Wightman 2000).  Indeed, there is a 

clear belief within the organisation that the JMT is trying to “demonstrate 

exemplary management” on their land, using an “evidence-based approach” 

(Daniels 2010).  As a result, the organisation currently owns eight estates in the 

Highlands and Islands which total over 20,000 hectares (see Table 10.2.1).  None 

of the JMT’s estates were purchased on the open market: they were offered to the 

JMT by the previous owners (Daniels 2010).  The JMT also works in several ‘Land 

Partnerships’, providing advice and support to a range of organisations, including 

Assynt Foundation, Carrifran Wildwood Project, Corrour Estate, Galson Estate 

Trust, Knoydart Foundation, and North Harris Trust.   

 

With over 10,000 members, the JMT has been significant in pursuing a ‘wild land 

image’, generally avoiding ownership of properties in populated areas (Croft 

2004).  It is, however, committed “to work[ing] with communities and 

encourag[ing] them to live in harmony with wild places” (JMT Memorandum of 
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Association: 3.1.4) and argues that conservation of the environment is best 

secured by an integrated view of the land (Fisher et al. 2010) and the maintenance 

of a viable community structure (Chevenix-Trench and Phillip 2001).  Indeed, the 

Operational Policy states that “the Trust believes that long-term environmentally 

sustainable land management should be based upon: the building of positive 

relationships and consultation with crofting and other tenants, and local 

communities; and, research, surveys and monitoring of all aspects of the area’s 

natural and cultural heritage in order to develop a clear understanding of the land 

and its people” (JMT 2008b).   

 

Estate Bought Area 
(ha) 

Outstanding for Management priorities 

Li & Coire 
Dhorrcail, 
Knoydart 

1987 1,243 Remote wild land rising 
to Ladhar Bheinn 
1020m 

Woodland regeneration, 
reducing deer numbers 

Torrin, Skye 
 
 

1991 2,218 Ancient woods, 
croftlands, lower hills 

Woodland management 
and regeneration 

Sandwood, NW 
Sutherland 
 

1993 4,703 Rugged coast, peatlands Dune restoration, access 
management 

Strathaird, Skye 
 
 

1994 6,444 Bla Bheinn, E shore of 
Loch Coruisk 

Woodland regeneration, 
reducing deer numbers 

Sconser, Skye 1997 3,382 The Red Cuillin, glens 
beneath the Cuillin 
ridge 

Deer management, 
priority species 
protection 

East Schiehallion, 
Perthshire 
 

1999 871 Iconic Munro Path and vegetation 
restoration 

Ben Nevis 
 
 

2000 1,761 Ben Nevis summit, Glen 
Nevis woods 

Erosion and litter 
management 

Quinag, NW 
Sutherland 
 

2005 3,699 Multi-peaked mountain 
in the wilds of Assynt 

Expansion of native 
woodland remnants 

Figure 10.3.1: Estates owned by the John Muir Trust (compiled from JMT 2010b) 

10.3.1 Strathaird Estate: overview 

In 1994, the JMT purchased Strathaird Estate for £668,011 from the previous 

owner, Ian Anderson (Mitchell 2001).  As sold, the estate comprised approximately 

3,000 acres (1,200 hectares) of croft land, which included the township of Elgol 

(26 crofts), Drinan (11 crofts) and Glasnakille (10 crofts) at the southern end of 

the peninsula (JMT 2007), and 12,000 acres (4,800 hectares) of farm, forestry and 

mountain area to the north of this (Mitchell 2001).  Strathaird Estate is the largest 
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of the JMT’s estates: it sits to the south and west of Torrin Estate, which the JMT 

purchased in 1991, and to the south of Sconser Estate, which the JMT purchased in 

1997 (see Figure 10.3.2).  As a result of these purchases, the JMT owns some 

12,000 hectares on Skye (Shucksmith and Dargan 2006).   

 

 

Figure 10.3.2: Map of the JMT-owned Skye estates (Source: JMT 2010c) 

 

Strathaird Estate includes the summit of Blà Bheinn (928m) and is subject to 

several conservation designations.  At the national level: the Cuillin Hills National 

Scenic Area (NSA) and the Cuillins Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) (shaded 

in green in Figure 10.3.3), and the Elgol Coast SSSI.  In a European context: the 

Cuillin Special Protection Area (SPA; a designation under the Birds Directive) 

involves a management scheme for golden eagles; and the Sligachan Peatlands and 

Strath Special Areas of Conservation (SAC; European habitats of priority interest) 

(shaded in blue in Figure 10.3.3) have been assigned to protect and enhance 

blanket bog, petrifying springs with tufa formations, limestone pavements, and 

alpine calcareous grasslands.  On Strathaird and neighbouring Torrin estate 24 

species are currently categorised as UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) species on 

10 priority habitats (Strathaird and Torrin Management Plan 2008).  The Trust 

aims to have a “resulting and significant impact upon priority UK BAP species and 

habitats for the long term” (ibid.: 93). 
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The Trust also considers the “integrati[on] [of] conservation with crofting and 

other uses of the land [as] central to [its] work on Skye” (JMT 2010c), and their 

main management activities include: strengthening local links through community 

associations and grazing committees; working to ‘soften’ existing commercial 

forestry, reducing its impact and area; regenerating natural woodland; deer 

management; habitat monitoring; litter collection around Strathaird’s coastline; 

and footpath management to protect vegetation and minimise human impact 

(ibid.). 

 

 

Figure 10.3.3: Designations overlapping Strathaird Estate (Source: JMT 2010c) 

 

10.3.2 Using the toolkit on Strathaird Estate 

In both pilot exercises, the researcher assumed the role of external auditor, 

guiding the interviewees through the assessment process and gathering evidence 

on which to base judgements.  In this manner, estate staff and other interested 

parties were not involved in assigning a sustainability class to each of the 

opportunities: instead, invited to discuss the results when the report is fed back at 

a later stage.   
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Strathaird Estate was chosen for piloting the Sustainable Estates Toolkit for 

several reasons.  First, it is owned by a non-governmental organisation (as 

stipulated by the wider research project funding).  Second, the estate is large, 

predominantly upland and has a range of management objectives, fitting the 

‘estate classification’ developed for the purposes of the wider project (see 

Appendix A).  Third, the researcher made good contacts with JMT staff throughout 

the course of this research (e.g. through the toolkit development process, 

attending conferences and other meetings) and several representatives of the 

organisation were happy for the toolkit to be tested on one of their estates.   

Prior to visiting Strathaird Estate, the researcher attended the annual Members’ 

Gathering of the JMT, in Aviemore in May 2010.  This gave the researcher the 

chance to speak to staff and members of the JMT about the research, as well as 

learn more about the organisation and its land management approach.  At the 

Gathering, contact was made with the JMT’s Head of Land Management and 

several other members of staff.  These short discussions allowed the researcher to 

‘pave the way’ for the pilot exercise and explain the proposed process.  The Head 

of Land Management agreed to meet the researcher at a later date to discuss the 

toolkit in more detail.  Attending the Gathering also allowed the researcher to meet 

a couple of members of the JMT who live on JMT-owned properties, including one 

lady who lives adjacent to the JMT’s Strathaird Estate and offered to help with the 

research. 

 

In the first instance, the researcher contacted the Head of Land Management and 

requested a copy of the Strathaird Estate management plan [ST MPlan].  The 

researcher familiarised herself with the content of the Management Plan prior to 

the interview date, in order to conduct a focussed interview that would leave as 

few questions as possible unanswered.  The researcher used the Management Plan 

and other documents (JMT policy documents, web research, other research 

papers, media reports, etc.) to consider each ‘opportunity for sustainable estates’.  

Evidence of proactive, active and under-active practice was noted for each 

opportunity and, where information was lacking, questions were formed for the 

interview.  These questions were then used in the interview prompt, in order to 

ensure all topics had been covered.   



 

205 

 

 

The researcher arranged an interview with the Head of Land Management, at the 

JMT’s headquarters.  This took place on 2 June 2010 and lasted 1.5 hours 

[Interview ST1].  The researcher sent a copy of the toolkit to the Head of Land 

Management before the interview, so that he could familiarise himself with its 

content.  The interview was conducted in semi-structured format and was 

organised around each opportunity listed in the toolkit, often using questions 

listed in the toolkit as prompts (see Appendix L).  The interview equipped the 

researcher with a very thorough understanding of the JMT’s management 

activities on Strathaird Estate (and also, to some extent, neighbouring Torrin and 

Sconser Estates).  When the researcher explained that she planned to visit the 

estate to cross-check the findings of the interview, the Head of Land Management 

passed on the contact details of the estate manager. 

 

A week later, the researcher travelled to Strathaird Estate.  Initially, an interview 

(2.5 hours) was conducted with a Wild Land Ranger who works full-time on the 

estate [Interview ST2].  During the interview, the ranger suggested other potential 

interviewees who could provide input for triangulating interview and other data: 

short interviews were carried out with a neighbouring landowner and member of 

the JMT (the lady whom the researcher had met at the JMT Members’ Gathering) 

[Interview ST3], as well as the Secretary of the Strathaird Community Association 

[Interview ST4].  Each interview was recorded using audio equipment and 

transcribed in full by the researcher.  In order to cross-check the findings of the 

four interviews further, several other documents were gathered and studied.  

These included JMT financial accounts, JMT policy documents, back issues of the 

JMT Magazine and other conservation publications (e.g. SCENES), documents 

found using a web search engine, SNH commissioned reports, and other scientific 

research results. 

10.4 Pilot exercise II: Dundreggan Estate, Trees for Life 

Trees for Life (TFL) is an environmental charity working to restore native 

Caledonian Forest to a ‘target area’ of about 600 square miles in the North West of 

Scotland (shown in Figure 10.4.1).  Since 1989, they have worked in partnership 
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with various landowners, Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS) and the RSPB to 

plant over half a million trees and facilitate the natural regeneration of ancient 

forest remnants in Glen Affric and the surrounding area (Trees for Life 2010a).  It 

is this goal of restoring a large, wild forest which differentiates TFL from other 

forest conservation groups: the organisation believes that it is imperative to have 

large areas of native forests which are undisturbed by timber extraction (Watson 

Featherstone 1997).   

 

Figure 10.4.1: Location of Dundreggan Estate, within the Trees for Life Target Area in Scotland 
(Source: Trees for Life 2010b) 

 

In 2008, TFL took ownership of the 4,000 hectare Dundreggan Estate in Glen 

Moriston (see Figure 10.4.1).  Situated within the TFL target area, the long-term 

vision for 2058 is to see Dundreggan restored to a wild landscape of diverse 

natural forest cover, with the return of species such as red squirrel, capercaillie, 

golden eagle, European beaver and wild boar (Positive News 2008).  The 

Dundreggan Management Plan states that the intention is “to bring the estate into 

long-term, positive management to deliver maximum biodiversity benefits” (Trees 

for Life 2008). 

10.4.1 Dundreggan Estate: overview 

Prior to TFL’s purchase of Dundreggan, the estate was managed as a traditional 

sporting estate for many years.  An area of 446ha in the east of the estate was 

enclosed in 2002 and most of this area was planted with native species (Trees for 

Life 2008).  A small part of the estate is adjacent to the River Moriston, and this is 

being managed to create a large, riparian aspen zone, in a joint project with 
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Forestry Commission Scotland (Puplett 2008).  Some 750ha of hill land in the west 

of Dundreggan is subject to crofting tenure; the common grazings are grazed by 

about 400 ewes (Trees for Life 2008).  Most of Dundreggan is open, treeless 

ground; heavy overgrazing by deer and sheep prevents the growth of woodland 

and other vegetation communities (Trees for Life 2010).  As a result, the majority 

of TFL’s aims on Dundreggan are concerned with ecological restoration and 

monitoring.  The long-term aims for the estate are listed in Table 10.4.1. 

 

Long-term aims Detail 
1. Restoration of native forest Restore native forest to 60% of the estate 
2. Restoration of other habitats Restore, mires, montane scrub and sub-alpine 

vegetation 
3. Restoration/re-establishment of species Expand habitat for native flora and fauna 
4. Management of non-native species Remove non-native species from estate 
5. Removal of human infrastructure Remove human artefacts from the estate e.g. 

redundant fencing 
6. Biological inventory of species on the 

estate 
Establish and maintain a comprehensive inventory 
of all flora and fauna 

7. Research Institute an ongoing programme of research 
8. Monitoring Document changes resulting from management to 

allow adaptation of actions 
9. Collaboration with neighbours Coordinate work with neighbours where possible 
10. Liaison with local community Seek support from local people 
11. Volunteers Use volunteers to carry out most of the work 
12. Visitors Welcome visitors to the estate 
13. Additional land purchases Seek to consolidate area under ownership 
14. Infrastructure Maintain to a high standard and reduce energy 

consumption 
15. Employment Employ Project Manager and Site Manager 
16. Plan review Formally review Management Plan every 5 years 

Table 10.4.1: Trees for Life’s long-term aims for Dundreggan Estate (Trees for Life 2008) 

 

The only formal conservation designation that affects Dundreggan is the River 

Moriston Special Area of Conservation (SAC), due to the presence of a functional 

population of freshwater pearl mussel.  A number of areas of existing native 

woodland have been identified as Ancient Woodland Sites, and the UK Biodiversity 

Action Plan (UKBAP) contains two priority habitats that are present on 

Dundreggan; Native Pine Woodlands and Upland Heathland (Trees for Life 2008).  

Dundreggan lies within the area covered by the Inverness and Nairn Local 

Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP).  The estate also includes an expanse of blanket 

peat on the ridge between Glen Moriston and Glen Affric. 
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As shown in point 11 in Table 10.4.1, the majority of the practical estate 

management work at Dundreggan is carried out by volunteers.  Volunteers come 

from around the world to take part in ‘Volunteer Conservation Holidays’ (Trees for 

Life 2010d) and are accommodated in Dundreggan Lodge, which has recently been 

renovated.  Visiting researchers and students are also welcomed on the estate, in 

particular those studying biological diversity and ecology.  

10.4.2 Using the toolkit on Dundreggan Estate 

Dundreggan Estate was chosen for piloting the Sustainable Estates Toolkit for 

several reasons (many similar to Strathaird).  Again, the estate is owned by an NGO 

(as stipulated by the research funding) and fits the upland estate classification in 

Appendix A.  Interestingly, the researcher was approached by TFL’s Operations 

Manager at a conference in May 2010.  He had heard about the development of the 

toolkit and was interested in using it on Dundreggan Estate.  The researcher took 

the opportunity to pilot the toolkit with TFL and the Operations Manager put the 

researcher in contact with the Dundreggan Project Manager.  At another land 

management event, the researcher made another contact who was keen to see the 

toolkit used at Dundreggan.  This contact was not employed by TFL but had a 

strong professional and personal interest in the organisation: he was also 

instrumental in helping the researcher to make ‘on the ground’ contacts. 

 

Prior to visiting Dundreggan Estate, the Operations Manager helped the researcher 

and Dundreggan Project Manager to arrange a date for an interview.  The 

researcher sent a copy of the toolkit to the Project Manager before the interview so 

that he could familiarise himself with the content.  The Project Manager sent the 

researcher a copy of the latest Management Plan for the estate [DD MPlan] and 

directed her to the TFL website for more information.  Again, the researcher 

familiarised herself with the content of the Management Plan prior to the 

interview date and noted examples of proactive, active and under-active practice 

for each opportunity, formulating a prompt for the interview. 

 

The interview was carried out with the Project Manager on 12 August 2010 

[Interview DD1].  The interview lasted 2 hours and was recorded using audio 
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equipment and transcribed, personally, in full.  It was clear at the start of the 

interview that the Project Manager was very busy and might struggle to talk for 

too long.  However, by the end of the interview, he was very relaxed and happy to 

continue to talk after the formal interview, in a more informal manner, over a cup 

of tea.  He also took the researcher up to the wild boar enclosure and continued to 

talk about the estate for another 30 minutes.  Interestingly, he commented that the 

interview was very “refreshing” for him as it had given him the chance to “step 

back from day-to-day jobs and think about the big picture, which was why [he] 

took the job in the first place”.  He seemed to enjoy talking about the management 

of Dundreggan within a wider context of sustainability, and admitted that the 

interview had “motivated” him and “reaffirmed” his positive feelings about the 

work carried out at Dundreggan and the wider aims of TFL. 

 

During the interview, the Project Manager talked about the Dundreggan Liaison 

Group that had been set up prior to the TFL purchase to assume an 

advisory/monitoring role on behalf of local stakeholders and the community.  The 

Group consists of local landowners, members of the community, representatives of 

the local council, and the Project Manager.  He gave the researcher the contact 

details of the Group’s secretary, who was contacted in order to obtain copies of 

meeting minutes and to discuss the group in more detail.  The researcher 

interviewed the Secretary in order to cross-check some of the points discussed 

with the Project Manager [Interview DD2].  Other documents were also collated 

after the interview with the Project Manager.  These included: Invermoriston 

community magazines, Community Council minutes, Dundreggan Liaison Group 

minutes, financial accounts, SNH biodiversity records and Forestry Commission 

project documents. 

10.5 Toolkit results 

A detailed overview of the results of the pilot exercises can be found in the tables 

included in Appendix M (Strathaird Estate) and Appendix N (Dundreggan Estate).  

The tables in the appendices list each ‘opportunity for sustainable estates’ and 

show which sustainability class (‘proactive’, ‘active’ or ‘under-active’) was 

assigned to each one.  A brief justification for each class is given, and the source(s) 
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of evidence used to assign each class is included.  Affecting factors are also 

included, in particular where it was deemed that these factors were affecting or 

allowing progress.  Where the researcher found that changes could be made to 

move ‘up’ the spectrum, or an opportunity was not being taken advantage of, a 

short ‘signpost to sustainability’ was included.  Table 10.5.1 summarises the 

results of each pilot exercise.  The remainder of this section summarises some key 

results (organised around the five sustainable estate principles; it is recommended 

that regular references are also made to Appendix M and Appendix N for more 

detail).  The implications of these results for evaluating NGO estate management 

more generally are then considered.  Regular references are included in square 

parentheses in order to clarify from which source(s) the results were gathered and 

triangulated. 

 

Opportunity Strathaird Estate Dundreggan Estate 
Adapting management 
Developing and implementing long-term 
management plans 

ACTIVE ACTIVE 

Adapting management on the basis of sound 
knowledge 

PROACTIVE/ACTIVE PROACTIVE/ACTIVE 

Broadening options   
Developing long-term income streams UNDER-ACTIVE UNDER-ACTIVE 
Adding value to estate products and services ACTIVE/  

UNDER-ACTIVE 
ACTIVE/ 
UNDER-ACTIVE 

Ecosystem thinking 
Maintaining and enhancing environments for 
priorities 

ACTIVE ACTIVE 

Restoring key natural and semi-natural habitats ACTIVE ACTIVE 
Maximising carbon storage potential ACTIVE PROACTIVE 
Maintaining and enhancing catchments UNDER-ACTIVE UNDER-ACTIVE/ 

ACTIVE 
Conserving and protecting landscapes & cultural 
heritage 

ACTIVE ACTIVE 

Linking into social fabric 
Playing a role in delivering community aspirations ACTIVE ACTIVE/  

UNDER-ACTIVE 
Involving communities in estate decision-making 
and management 

PROACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

PROACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

Facilitating employment and development 
opportunities 

UNDER-ACTIVE ACTIVE/  
UNDER-ACTIVE 

Thinking beyond the estate 
Reducing carbon-focussed impacts UNDER-ACTIVE ACTIVE 
Supporting local trades, suppliers and markets ACTIVE ACTIVE 
Involvement in planning & delivery beyond estate 
scale 

ACTIVE PROACTIVE/ACTIVE 

Sharing knowledge and learning from others ACTIVE ACTIVE 

Table 10.5.1: Summary of sustainability classes assigned to Strathaird Estate (JMT) and 
Dundreggan Estate (TFL) 
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10.5.1 Results: Strathaird Estate 

Sustainable estate principle: Adapting management 
Developing and implementing long-term management plans: ACTIVE 
Adapting management on the basis of sound knowledge: 
PROACTIVE/ACTIVE 

The management of Strathaird Estate is guided by a detailed, long-term 

management plan, which was subject to community consultation at an ‘open 

meeting’ during its development stage [Interview ST1; ST MPlan].  A formal review 

of the management plan is carried out every five years (the next version due in 

2013).  The current management plan includes a mixture of short and long-term 

aims, and progress towards these goals is reviewed annually [ST MPlan], although 

staff and the community may not be aware of any changes that are made 

[Interview ST2; Interview ST3].   

 

Chapters 2-4 of the management plan provide a detailed audit of the estate’s 

environmental, cultural and other assets, and conservation designations and other 

statutory and non-statutory management requirements are noted [ST MPlan].  In 

addition to this audit, JMT staff recognise the importance of management that is 

based on sound evidence, demonstrated in the large amount of formal 

environmental monitoring that takes place [Interview ST1; Interview ST2; ST MP; 

James 2005; JMT Member Newsletter July 2009].  Monitoring is carried out by 

contractors, staff and volunteers, and permanent quadrats and transects have 

been established to monitor grazing impacts on vegetation [Interview ST2; ST 

MPlan].  Continuity in monitoring is often affected by the requirements of a 

particular project or availability of resources [Interview ST2].  For example, a JMT-

SNH Concordat was established for the period 2007-2010 and a Cuillin Golden 

Eagle management plan was developed: estate staff work with SNH staff to 

monitor golden eagle populations within the SPA [MPlan; Interview ST2].  It is not 

clear how monitoring results are used to guide management: deer management 

activities appear to be guided by monitoring, but the Wild Land Ranger [Interview 

ST2] admitted that it is difficult to “decide from the results you have, exactly what 
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you need to shoot”.  There is also potential to carry out more formal risk 

management [ST MPlan; Interview ST2]. 

 

Sustainable estate principle: Broadening options 
Developing long-term income streams: UNDER-ACTIVE 
Adding value to estate products and services: ACTIVE/UNDER-ACTIVE 

There is not a strong emphasis on generating income from estate management 

activities on Strathaird Estate.  This seems to derive principally from a lack of 

emphasis on financial gain within the JMT’s overarching charitable aims: it was 

pointed out that “because we’re a membership organisation there’s less pressure 

on us to make these estates pay” [Interview ST1].  JMT financial accounts show 

that Strathaird Estate generated £1,197 of incoming resources in 2009, arising 

from crofting rent, a farming enterprise and some commercial forestry activity 

[JMT 2009; Interview ST2], and £7,903 arising from donations, legacies or grants 

given in respect of the property in question [JMT 2009].  Other current financial 

income comes predominantly from the Wild Land Biodiversity Project (funded by 

The Tubney Trust, Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, Peter de Haan Charitable Trust 

and Scottish Natural Heritage), which commenced in 2007 and brought an income 

of £750,000 for the Trust, over five years [JMT 2009].  This project has funded the 

Wild Land Ranger position and conservation work at Strathaird, and there is some 

uncertainty surrounding income sources thereafter [Interview ST1; Interview 

ST2].  The JMT-SNH Concordat provides financial assistance for meeting key 

performance indicators [MPlan: 72].  In 2004, estate management costs across 

Strathaird, Torrin and Sconser estates amounted to £90,040, including £76,028 on 

staff and management; £1,050 on volunteer party costs; £7,062 on vehicle running 

costs; £4,500 on buildings and £1,400 on machines; and each individual estate had 

further costs amounting to £160,515 in total, including species control; community 

support; biological surveys; monitoring; woodland works; administration; health 

and safety; and education [Shucksmith and Dargan 2006].   

 

A small firewood business has been developed on the estate, in tandem with a 

woodland restructuring project, although wood is generally provided by the JMT 

to the community without making a net profit [Interview ST2; Interview ST3; JMT 
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Journal 48, p.26].  There is a large amount of support within the Strathaird 

community for this business: it is seen as a “huge community benefit”, particularly 

because the wood is reasonably priced and JMT staff can deliver chopped wood to 

those who are unable to travel easily to collect it or chop the three-metre lengths 

themselves [Interview ST3].  In the winter months, this business also generates 

part-time employment for a local woman [Interview ST2; Interview ST3; Interview 

ST4].  There are plans to pass this business on to a member of the local community 

in due course, although there are some concerns about its long-term viability 

[Interview ST2; Interview ST3; Interview ST4].  JMT staff believe that developing 

positive relationships with local businesses provides a way to promote the Trust 

and recruit more members as a way to generate more income [Interview ST1; 

Interview ST2; Interview ST4; field observations]. 

 

Sustainable estate principle: Ecosystem thinking 
Maintaining and enhancing environments for priorities: ACTIVE 
Restoring key natural and semi-natural habitats: ACTIVE 
Maximising carbon storage potential: ACTIVE 
Maintaining and enhancing catchments: UNDER-ACTIVE 
Conserving and protecting landscapes & cultural heritage: ACTIVE 

Conservation and protection of the environment is a priority for the management 

of Strathaird Estate, and the whole estate is considered a conservation priority, 

rather than just the sites with designations (see Section 10.3.1).  The JMT is “less 

concerned about what we do inside designated sites and what we do outside them 

[…] we’d rather treat them all as one” [Interview ST1]: as a result, activities such as 

reducing grazing pressure take place across the estate [Interview ST2], except for 

crofted areas where the JMT has little control over grazing regimes [Interview ST1; 

ST MPlan].  Burning of heather (muirburn) is carried out only on crofted areas: the 

JMT do not carry out burning elsewhere in order to protect peat soils, and staff are 

actively working to manage actively growing blanket bog, reduce grazing pressure 

and increase woodland cover [ST MPlan; Interview ST1; Interview ST2]. 

 

Managing water quality is not a management concern as there is the assumption 

that water quality will improve over time with tree planting reduced grazing 

pressure and woodland regeneration [Interview ST1; Interview ST2; ST MPlan].  
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However, it was noted that a survey carried out on water bodies on Strathaird and 

Torrin estates had found that water was fairly nutrient poor due to a lack of 

woodland [ST MPlan: 23].  An audit of cultural heritage assets has been carried out 

on the estate (and all other JMT properties) but the results are “unlikely to change 

the way we manage the estate” [Interview ST1].  A local historical group has 

approached the estate about working on interpretation of cultural heritage assets; 

the group has raised concern that woodland restructuring activities carried out by 

the Trust may have negative impacts on a cleared village in the woodland 

[Interview ST1; Interview ST3]. 

 

Sustainable estate principle: Linking into social fabric 
Playing a role in delivering community aspirations: ACTIVE 
Involving communities in estate decision-making and management: 
PROACTIVE/ACTIVE  
Facilitating employment and development opportunities: UNDER-ACTIVE 

Strathaird staff attend local Community Association meetings [Interview ST1; 

Interview ST2]; estate staff have an open-door policy, and are well-integrated into 

the community [Interview ST3; Interview ST4].  There were some concerns that 

the Community Association does not represent the views of the community 

[Interview ST2; Interview ST3], but the Association has also played an important 

role in facilitating dialogue between the crofters and the JMT [Interview ST4].  The 

JMT Communication Officer has also helped to facilitate dialogue between the JMT 

and the community on Strathaird [Interview ST3; Interview ST4].  There remains 

some tension between the JMT and local crofters and a farmer because their 

management objectives are not synergistic [Interview ST1; Interview ST3].  

Venison from the estate is available for community members at no cost [Interview 

ST2; Interview ST3], and community members and JMT members are regularly 

invited to take part in practical estate management: a recent example was a ‘clean 

up’ day on Camasunary beach [Interview ST2; Interview ST4]. 

 

A conservation fund is available to individuals and groups within and around JMT 

properties who wish to undertake work which furthers the aims of the JMT 

[Interview ST1; Interview ST3; JMT 2010d].  There has been some uptake of this 

fund on Strathaird Estate to assist with dry-stone dyking, developing historical 
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information and planting trees on crofts [Interview ST1].  Estate management at 

Strathaird employs three full-time posts, with another part-funded by the 

Highland Council [Interview ST1].  There is a confusing management structure at 

Strathaird Estate, and within the JMT as a whole, due to posts being funded by 

different, short-term projects [Interview ST2; field observations]. 

 

Principle: Thinking beyond the estate 
Reducing carbon-focussed impacts: UNDER-ACTIVE 
Supporting local trades, suppliers and markets: ACTIVE 
Involvement in planning & delivery beyond estate scale: ACTIVE 
Sharing knowledge and learning from others: ACTIVE 

Although there is an aspiration to improve energy efficiency in estate management 

activities (and across the JMT as a whole), the Strathaird Estate office lacks basic 

energy efficiency measures [Interview ST2].  There is an aspiration to employ local 

contractors but this is not always possible [Interview ST1; Interview ST2].  

Relationships with neighbouring landowners are generally good [Interview ST1; 

Interview ST2; Interview ST3], and the Wild Land Ranger has sought to create 

dialogue about deer management with neighbouring.  The JMT holds open days on 

Strathaird Estate but there has not been much response from JMT members and 

the local community (the last one was cancelled due to lack of interest) [Interview 

ST1; Interview ST2].  In general, research students are welcome to carry out work 

on the estate and school groups are often invited by the JMT to take part in field 

trips [Interview ST2; Interview ST3]. 

10.5.2 Results: Dundreggan estate 

Sustainable estate principle: Adapting management 
Developing and implementing long-term management plans: ACTIVE 
Adapting management on the basis of sound knowledge: 
PROACTIVE/ACTIVE 

The management of Dundreggan estate is based on a five-year management plan 

which was written and approved by the TFL Board of Directors in 2008.  This was 

the first plan written for the estate and it begins with ‘A Vision for Dundreggan in 

2058’, showing a strong commitment to a long-term planning approach.  The 

management plan is integrated, including ‘management prescriptions’ which are 

derived from clear aims.  A long-term forest plan and deer management plan are 
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also currently being developed [Interview DD1].  The plan is available to 

interested parties although it was not open to community consultation in its 

development [Interview DD1].   

 

Ecological monitoring is a major activity on Dundreggan estate and includes: birds, 

mammals, insects, vegetation, reptiles, progress of tree planting projects, deer 

numbers etc. [TFL website 2008b; Interview DD1; Interview DD2; field 

observations].  The Project Manager is also closely monitoring the progress of the 

wild boar project, studying the extent to which the boar are having impacts on 

bracken within the enclosure and moving the boar accordingly [Interview DD1;  

TFL website 2008b].  Monitoring is often carried out by local botanists, members 

of the Dundreggan Liaison Group (DDLG) – which was set up prior to the TFL 

purchase and consists of local landowners, community members and TFL staff - 

and visiting students, at no cost to TFL [Interview DD1; TFL website 2008b].  

Monitoring records are in early stages (since the estate was purchased in 2008) 

and the focus is “very much on gathering data at the minute” rather than using it to 

inform management per se; there is a plan to bring in a consultant to assist with 

processing information in due course [Interview DD1], as well as for validating 

some current data [DDLG minutes].  There has been some pressure from the 

Dundreggan Liaison Group to carry out more formal risk assessment for all aspects 

of estate management [Interview ST1; Interview ST2], although the management 

plan does contain a detailed evaluation of impacts on environmental and other 

features of the estate [DD MPlan: Chapter 7]. 

 

Sustainable estate principle: Broadening options 
Developing long-term income streams: UNDER-ACTIVE 
Adding value to estate products and services: ACTIVE/UNDER-ACTIVE 

Generating financial income from estate management activities is not a priority at 

Dundreggan: “within the charity there isn’t a great deal of commercial awareness 

[although] there are opportunities to make money” [Interview DD1].  Some income 

is generated from venison sales, using the deer larder recently installed on the 

estate, but most income is from TFL membership, legacies and donations, as well 

as grants such as from SRDP and the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) [Interview DD1; 
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MPlan].  TFL have developed a unique selling point (USP) through the provision of 

successful volunteer conservation holidays: these are not profit-making and TFL 

subsidises some of the costs of volunteers [Interview DD1; Interview DD2; TFL 

2010d].  Interpretation signs for visitors are currently being produced and a 

visitor car park has been built [Interview DD1; Interview DD2]. 

 

Sustainable estate principle: Ecosystem thinking 
Maintaining and enhancing environments for priorities: ACTIVE 
Restoring key natural and semi-natural habitats: ACTIVE 
Maximising carbon storage potential: PROACTIVE 
Maintaining and enhancing catchments: UNDER-ACTIVE/ACTIVE 
Conserving and protecting landscapes & cultural heritage: ACTIVE 

There is a strong focus on conservation and ecosystem service management: the 

main aim of management at Dundreggan is to regenerate and restore native 

woodland [DD MPlan; Interview DD1].  Managing deer to reduce grazing pressure 

is a priority, and deer cull plans are agreed with the Affric-Kintail Deer 

Management Group and Dundreggan Liaison Group [Interview DD1; DDLG 

minutes].  Steps are being taken to re-naturalise conifer plantations, restore mires, 

and ensure that any new planting does not take place on deep peat [DD MPlan; 

Interview DD1], and the overarching goal of planting trees on the estate is 

enshrined within a wider aim to conceive the estate as a carbon store [MPlan; 

Interview DD1].  A riparian planting project has led to regenerated aspen on the 

banks of the River Moriston [Interview DD1; Action for Mountain Woodlands 

website 2010].  Water quality was not a major concern as there are no significant 

water bodies on the estate [DD MPlan; Interview DD1], although the land drains 

into the River Moriston SAC [MPlan; Interview DD1].  It is recognised in the 

management plan that the “impact of pollution [on the SAC] is a principal concern” 

[DD MPlan: 33] and it was for this reason that the Scottish Environment Protection 

Agency (SEPA) required a registered soakaway for the deer larder [DDLG 

minutes].  A survey of archaeological assets has been commissioned, and there is 

an aspiration to interpret the cultural heritage assets of the estate more clearly for 

visitors: this has not been delivered yet [Interview DD1]. 
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Sustainable estate principle: Linking into social fabric 
Playing a role in delivering community aspirations: ACTIVE/UNDER-
ACTIVE 
Involving communities in estate decision-making and management: 
PROACTIVE/ACTIVE  
Facilitating employment and development opportunities: ACTIVE/UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Community involvement was not seen to be very important at the time of the 

purchase of Dundreggan estate [Interview DD1; Interview DD2] but more 

involvement has evolved: the Project Manager has made a concerted effort to 

develop relations with a range of community members both informally and 

formally, through holding Open Days and taking part in the Dundreggan Liaison 

Group [Interview DD1; Interview DD2; Community newsletter], which hold bi-

annual meetings.  One of the Group’s main objectives is to “assist TFL with local 

knowledge and experience so that their management of the estate should as far as 

possible be in harmony with local opinions and values” [DDLG aims and 

objectives].  The general feeling amongst the group is that the meetings are 

“valuable and constructive” [DDLG minutes] and discussions are “robust” 

[Interview DD1].   

 

Principle: Thinking beyond the estate 
Reducing carbon-focussed impacts: ACTIVE 
Supporting local trades, suppliers and markets: ACTIVE 
Involvement in planning & delivery beyond estate scale: 
PROACTIVE/ACTIVE 
Sharing knowledge and learning from others: ACTIVE 

The refurbishment of Dundreggan Lodge has equipped the building with 

renewable energy supplies (solar-powered hot water and a wood fuel boiler) and 

energy consumption is deemed quite efficient [Interview DD1; field observations].  

Dundreggan estate is part of a wider RSPB-led black grouse initiative in Glen 

Moriston and actively engages in the local deer management group [Interview 

DD1; RSPB 2010].  Estate staff have also approached neighbouring landowners to 

explore the possibility of regenerating native woodland on their estates, 

contributing to their wider aims within the TFL target area [Interview DD1; 

Interview DD2; TFL 2010e].  TFL volunteers also work on the nearby RSPB-owned 

Corrimony Reserve [Interview DD1; RSPB 2010].   
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10.6 Reflections on upland estate management by NGOs 

In general, the sustainability classes assigned to each ‘opportunity’ were similar on 

both Strathaird and Dundreggan estates (see Table 10.5.1).  Both estates have a 

clear, long-term management plan which includes detailed audits of the estates’ 

environmental and other assets.  Each estate clearly recognised the importance of 

management that is based on sound evidence, demonstrated in the large amount 

of formal ecological monitoring that takes place.  These observations complement 

Crofts’ (2000) suggestion that NGOs work to increase their own and wider 

understanding of the benefits of a well-stewarded environment, as well as the 

proposal by Austin and Eder (2007) that NGOs have a ‘power’ to implement 

projects when they have a scientific basis to work from. 

 

Both estates struggled to demonstrate proactive practice in the ‘broadening 

options’ principle.  Very little financial income is generated from the activities 

carried out on either estate, and ‘making money’ is not a priority stated within the 

aims of the organisations that own the estates.  There appears to be little ‘top-

down’ pressure from these organisations to develop long-term income streams 

from estate management.  This may not be of concern while project funding, grant 

funding, membership subscriptions, donations and legacies are in good supply.   

However, the continued management of these estates would be somewhat 

challenged if these income sources were affected.  There appears to be real scope 

for these organisations to question the extent to which their estate management 

activities are loss-making. 

 

Following on from this point, while both estates could demonstrate ways in which 

they had ‘added value’ to products, experiences and services from a 

social/environmental point of view (for example, signage, car parks or volunteer 

conservation holidays), these were not carried out with economic gain in mind.  

There has been little recognition or exploration of the potential for ‘conservation 

stalking’ as a saleable visitor experience, or other similar ideas which could 

generate financial income.  The manner in which both estates have sought to ‘add 

value’ to their services/products provides evidence for the point made by several 

authors that conservation organisations tend to measure their success in terms of 
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their own conservation objectives (Scott et al. 2003; Raven 1999; Somerville 1997; 

Crabtree et al. 1994). 

 

It is perhaps not surprising that both estates were generally ‘active’ within the 

‘ecosystem thinking’ principle: conservation and restoration of the natural 

heritage are key management objectives for both organisations.  Managing grazing 

pressure by deer is clearly a high priority for both organisations; culling regimes 

on both estates have sparked some challenge and debate in local Deer 

Management Groups (DMG) and community collaborations, as has been found in 

other research (Rose 2010; Irvine et al. 2009).  Both estates recognised their role 

with regard to delivering a range of ‘ecosystem services’, including those listed in 

the toolkit.  While awareness of the importance of carbon storage and 

sequestration was high among the interviewees, there was still some uncertainty 

surrounding ‘best practice’ for this opportunity.  The JMT Head of Land 

Management stated that “it’s very difficult to say ‘we’re working hard to restore 

carbon’ because the science around it is just so dubious”.  Described as a “big deal” 

by the Project Manager, TFL promote the notion that financial contribution 

towards their tree planting efforts “will help carbon capture” [Interview DD1].  

This approach is perhaps an illustrative example of how conservationists can 

facilitate people and communities to achieve sustainable development goals 

(Barrow and Murphree 2001).  Water quality and catchment management were 

not an explicit concern on either estate, although Dundreggan showed one 

example of ‘active’ practice (see Appendix N).  Both estates recognised the 

importance of cultural heritage assets and landscape protection, and were taking 

or had taken measures to enhance the cultural and landscape elements of the 

estates.  Both estates had commissioned archaeological/cultural heritage surveys 

and appeared willing to build on the results. 

 

Turning to the ‘linking into social fabric’ principle, both estates recognised the 

need to communicate and consulted the local community on management 

planning and delivery, although there was some variation in how this was carried 

out and what results were achieved.  Both estates challenged the notion that 

conservation organisations are often seen as detached from the local community 
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(as suggested by Gordon 2006; Johnston and Soulsby 2006; Sælemyr 2004; Levine 

2002): there is very much an ‘open-door policy’ at Strathaird and Dundreggan, and 

steps have been taken to involve the local community in decision-making and 

practice.  The Dundreggan Liaison Group provides an interesting example of how 

conservation organisations can work in tandem with the community to achieve 

their goals: formal minutes are taken at each meeting and action points are 

generated and acted upon.  However, there was a feeling among interviewees that 

management decisions can sometimes be ‘remote’ in character, emanating from 

the headquarters of the JMT in Pitlochry (150 miles away from Strathaird) and 

TFL in Findhorn (56 miles away from Dundreggan).  Mohan (2002) found a similar 

scenario in Ghana, where parallels were drawn between national NGOs and 

absentee landlords: there was the underlying assumption that national NGOs lack 

the knowledge and connections to represent the local communities they work 

with, therefore intermediaries are needed.  However, in the case of Dundreggan 

and Strathaird, NGO staff are visible and approachable ‘on the ground’, giving a 

perceived ‘closeness’ of the organisations to the communities they work in and 

with.  Svoronou and Holden (2005) also found that the constant presence of WWF 

(World Wildlife Fund) staff in the Dadia-Lefkimi-Soufli Forest Reserve in Greece 

was important for facilitating the organisation to integrate with, and gain the 

acceptance of, local communities.  

 

In terms of ‘delivering community aspirations’, the extent to which these estates 

have taken advantage of this opportunity has been quite limited, although 

examples of ‘active’ practice were evident.  JMT staff had explored the possibility 

of developing affordable housing on the estate, but community demand was not 

present; and the firewood business was valued by several members of the 

community [Interview ST2; Interview ST4].  At Dundreggan, little thought had 

been given to wider community needs at this stage, although members of the 

community were regularly invited to take part in management activities and more 

visitor facilities are being developed.  Having owned Dundreggan for just three 

years, it will be interesting to see how the relationships between TFL staff and the 

community develop in the future: Austin and Eder (2007) suggest that long-term, 

positive relationships are likely to form between and NGO and the community 
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when a sense of trust is established.  In terms of ‘facilitating employment and 

people development’, estate staff interviewed on the ground at both estates 

recognised that high quality housing for estate staff is in short supply, due to the 

high costs of homes on the estates.  Formal training and development appears to 

be on an ad hoc or ‘as required’ basis and the character of the income that funds 

management positions suggests some uncertainty in terms of the long-term 

stability of these jobs. 

 

Finally, the principle of ‘thinking beyond the estate’ revealed some differences 

between the approaches taken by these two estates.  The refurbishment of 

Dundreggan Lodge had equipped the building with renewable energy supplies 

(solar-powered hot water and a wood fuel boiler) and energy consumption was 

deemed quite efficient.  However, other activities were yet to be taken into 

account.  There was room for improvement at Strathaird with regard to reducing 

the carbon-focussed impacts of estate operations; in particular, the energy 

efficiency of the office buildings.  There is clearly an aspiration on both estates to 

use local trades, suppliers and markets, but implementing this was hindered by a 

lack of local supply.  Both estates took marked steps to be involved in planning and 

delivering beyond the estate scale, collaborating with other landowners and 

organisations.  The notion of ‘sharing knowledge and learning’ was also deemed 

important: both estates have held community/volunteer open days, have 

welcomed visiting students and researchers to the estates, and recognised the 

benefits of sharing information in order to pursue an evidence-based approach.  In 

general, both estates demonstrated a willingness to be open about the 

management practices they employ and, indeed, to study their management in 

more detail (as advocated by Croft 2004). 

10.7 Piloting the toolkit: a critical reflection 

This section reflects on the practical application of the toolkit in the pilot exercises 

and identifies some operational challenges.  Reflections on the potential use of the 

toolkit as a self-assessment tool are presented.  Figure 10.7.1 shows an overview 

of the toolkit implementation process, which guides the discussion within this 

section. 
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Figure 10.7.1: Schematic of the toolkit implementation process 

 

Reading the management plans prior to visiting each estate was a very useful 

exercise, as this equipped the researcher with a thorough understanding of the 

estates’ management objectives and activities. In particular, it was very productive 

to make notes from the management plan to guide the development of an 

interview prompt.  It was possible to consider each ‘opportunity’ in turn when 

reading the plans, highlighting where more information was required, either to 

clarify a point or to source data for triangulation purposes.  The JMT and TFL both 

have detailed websites which provide information about the management of their 

estates: these were also useful for background research and familiarisation.  It is 

anticipated that it would be more difficult to carry out background research on an 

estate with no formal management plan or website: the interview with an estate 

representative would provide a good starting point.   

 

Combining the analysis of interview data with documentary analysis proved 

effective for triangulating the results generated in each pilot exercise (see Section 

10.5 for cited examples during each exercise).  For example, on Dundreggan Estate, 

detailed study of the minutes of the Dundreggan Liaison Group provided 

additional evidence to back up points made by the Project Manager; and on 

Strathaird Estate JMT policy documents and financial accounts provided by 

various sources enriched the data-gathering process.  Requesting documents from 

the Dundreggan Project Manager also stimulated him to think about further work 
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that needed to be done on the deer management plan: he admitted that its 

development had been delayed until the point at which he has “a better 

understanding of the issues, both the impacts of the deer on the wider estate […] 

and the whole vegetation [situation] and everything else”. 

 

An observation made by the researcher when conducting the first interview in the 

Strathaird Estate pilot exercise was that there were several linkages between the 

‘opportunities’, which caused some confusion.  For example, ‘facilitating 

employment and people development opportunities’ echoed the opportunity to 

‘support local trades, suppliers and markets’: both were concerned with the extent 

to which the estate generates employment and other opportunities within a local 

workforce and markets.  In this first interview, the researcher realised that points 

regarding local trades and suppliers had already been covered in the discussion 

surrounding employment.  It also proved difficult to make separate judgements for 

the two opportunities listed under the outcome of ‘a biodiverse environment’: 

‘maintaining and enhancing environments for priority habitats and species’ and 

‘restoring key natural and semi-natural habitats’.  This was an issue on both 

estates, where conservation and restoration activities appear to be merged.  In 

practice, ‘restoring’ a habitat/species could be classified as ‘proactive’ practice 

within a combination of these two opportunities.  Noting these challenges, the 

researcher combined four of the opportunities into two as shown in Table 10.7.1 

(a more detailed table shows the condensed opportunities in Appendix O). 

 

Opportunities in the first edition Revised opportunities 
Maintaining and enhancing 
environments for priority habitats and 
species 

Maintaining, enhancing and restoring 
natural and semi-natural habitats and 
species 
 Restoring key natural and semi-natural 

habitats 
Facilitating employment and people 
development opportunities 

Facilitating employment and people 
development opportunities 
[the use of local trades, markets and contractors 
where possible denotes ‘active’ practice within 
the revised opportunity] 

Supporting local trades, suppliers and 
markets 

Table 10.7.1: Amendments made to four of the opportunities following the pilot exercise 
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Similarly, one interviewee commented that “you could demonstrate evidence of 

one thing in the proactive column but also one in the under-active”, which caused 

some confusion about which class to assign overall.  This alerted the researcher to 

the fact that providing a long list of examples of evidence (as in the first edition) 

may lead to the results being ‘tailored’ towards the evidence that demonstrates 

more proactive practice and other aspects being ignored.  For example, under the 

‘adapting management’ opportunity, members of staff at both estates were heavily 

engaged in monitoring activities, but the element of formal ‘risk management’ was 

missing.  As a result, the researcher assigned a ‘proactive/active’ class and 

suggested more consideration of risk management and use of the data in the 

‘signpost to sustainability’ column in Appendix M.  In recognition of this challenge, 

clearer definitions of proactive, active and under-active practice were developed 

by the researcher after completing the pilot exercises (these are included in 

Appendix O). 

 

In this way, the ‘signposts to sustainability’ in the tables in Appendix M and 

Appendix N provided useful recommendations that could be fed back to the estate 

with the final report.  These signposts could also be used to document 

management aspirations that were revealed during the exercises.  For example, on 

Dundreggan Estate, there was a clear aspiration to improve the management of 

volunteers, in order to save time and resources, as well as to refine the job 

descriptions of the Project Manager and Site Manager (there was the aspiration to 

create an extra staff position within TFL to aid these current full-time employees).  

In this case, the ‘signpost to sustainability’ was to ‘employ a new staff member to 

aid with volunteer and estate management’.  Lockwood et al. (2008) used a similar 

approach in their Governance Standard and Assessment Framework for Australian 

Natural Resource Management through the development of ‘signposts to 

innovation’ which suggest opportunities for improving performance beyond 

current norms of good governance practice.  On reflection, there is scope to build 

generic ‘signposts to sustainability’ into the Sustainable Estates Toolkit to suggest 

how progress could be made against each opportunity.   
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Regardless of these challenges, the open-ended, flexible nature of each 

‘opportunity’ enabled interviewees to talk freely about each topic, rather than 

being too constrained by the questions.  This was seen as a positive aspect by the 

Project Manager at Dundreggan Estate, who commented that discussing the 

content of the toolkit had allowed him to “step back from the day-to-day stuff and 

think about the big picture”.  In this respect, there is scope to reflect on the extent 

to which the process of using the toolkit facilitates learning among estate staff and 

other stakeholders, and whether the toolkit could be used as a self-assessment tool 

by an estate (panellists were keen for the toolkit to stimulate change and inform 

management usefully; see Section 9.3.1).  With the researcher acting as an 

‘external assessor’, the data-gathering stage could be conceived as a ‘one way’ flow 

of information; from the interviewee/documents to the researcher.  By 

redesigning the interview process to involve more ‘two-way’ interaction, it is likely 

that the process of using the toolkit would be more beneficial for the estate 

manager and other involved parties (Lynam et al. 2007; Johnson et al. 2004).  Reed 

and Dougill (2009) adopted a similar approach in the design of a ‘Veld Health 

Check Manual’ (Reed et al. 2008), which equipped pastoralists in the Kalahari with 

a decision support tool for recognising land degradation ‘warning signs’, and 

provided a range of management options for achieving sustainable management of 

their rangelands.  It could be possible to design the second edition of the toolkit in 

a way which allows self-assessment and monitoring, in conjunction with the 

researcher to check that it has been used correctly. 

10.8 Summary 

This chapter began by explaining how the toolkit was refined in light of the 

comments made by panellists in Round 4.  The amendments led to the 

development of the ‘first edition’ of the Sustainable Estates Toolkit, the content of 

which was presented and explained (the full document can be found in Appendix 

L).  The toolkit was piloted on two NGO-owned upland estates: Strathaird Estate in 

Skye, owned by the John Muir Trust; and Dundreggan Estate in Glen Moriston, 

owned by Trees for Life.  The process of using the toolkit was explained and the 

results were summarised.  The chapter culminated with a critical reflection of the 

application of the toolkit in practice. 
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CHAPTER 11 – DISCUSSION: A POWERFUL PROCESS? 

11.1 Introduction 

This research was carried out within the boundaries of the conceptual framework 

set out in Figure 2.5.1, which recognised the potential for the research approach to 

create a flexible ‘space’ for deliberation, learning and the co-production of 

knowledge for sustainability.  Such a ‘space’ was designed and created during the 

multi-stage ‘Sustainable Estates Delphi’ process, which was adapted (in Chapter 5) 

from more traditional applications of the Delphi technique.  Analysis of the results 

of the research process formed the basis for Chapters 6-9 and led to the 

development of the first edition of a ‘Sustainable Estates Toolkit’ for upland estate 

management in Scotland.  The toolkit was piloted on two upland estates owned by 

NGOs, and a critical reflection of the pilot process was conducted (Chapter 10).   

 

This final chapter comprises a detailed evaluation of how ‘powerful’ the 

‘Sustainable Estates Delphi’ process was in practice.  Additionally, key sustainable 

upland estate management themes that emerged during the research are 

identified and analysed, and overall conclusions and recommendations are made.  

11.2 The adapted Delphi process: was it powerful?  

The following section reflects on the effectiveness of the adapted Delphi process in 

facilitating a flexible research ‘space’, and its implications for the wider application 

of Delphi methodology.  The discussion revisits the three parts of the conceptual 

framework: increased transdisciplinary capacity; integrated knowledge; and 

enhanced social learning.   Table 11.2.1 reminds the reader of these three parts 

and shows how they were actualised within the research process.  Regular 

references are made back to the individual parts of the framework (e.g. A1, A2 etc.) 

in italics, in square parentheses. 
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Conceptual framework Characteristics of the adapted Delphi process 
Increase  transdisciplinary capacity 
A1: Define and address ‘real 
world’ problems 
collaboratively and 
acknowledge the local context 

Participants involved in all stages of the research process: given 
equal ownership and the opportunity to frame issues based on 
their own experience. Exploration of perceptions of 
sustainability: from which to develop locally-applicable 
outcomes 

A2: Develop practical outcomes 
that bring about a degree of 
change 

Use of iteration (feedback) to move beyond conceptual 
discussion to practical outcomes: high levels of motivation due 
to involvement in ‘producing something’ 

Facilitate knowledge integration and exchange 
B1: Integrate multiple 
perspectives 

Mechanism for collaboration between academic and non-
academic actors who might not otherwise discuss the issue in 
question: creation of new knowledge 

B2: Recognise and understand 
conflicting values 

Allocation of time at outset of process to explore areas of 
disagreement and debate, prior to moving onto developing 
outputs: aided by anonymity and feedback process 

Enhance potential for social learning 
C1: Create an ‘atmosphere of 
trust’ 

Creation of an ‘anonymous forum’: a safe environment for 
honest and open negotiation and dialogue, as well as 
understanding of ideas and opinions 

C2: Rethink assumptions and 
jointly solve problems 

A reflective, iterative process (using feedback documents that 
invite comment) leads to learning through the slow development 
of mutually endorsed solutions: consideration of views at all 
stages, rather than adopting ‘positions’ 

  Table 11.2.1: Revisiting the conceptual framework and its implications for the adapted Delphi 
process 

11.2.1 An effective indicator development process? 

At the outset of the process, there was marked scepticism among panellists that it 

would be possible to develop a set of sustainability indicators that would be 

applicable across all of the ownership and management types on Scotland’s upland 

estates.  Panellists’ accounts of contrasting management objectives and land uses, 

set within a changing policy context, recognised the growing uncertainty about the 

future of upland management, private/public preferences and financial support, as 

clearly documented in Chapter 3 (e.g. Reed et al. 2009).  These reactions at the 

start of the process confirmed the need to develop an indicator framework in a 

manner that would capture a wide variety of key sustainability concerns and 

perceptions, as recognised in the hybrid indicator frameworks developed by Ioris 

et al. (2008) and Reed et al. (2006).  In practice, the process used to develop the 

indicators was similar to the policy Delphi (Turoff 2002) described in Section 

5.2.1.2.  As in a policy Delphi, the process was used to explore consensus and 

disagreement, rather than focus on reaching a consensus of opinion within the 
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group.  However, there were some important differences, illustrated in Figure 

11.2.1.   

 

 

Figure 11.2.1: Comparison of the policy Delphi (left) and the process used in the Sustainable 
Estates Delphi (right) 

 

Rather than ‘determine initial positions’ on indicators (as shown in point 3 on the 

left hand side of Figure 11.2.1), participants in the adapted Delphi process were 

generally asked ‘open-ended’ questions that allowed them free scope to elaborate 

on the content of each round, as well as respond to the comments of other 

panellists.  It is common in conventional and policy Delphis to use quantitative 

scoring in order to assess and force consensus among participants.  Although 

panellists were asked to assign quantitative scores to management strategies and 

constraints in Round Two (see Section 7.3), several commented that this did not 

‘add value’ to the process.  The scoring questions spurred some negative reactions 
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from panellists who stated that it was not appropriate to assign scores.  They 

preferred to give open-ended responses in order to explore ideas in more detail.  

Indeed, the researcher found that open-ended comments were much more useful 

when developing the first version of the indicator framework (Round Three) 

because they gave detailed insight into why management strategies had been 

suggested. 

 

In Section 2.3.2, several normative concerns regarding the development of 

sustainability indicators were identified within the academic literature.  Table 

11.2.2 revisits these concerns, and contends that the adapted method used in this 

research addressed each one.  For example, by making time for understanding 

sustainability perceptions, the researcher actively facilitated the exploration and 

understanding of participants’ values at the outset of the process (this is discussed 

in more detail in Section 11.2.5).  In this manner, the process recognised that the 

literature has tended to focus on operational problems, rather than the 

subjectivity inherent in indicator selection, and on the “diversity in interpretation 

of the main conceptual issues underpinning choices” (McCrum 2009: 218).  As a 

result, the adapted Delphi process recognised the need to have SIs that are 

meaningful (Bell and Morse 2008), as well as to create room for values and 

experience in addressing sustainability challenges (Holden 2008; Norton 2005). 

 

Additionally, the process provided a means to implement elements of the adaptive 

learning framework for sustainability indicator development advocated by Reed et 

al. (2006), and discussed in Section 2.3.1.  The adaptive learning framework was 

influential in the design of the process, in particular the proposed need to translate 

sustainability perceptions into practical management strategies prior to selecting 

indicators.  Through the collation and analysis of perceptions shared in Round 

One, it was possible for the researcher to ‘drill down’ management strategies that 

had been suggested, for further reflection in Round Two.  The four-stage, iterative 

nature of the process also ensured that the development of SIs took place through 

a methodical, rational process, which “opened up dialogue and options before 

closing down and making suggestions” (Garmendia and Stagl 2010: 1712).  
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Normative SI concerns in the literature Addressing concerns within the adapted 
Delphi process 

A Managing knowledge(s) 
Co-produce knowledge (interaction of 
expert and local knowledge) a, b 

Composed a balanced panel that 
represented current expert and local 
knowledge 

Rethink who is an expert, widening the 
range of relevant knowledge c, d 

Ensured a wide representation of different 
knowledge and experience types on the 
panel 

B Understanding the local context 
Interpret stakeholder sustainability 
perceptions as a basis for SI selection e, f 

Made time in the process for understanding 
sustainability perceptions (Round 1) 

Translate sustainability goals into 
practical management approaches g, h 

Translated these perceptions into practical 
management strategies (Round 2) 

C Rethinking the SI development process 
Develop SIs via a methodical, rational 
planning process i, j 

Moved from sustainability perceptions to 
practical management approaches, then 
from indicator selection to endorsement of 
the end suite/toolkit (Rounds 1-4) 

Facilitate a process that allows ongoing 
learning, joined-up thinking and 
negotiation (opening communication 
between actors) k, l, m, n 

Allowed ideas to evolve iteratively, feeding 
back findings from each round, inviting 
creativity by widening knowledge and 
stimulating ideas 

(a) Berkes et al. 2003 (b) Rist et al. 2007 (c) Dougill and Reed 2005 (d) Bruckmeier and 
Tovey 2008 (e) Rasul & Thapa 2004 (f) Yi—Viikari 2009 (g) Ioris et al. 2008 (h) 
Blackstock et al. 2008 (i) Blackstock et al. 2006 (j) Brugmann 1997 (k) Ison 2005 (l) 
Reed et al. 2006 (m) Holden 2008 (n) Holman 2009 

Table 11.2.2: Key normative concerns in the literature that required a ‘rethink’ of the SI 
development process for the purposes of this research. 

11.2.2 Shifting the balance of power: tackling attrition 

The research approach adopted in this thesis required research outputs to be 

defined co-operatively, in a manner which took into account a diversity of 

perceptions and reflected the ‘real world’ problem and context under investigation 

(Mobjörk 2010; Wiesmann et al. 2008; Wickson et al. 2006).  Therefore, research 

participants were involved in all phases of the research process, from problem 

definition to implementation of the outputs, contributing heterogeneous skills and 

expertise [A1: Defining and addressing real world problems collaboratively] 

(Mobjörk 2010; Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006; Thompson Klein 2004).  Participants 

were given equal ownership of the process and had the opportunity, in the first 

round, to discuss issues based on their own experience.  The exploration and 

understanding of sustainability perceptions in the initial stage allowed each 

participant’s experience and knowledge to be explored, from which to develop 

locally-applicable outcomes.  In this way, by working together to identify and 

understand the nature of the topic in question, the “traditional sequence leading 
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from scientific insight to action” was broken down (Wiesmann et al. 2008, p.436) 

and a shift in the balance of power from the researcher to the participants took 

place (Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006).   

 

This shift in the balance of power was emblematic of the extremely high response 

rate (88%) achieved over the three written rounds that followed the initial 

scoping discussions.  Chapter 5 acknowledged the high attrition rates in both 

conventional and policy Delphi studies, with participant drop-out often attributed 

to the lengthy time required to take part and the difficulties experienced in 

maintaining participant motivation.  Recognising these challenges, the researcher 

employed particular tactics to counter attrition and raise the motivation of the 

panellists.  First, the researcher followed the advice of Hung et al. (2008) and made 

a concerted effort to develop a ‘personal rapport’ with each panellist.  This was 

achieved by conducting the first round in semi-structured interview format, rather 

than using a written questionnaire (see Section 6.2), in recognition of Briedenhann 

and Butts’ (2006) observation that personal contact can raise motivation levels.   

 

Second, the researcher heeded further advice of Hung et al. (2008) and maintained 

regular contact with panellists throughout the process, in order to maintain 

enthusiasm and engagement.  Questionnaires were sent to panellists together with 

personalised e-mails and/or letters, and the receipt of questionnaire responses 

was always acknowledged immediately.  In addition, because nearly five months 

passed between Round Three and Round Four, the researcher e-mailed the 

panellists during this period to inform them of progress.  Carrying out the first 

round in interview format made it easier for the researcher to follow up 

participants and chase responses because a personal rapport had been developed.  

This was particularly pertinent with panellist18, who commented: “I think you 

deserve a prize for your perseverance in keeping on at me to produce something 

for you” (Round Four).  This comment highlighted the potential for the Delphi 

moderator to play a role in motivation: a written response to Round Four would 

probably not have been received from panellist18 if the researcher had not 

maintained regular, friendly contact. It was also possible that panellists felt more 

obliged to complete the process because they had formed a relationship with the 
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researcher.  Similarly, Schneider et al. (2009) found that participant motivation 

and involvement in a project was heightened by the “sound management of the 

project leader” who “invested a lot of time and energy [...] to establish personal 

relations” (p.484). 

 

Additionally, some panellists commented that the clear, easy-to-read and 

stimulating nature of the questionnaires encouraged them to continue to take part.  

Care was taken by the researcher to use clear language in all documents; heeding 

the warnings of McCool and Stankey (2004) that technical jargon can “confront the 

communication process” (p.303).  Colour diagrams were used where possible to 

explain concepts, processes and the development of the toolkit.   Some panellists 

commented that the clear, easy-to-read and stimulating nature of the 

questionnaires encouraged them to continue to take part: one panellist 

commented in the third round that “I enjoyed reading the document you put 

together for this survey –you’ve presented it all very well”.  It was also clear that 

the panellists found it rewarding to see their comments taken on board and ideas 

developed throughout the process.  For example, in the final round, one panellist 

wrote that “this is a great improvement on our previous discussions; excellent 

work”.   

 

Interestingly, the motivation of panellists appeared to increase towards the end of 

the process, rather than decrease, as has been common in other Delphi studies.  

Table 11.2.3 shows the number of responses received before and after the 

deadline in each written round (individual tables for each round are included in 

Appendix F).  Although the number of responses received ahead of the deadline 

decreased in Round Three, it reached a peak in Round Four, which was also the 

most onerous in terms of the amount of written material to digest and respond to 

(see Appendix J).  Three panellists did not take part in Round Two (panellist4, 

panellist10, panellist18), two did not take part in Round Three (panellist5, 

panellist18), and two did not take part in Round Four (panellist4, panellist10).  It 

should be acknowledged that if these panellists had returned their responses, the 

content of the toolkit might have been altered to some extent.  However, all 

panellists took part in either Round Three or Round Four, which meant that all 
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took the opportunity to reflect on the first or second draft.  In this vein, the point 

made by Bell and Morse (2008) is quite pertinent: “It cannot be expected that all 

views will be equally represented; but it must be evident that a representative set 

of views are provided” (p.164).  Therefore, it is arguable that the high response 

rates contributed to whole-panel deliberation on the material and a more 

representative, accountable end product. 

 

 Responses received 
before/on deadline 

Responses received after 
deadline 

Round Two 9 7 
Round Three 6 11 
Round Four 12 5 

Table 11.2.3: Number of responses received before and after the deadline in each written round 

 

It was also interesting to note that panellists who had initially been somewhat 

sceptical about reaching a tangible end point in this research made positive 

comments about the final toolkit.  For example, in Round One, panellist19 felt that 

the researcher was “looking for the holy grail” and he wasn’t sure that it would be 

possible to “get one set of sustainable development criteria that meets everybody’s 

needs”.  At the end of the process, panellist19 described the toolkit in Round Four 

as “a remarkable attempt at defining sustainability in such a varied entity as an 

estate”.  

11.2.3 Beyond conceptual discussion to ‘real world’ applications 

This research aimed to develop practical outcomes that bring about a degree of 

positive change for sustainability: when focussing on ‘real world’ issues, there was 

the assumption that an implicit aim of the research was to develop practical 

outcomes that can be applied in practice and which maximise policy impact and 

change [A2: Practical outcomes that bring about a degree of change] (Russell et al. 

2008; Wickson et al. 2006; Lawrence and Després 2004).  

 

Within the adapted Delphi process, the use of iteration and deliberation within the 

feedback documents allowed the participants to move beyond the conceptual 

discussion at the outset towards developing a practical outcome in the form of the 

toolkit.  Being involved in ‘producing something’ that was seen as applicable and 
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useful by those involved also contributed to high levels of motivation throughout 

the process.  Therefore, participants were involved in an action-oriented approach, 

which “not only addresse[d] societal problems but also contribute[d] to their 

solution” (Lawrence and Després 2004: 399). 

 

From the outset, panellists were very positive about tackling a ‘real world’ issue 

and developing a useful output in the form of an assessment tool.  For example, in 

Round One (Understanding values and opinions), panellists commented that the 

process could “nail down what needs to be measured” and “identify different 

solutions and ways of getting people involved”.  No examples similar to this 

approach were found in Delphi literature: the majority of studies focus solely on 

evaluation and/or improving understanding of complex topics.  In the adapted 

process, panellists were asked to think collaboratively about the application of the 

toolkit as well as its content, adopting a transdisciplinary approach that focused on 

‘real world problems’.  Indeed, in Round Two (Developing practical management 

strategies), several impromptu comments were made by panellists with regard to 

how their conceptual ideas developed in the first round could be translated within 

a practical assessment of estate sustainability.  For example, one panellist 

commented that the range of “insights might stimulate estates to think about 

different ways of managing their businesses”.   

 

The collaboration of academic and non-academic actors on the panel in the 

research  process also brought together a range of people who might not 

otherwise have discussed sustainability in this context, combining theoretical and 

experiential knowledge types [B1: Integrate multiple perspectives].  As a result, the 

development of the assessment tool was based on close interaction between these 

actors, overcoming the “pitfalls of a one-dimensional and linear interconnection 

between science and society, which neglects to address concepts of complexity and 

plurality” (Aeberhard and Rist, 2009, p.1172).   Working with a diverse range of 

participants also allowed the researcher to understand a wide range of 

sustainability perceptions through a variety of ‘lenses’, dictated by the personal 

and professional experiences of each panellist, which allowed conflicting values to 

be recognised and understood, and superficial participation to be avoided [B2: 
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Recognise and understand conflicting values].  It was important to allocate 

sufficient time during the research process to explore areas of disagreement and 

debate, prior to moving onto developing outputs: this was achieved by using 

feedback documents that allowed a deliberative understanding of views to be 

developed.  In particular, the third round was crucial for moving from conceptual 

discussion to practical application.  Using the results of the first rounds, the 

researcher played an active role in presenting ‘new’ material, which may have 

played a role in maintaining high motivation levels.  Although this material was 

entirely based on the panellists’ comments, the way in which Round Three 

‘actively reframed’ their ideas for practical application was a crucial element of 

this Delphi process.  

11.2.4 Creative participants: maximised social learning? 

The research process benefitted from the creation of an ‘atmosphere of trust’, 

which facilitated social learning within the process.  By creating an ‘anonymous 

forum’, the adapted Delphi process facilitated a safe environment for disagreement 

and debate, prior to developing outputs [C1: Create an ‘atmosphere of trust’].  It is 

likely that the anonymous nature of the process increased the ability and 

confidence of participants when entering into dialogue about sustainability in the 

context of upland estate management.  Due to the active role of the researcher 

throughout the process, formal lines of authority and other political disagreements 

were removed (as advocated by Schneider et al. 2003, in Folke et al. 2005), and 

trust and the development of common perspectives were encouraged.  Anonymity 

also made it possible for the group to work constructively together, at times that 

best suited them.  This sentiment was shared by several panellists, who 

commented that anonymity was a “useful” and “stimulating” characteristic of the 

process.  Interestingly, all of the panellists were happy for their identities to be 

revealed at the end of the process, demonstrating their positive association with 

the process and its outputs.  Comparably, Schneider et al. (2009), in the ‘From 

Farmer – To Farmer’ soil protection project in Switzerland, found that an 

‘atmosphere of trust’ and “the opportunity to meet in a context removed from 

current political struggles and traditional institutional tensions and power 
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relationships turned out to be an essential element enabling social learning” 

(p.483). 

 

By asking each panellist to reflect on the feedback from each round, ideas and 

opinions were able to evolve over the four stages, and panellists’ ideas were 

repeatedly set within the context of the views of others taking part [C2: Rethink 

assumptions and jointly solve problems]. In this manner, learning through taking 

part in the process occurred as a result of reflexive communication and interaction 

between the participants.  At the outset of the process, panellists demonstrated a 

great deal of negative feeling towards the concept of sustainability, often 

dismissing it as too difficult to apply in practice, or overly complicated so that it 

had lost all meaning ‘on the ground’.  One panellist commented in Round One that 

“you’ll notice that I’ve not used the word ‘sustainable’ at all […] it’s used all over 

the place by people who […], I think, do not understand it at all”.  There was also 

marked scepticism that it would be possible to develop a generic definition of 

‘sustainable upland estate management’ applicable across all of the ownership and 

management types on Scotland’s upland estates.  By Round Four, there was a 

general feeling of optimism about progress of the work, demonstrated comments 

such as: “overall, looking very interesting”; “very interesting and much more fun 

than the boring work I should have been doing this evening”; “great to see the 

progress”.  Further positive comments included the idea that the use of 

sustainability classes makes “measurement by non-specialists easy” and is “a 

useful approach to framing assessments”.  In addition, many suggestions were 

made for ways to improve the performance spectrum and other elements.  In 

terms of increasing social learning during the process, these more positive 

attitudes to sustainability suggested that panellists were increasing their 

knowledge of estate management and consequently were able to progress beyond 

the confusing nature of the concept identified at the outset of the research. 

11.2.5 Active role of the researcher: a Delphi catalyst? 

As discussed in Chapter 5, there has been minimal consideration within Delphi 

literature of the role that the Delphi moderator can play in actively stimulating the 

development of ideas during the process.  Normally, the role of the moderator is 
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one of ‘impartial monitor’, who has no voice in the process.  In conventional and 

policy Delphis, the role of the Delphi moderator is passive: Novakowski and Wellar 

(2008) explain the role as one that “formulates a reiterative survey [...] reviews 

and summarises responses [...] develops a second-round survey that reveals the 

response dispersion of the panel, and also includes the feedback obtained from the 

first round’s open-ended questions” (p.1486).  However, as noted in Section 5.2.2, 

this approach has been criticised for not allowing the articulation of new ideas, 

with panellists constrained by a structured questionnaire (Tolley et al. 2001).  In 

response to this, the researcher played a more active role in the adapted Delphi 

process than is common in traditional applications of the Delphi technique.  This 

introduced a new role for the moderator: one of ‘Delphi catalyst’, who acts on 

behalf of the panel as a facilitator who ‘actively reframes’ their ideas and 

comments in a manner that stimulates new ideas and reflection at each stage of 

the process (a role recognised as valuable by Scott, in press and Pohl et al. 2010).   

 

The ‘Delphi catalyst’ sat comfortably within the research approach taken in this 

thesis, providing the opportunity for critical consideration of the role of the 

researcher as an ‘active participant’.  By taking a more visible and reflexive role in 

the research process, it was possible for the researcher to drive the process of 

participant deliberation and learning, while still ensuring that power to develop 

the outputs was in the hands of those taking part.  A good example of this was in 

the development of the Round Three document (see Appendix H) where the 

researcher did not include any material of her own in the first draft of the 

framework.  The entire document was based on the panellists’ comments: indeed, 

gaps were left where particular elements had not been discussed.  This role 

recognises that a key skill of any researcher is the ability to ‘piece together’ 

different pieces of information and experience, often creating something new from 

what they have acquired second-hand (Freeman 2007).  Sanginga et al. (2007) 

recognised the potential for this type of role to influence institutional change; Rice 

(2010) argues that there is the need for researchers to be reflexive as a means of 

“situating knowledges: that is, as a means for avoiding the false neutrality and 

universality of so much academic knowledge” (p.73).   
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However, this role change was accompanied by the need to consider the 

responsibility of the researcher in acting as a ‘catalyst’ in the process, particularly 

as she arguably became an ‘active participant’ in it (Hobson 2006).  It was notable 

throughout the process that panellists tended to credit the progress of the 

research to the researcher, rather than each other, which is emblematic of the 

active role that she played.  The researcher also had a significant degree of power 

in the process of analysing the transcripts and questionnaire responses.  The way 

that data are processed and analysed was important in terms of how they are 

interpreted and presented (Harvey 2010), and considerable care and attention 

was required in order to accurately portray the group’s understanding (Fazey et 

al.2006).  Therefore, it was imperative to explain carefully the development of 

each round within this thesis (Chapters 6-9), and to the panel through the 

questionnaires and other documents, in order to make the researcher’s decisions 

transparent and accountable.  It was also necessary for the researcher to recognise 

the inherent power that she had in the process.  To tackle this, the advice of 

Bouwen and Taillieu (2004) was followed: there is the need for “a ‘neutral’ form of 

facilitation” that works through either “providing structures [...] and other 

procedural interventions” or “agenda setting and framing of conversation themes” 

(p.146): this was indeed the case in this research. 

11.3 Is a ‘proactive’ estate a ‘sustainable’ estate? 

Recognising the difficulties inherent in developing a rigid, one-size-fits-all 

definition of sustainable upland estate management, the panellists’ comments 

reflected the need to develop a flexible set of indicators that would be applicable to 

any estate’s local context.  These observations come at a fitting time: the UK 

Government passed its ‘Localism Bill’ at the end of 2010, shifting power from 

central government “back into the hands of individuals, communities and councils” 

(Communities and Local Government 2010), and the current UK government’s ‘Big 

Society’ is moving power away from central government to local government, 

communities, neighbourhoods and individuals (Cameron 2010).  Panellists’ 

comments also mirrored the explicit objective identified for LEADER projects; to 

reflect what is best suited to specific areas, while still providing guidelines for 

developing other types of rural area elsewhere (Tovey and Mooney 2006).  Indeed, 
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by allowing an estate to take advantage of each of the ‘opportunities for 

sustainable estates’ in a manner that suits its location and overall management 

objectives, there is potential to develop sustainable solutions at the local scale 

which could be ‘scaled-up’ to other estates in other parts of the uplands.   

 

However, in the eyes of the panellists, this need for flexibility was accompanied by 

an inherent responsibility of the estate owner and manager to take a ‘proactive’ 

approach: that is, rather than ‘tick boxes’ or maintain a ‘status quo’, the panellists’ 

definition of sustainability (inherent in the sustainability performance spectrum), 

called for a positive change in attitudes within the estate management arena.  In 

the first two rounds of the process, panellists made many comments regarding the 

need for estates to develop the capacity to adapt to change and develop innovative 

management strategies in order to become more sustainable (see Section 7.3.2).  

Several of these comments stemmed from the notion of a need for a change in the 

‘mindset’ within the estate management sector, moving from more traditional 

approaches that embrace the ‘status quo’ to ones which recognise the need to 

manage estates for public, as well as private, benefit(s) and multiple purposes.  

The ‘proactive’ approach is reminiscent of the need for ‘generative power to 

stimulate action’ suggested by Shucksmith (2010): while he argued that there is a 

need for the state to initiate such a transformation in governance, there is scope to 

examine further the role of the landowner and manager in this regard.  In addition, 

the growing focus on the management of uplands for the delivery of ecosystem 

services (e.g. Quinn et al. 2010; Reed et al. 2009) adds a new dimension to the role 

of the estate manager within the public policy context, within which there is a 

well-documented need for a culture change inherent within progression towards 

sustainability (e.g. Mather et al. 2006; Hobson 2006; O’Connell et al. 2005).   

 

In Round Three, ‘innovative’ was included as the more sustainable class, and it was 

defined using a variety of comments made by panellists in earlier rounds, 

including: utilising novel approaches and ways to play to geographical, 

environmental, economic and social strengths; and the ability to constantly 

reinvent and change direction in order to pre-empt change.  However, in their 

responses to Round Three, several panellists pointed out that they disliked the 
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explicit use of the term ‘innovation’ in the framework, reflecting their concerns 

about wider understandings of the word.  Concerns centred on the implications of 

a fast-changing estate environment with regular, radical change, and an inherent 

association between the term ‘innovation’ and economic gains, rather than 

innovative actions that might be related to the natural environment or social 

context.  Indeed, Tovey and Mooney (2006) suggested that there has been 

considerable ‘misunderstanding’ of what it means to say that a project is 

‘innovative’, pointing out that rural actors frequently understand innovation as 

something to do with “scientifically driven and high-tech economic activities” that 

are “more relevant to urban than rural conditions” (Tovey and Mooney 2006: 76).  

Similarly, Shucksmith and Dargan (2008) suggested that LEADER projects are 

highly innovative in ways that are not usually recognised by wider discourses of 

innovation: for example, by encouraging local linkages and collective learning 

cultures.  Both of these examples reinforce the panellists’ concerns with regard to 

misinterpretation by end-users of the toolkit, and confirm that the use of the term 

‘innovative’ within the toolkit could have led to confusion and obfuscation. 

 

Despite this ambiguity in terminology, aspects of the ‘innovation’ class were 

deemed very important by panellists, and these were retained over the next 

iterations of the performance spectrum, and in the ‘proactive’ class (see Figure 

11.3.1).  In particular, the notion of creativity remained, in recognition of the need 

to be able to convert limitations into strengths and ‘think outside of the box’ to 

develop solutions for sustainable management (Round Three).  Similarly, the CRC 

(2010) found evidence in English uplands of a ‘culture of initiative’ which led to 

the successful diversification of many upland farming businesses.   

 

Round 3 Round 4 First edition 

Innovative Progressive/Creative Proactive 

Adaptable Sound/Stable Active 

Vulnerable Vulnerable/Static Under-active 

Figure 11.3.1: Evolution of the sustainability performance spectrum classes between Round 3 and 
the first edition of the toolkit 

 

More sustainable 

Less sustainable 
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The final versions of the sustainability classes (‘proactive’, ‘active’ and ‘under-

active’) reflected the combined comments of panellists in Round Three and Round 

Four.  Using simple terms, which were clearly defined, a ‘proactive’ manager was 

able to demonstrate: going above and beyond conventional good practice; pre-

empting change and adapting accordingly; taking a leadership role; and 

demonstrating courage and/or creativity (see Section 9.3.3).  It was the element of 

‘being the change’, which was regularly referred to by panellists, that was 

enshrined within this class definition.  Panellists also suggested that sustainability 

should be conceived as a process, rather than an end-point.  In this manner, it was 

possible to move beyond the notion that there may not be a single definition of 

sustainability in the estate management context, recognising the benefits of 

sustainability in providing an ‘approach’ for developing context-specific 

definitions which allow for locally-specific plans.  Similarly, Holden (2006) argued 

that successful plans for sustainability must be based in local experience and 

around successful local prototypes, and Tovey and Mooney (2008) recognised that 

“it is at the local level that sustainable development most needs to be prioritised as 

a policy objective” (p.27).  These views echo Mather’s (1999) statement that 

sustainability acts “as a guide to thinking” (p.6).  Indeed, by recognising the need 

for dynamic, process-based solutions, it was possible for panellists to build in a 

certain degree of flexibility into their definitions of sustainability so that the 

concept could be tailored to the local context.  This ‘focus on the local’ was 

prevalent throughout the process, mainly because the panellists recognised the 

danger of a ‘three pillars’ approach being too simplistic in practice (see Section 

7.4) and potentially restricting the estate manager to achieve his/her ‘creative 

potential’.   

 

A synergy with adaptive management literature may be identified here: Norton 

(2005) recognised localism as a key characteristic of adaptive management, in 

particular through a commitment to examining each problem in its particular 

context and by paying attention to differences that matter in a ‘place’.  By 

envisioning sustainability as a process, the panellists demonstrated that they often 

equated the concept of sustainability with the capacity to buffer change.  

Elsewhere, the importance of a key person or organisation that is instrumental in 
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‘making things happen’ has been recognised (Scott, in press; Schultz and Fazey 

2009).  There is a documented need for managers who are able to cope with 

uncertainty and surprise; an adaptive, resilient society requires a critical mass of 

people who value proactivity (Folke et al. 2005; Wood 2004).  Similarly, the need 

for ‘courage’ and ‘confidence’ identified by panellists was reflected by Hall and 

Pretty (2008) in their study of farmers in Norfolk.  They found that farmers with 

more sustainable farms had ‘success-based’ identities and stronger feelings of self-

efficacy about their interactions with government staff and other partners.  In 

summary, the ‘proactive’ class denoted an estate manager who “creates the future, 

as opposed to simply reacting to past or current events” (Fazey et al. 2007: 376).  

It is for this reason that each set of ‘examples of evidence of proactive practice’ 

reflected management which can demonstrate the notion of ‘being the change’, 

rather than reacting to it. 

11.3.1 The importance of behaviour change within the estate sector 

At a recent address to members of the Scottish Estates Business Group, the 

Chairman of Scottish Natural Heritage said that “there is a widely held view that 

landowners think themselves to be somehow better than everyone else, and this is 

hugely resented […] it surprises me how few of Scotland’s landowners do anything 

to try and counter this impression” (Thin 2010).  The development of the 

‘proactive’ class was synonymous with this need for estate managers to change 

and adapt their behaviours, mindsets and values, rather than to focus solely on 

more technical aspects.  This section considers the theme of ‘behaviour change’ in 

more detail. 

 

In focussing on the importance of an overall long-term approach to management, 

the importance of the ‘adapting management’ principle was clearly linked to a 

need for behavioural change.  The ‘long-term view’ is well-emphasised in 

sustainability literature:  indeed, the Brundtland Commission definition advocates 

actions “for current and future generations” (WCED 1987).  However, in practical 

terms, the success of long-term planning can be limited by the ability of actors to 

be reflexive in their profession (Low 2001).  Therefore, the ‘opportunity’ to 

develop and implement management plans for all aspects of estate management 
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reflected this need to situate estate management decisions within wider 

timescales, in an integrated and reflexive manner.  The panellists were not explicit 

about how far into the future estate managers should be planning, but they 

recognised that ‘quick fixes’ or a ‘short-term approach’ do not contribute to long-

term sustainability.  Instead, clear, long-term management objectives that are 

implemented, reviewed and amended regularly were seen to ensure that 

resources are enhanced and not degraded for future generations.   

 

The importance of having long-term management goals, as well as the ability to 

measure progress towards/away from them, is already well-documented (e.g. 

Edwards 2005; Low 2002; Crofts 2000; Devuyst and Hens 2000; Hodge and Hardi 

1997).  However, it was interesting that the panel did not consider the risk of 

frequent changes in ownership as interrupting/adjusting a long-term plan.  

Warren and McKee (in press) acknowledge the need for a ‘long-term view’ and 

recognise that private estate ownership is often billed as having the potential to 

deliver long-term stewardship: a change in ownership does not necessarily imply a 

change in management, especially where land agents are involved in this.  

However, Wightman (2010) warns that frequent changes in ownership can be 

damaging and, while Hunter (2010) acknowledged the benefits of private 

ownership in achieving long-term stewardship, he also argued that this can 

become unstable because of the uncertainties of inheritance and of owners’ 

attributes.  Similarly, NGO estates are likely to be more vulnerable in the current 

financial climate due to their high level of dependency on grants and donated 

income: this will also require a behaviour change (in business acumen) to adapt to 

the changing financial climate.  Nonetheless, it would have been difficult to 

integrate this aspect into the toolkit because the instability is inherent in 

ownership, rather than management per se, upon which the toolkit is focussed. 

 

The ‘opportunity’ to adapt management on the basis of sound knowledge and 

understanding also highlighted the importance of auditing the estate’s assets 

(natural, financial and otherwise) in order to make informed management 

decisions.  A key element of this opportunity was in gauging the extent to which 

estate managers monitored change on the estate and integrate the findings into 
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estate planning (leading to evidence-based decision-making).  The opportunity to 

carry out more formal monitoring and documentation of the assets of the estate 

echoes statements made in literature about the precautionary principle, and 

presents a means to minimise risk and base estate policy on strong, scientific 

evidence (Scottish Executive 2005; Francis 2000; Felton 1993; Ross et al. 1995).  

However, Rose (2010: 124) found that, although a high proportion of land 

managers are interested in the sustainability of natural resources, there is a lack of 

commitment to monitor and a lack of clarity on what standards of habitat quality 

or impacts are acceptable.  Indeed, one panellist commented that monitoring is 

often “anecdotal”, rather than formally recorded, recognising that well-structured 

monitoring is needed to gauge the effects of change.  There is also the need to 

consider risks and build them into estate management planning.  This is perhaps 

vital when “no issue confounds environmental managers more than ‘the problem 

of uncertainty’” (Norton 2005: 101).  It was interesting to witness on Dundreggan 

Estate how the local Liaison Group was responsible for stimulating more thought 

about the risks that the estate was exposed to: this element of ‘looking in’ on estate 

management activities signposts a need to be open to external advice and not 

‘keep cards close to your chest’ (a criticism made of several estates by panellists 

during the research process). 

 

The ‘thinking beyond the estate’ principle was also inherently linked to the need 

for a behaviour change with regard to collaboration and knowledge sharing.  The 

panellists advocated the importance of ‘sharing knowledge and learning from 

others’, which challenged the stereotype of estates being unwilling to 

communicate and share their ideas.  Indeed, Folke et al. (2005) proposed that 

learning helps develop ability to deal flexibly with new situations, in order to 

prepare for uncertainty and surprise (which also reinforces the definition of a 

‘proactive’ manager).  There was also general consensus that the integration of 

different types of knowledge can help to reduce conflict because mutual 

understanding is encouraged.  Comparably, Galbraith (2010) praised collaborative 

initiatives such as Scotland’s Moorland Forum for bringing actors together and 

providing a stage on which to discuss the ‘big issues’ of moorland and upland 

management.  This sentiment is perhaps empirically illustrated by the Langholm 
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Moor Demonstration Project, which seeks to demonstrate whether “the needs of 

an economically viable driven grouse moor can be met alongside the conservation 

needs of protected raptors” (Langholm Demonstration Project 2010).  A 

collaborative mix of partner organisations includes a ‘management team’ and a 

‘science team’; ‘sharing knowledge and learning’ is a central aspect of the project.  

Similarly, Landcare (a model of community-based natural resource management) 

has sought to involve individuals of varying backgrounds in local groups to work 

with government and non-government stakeholders in the pursuit of mutually 

beneficial environmental and economic outcomes (Prager and Vanclay 2010; 

Goodwin 2003).  Estates have the potential to initiate or seek interaction with 

other estates and organisations, as well as the local community, in order to share 

best practice and invite opinion and advice.  There is also the opportunity for 

estates to provide ‘on-the-ground’ learning activities for visitors and the local 

community, in order to raise awareness and promote discussion, as well as 

develop their own ‘institutional memory’, whereby lessons are learned from 

previous or other experience(s) so that new ventures can be built on a solid 

platform and risk is managed effectively. 

 

Similarly, the ‘external collaboration and dialogue’ opportunity reflected the need 

for a more communicative management style that promotes accountability and 

involvement.  This perspective echoed the concepts of participation and 

collaboration, which are central in sustainability discourses (Cowell 2006; Slee 

2005).  The need for greater collaboration between land managers, owners and 

other interests has been acknowledged by Swales (2009) and Hodge (2007, in 

Munton 2009), especially where there is a need for landscape-scale or catchment-

scale management (Selman 2006).  Similarly, in the context of deer management, 

Phillip et al. (2009) found that voluntary, collaborative management is currently 

the most popular approach because it shares the responsibilities, costs and 

benefits of management between stakeholders.  However, such participation and 

collaboration are not without problems, especially when involvement is not 

mandatory and non-participation (or superficial participation) can hinder 

progress.    It is with this challenge in mind that panellists were emphatic that a 

‘proactive’ approach would include taking a leadership/initiation role in 
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collaborative management/decision-making.  This encourages other partners to 

participate and assist the resolution of problems through constructive dialogue, in 

a manner which addresses the negative impacts of unequal power relations 

(Derkzen and Bock 2009). 

11.3.2 The ‘value’ of users: an untapped resource? 

The panellists’ perceived lack of private and public funding for estate management 

in the uplands was concomitant with increasing wider interest in policy 

instruments that aim to raise additional funds directly from visitors and tourists 

(let us call them ‘users’ in the estate management context, as in the toolkit).  For 

example, a commonly used mechanism is that of ‘visitor payback’, which gives 

users the opportunity to give something back to the conservation of a place that 

they value, thereby heightening their own experience (Scott et al. 2003).  While 

principal payback techniques include donations, voluntary levies, merchandising 

and membership, upland estates are well-positioned to develop ‘participation’ 

schemes whereby visitors are given the opportunity to physically participate in 

conservation and other activities.  This section considers the notion of the ‘value’ 

of users as a cross-cutting theme within the toolkit and considers the extent to 

which this theme could be explored and applied more widely. 

 

Involving communities in estate management was seen as an ‘opportunity’ by the 

panel.  Such activities took place on Dundreggan and Strathaird Estates through 

volunteer conservation parties and holidays (although neither estate had yet 

developed these schemes in a manner which could generate any significant 

financial income).  While voluntary conservation work such as beach cleaning 

activities on Strathaird Estate may not generate financial income, the estate saved 

money because it did not need to provide the resources to carry out this activity.  

At the same time, involving users in estate management had the potential to 

develop positive relationships between the estate (management, staff, owner, etc.) 

and local communities and other stakeholders/user groups.  The panellists felt 

that an improvement in representation was deemed important for engendering a 

local and wider sense of stewardship and connection to the natural and cultural 

heritage.  This has recently been explicitly emphasised by the CRC (2010) that, in 
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England, “many people are connected economically, socially and culturally to the 

land and to those who manage the land” and that “this strong, dynamic connection 

between land and communities is essential in realising the potential of the 

uplands” (p.6).  This reinforces the observation made by Norton (2005) that 

people are increasingly disconnected from the land, and that of Mather (1999) 

who argued that “local people have been side-lined in decision-making, and there 

has been extensive dislocation in the relationship between the land and the 

people” (p.2).  The panellists clearly felt that increased consultation that leads to 

the delivery of mutually agreed practices/projects could help to ‘reconnect’ local 

and other people to the land. 

 

Under the broadening options principle, the ‘opportunity’ to add value to estate 

products and services was identified: this reflected the panellists’ comments that a 

focus on ‘customers’ (visitors, local communities and other groups) would allow 

the development of unique selling points, services and experiences that could 

enhance an estate’s economic resilience.  Additionally, it was identified that 

market connectivity and branding could bring social and economic benefits, and 

that there exist opportunities to engage with visitors in order to improve products 

and services.  These ideas are complementary to the notion of payback schemes; 

the RSE Hill and Islands Inquiry (2008) recognised the economic importance of 

tourism and branding, as well as the potential to improve visitor services and 

outdoor tourism provision.  Dupeux and Rocha (2009) also noted a new focus on 

‘sustainable hunting’ as a brand/label for good management and conservation, in 

order to attract more clients.  The potential to ‘add value’ to venison sales was 

discussed by MacMillan and Leitch (2008): estate owners were generally 

enthusiastic about better venison marketing and, by implication, improved 

venison revenues as a mechanism to encourage increased culling.  However, 

MacMillan and Leitch deemed this scenario unlikely at present because revenues 

gained through the sale of venison typically cover less than half the estate’s cost of 

culling.  This was the case on Dundreggan and Strathaird Estates. 

 

This also raises a question with regard to the extent to which estate owners and 

managers might be willing to ‘add value’ to their products and services, especially 



 

249 

 

when it is difficult to recoup costs, or if an addition in value were to lead to an 

increase in the number of visitors to the estate.  When investing in a path network, 

for example, only a small minority of estates are able to offset the costs with 

access-related income; the rest effectively provide a public service by facilitating 

easier access to the hills (Macleod et al. 2010; Glass 2010).   At the same time, 

MacMillan and Leitch (2008) found that land owners have “little enthusiasm for 

attracting new clients” as they often value their privacy and personal opportunity 

to hunt more highly than income (p. 481).  This echoes work on landowners’ 

motives by Gasson (1993), which suggested that older landowners tend to be 

more concerned with the social aspects of their lives, rather than the economic 

aspects.   Indeed, this observation poses a stumbling block to developing a ‘user-

oriented’ approach: a recently published hillwalker’s diary remembers a ‘missing 

period’ in Scottish history when walkers established firm friendships with 

keepers, ghillies and landowners (Baxter 2010).  Although not the common view of 

relationships today, there has been growing realisation that communication 

between land managers and recreational hill users is essential to avoid 

disturbances caused by both “walkers to the stalk and stalkers to the walk” (Glass 

2010: 68). 

 

The ‘opportunity’ to conserve and protect landscapes and upland cultural heritage 

included: the management of cultural heritage (e.g. archaeological features, 

buildings, paths); the interpretation of assets (e.g. signage, ranger services); and 

recognising the values of landscape and wild land.  Each of these aspects 

recognised the wider public benefits to be gained from “care for the landscape and 

the maintenance of scenic quality” (RSE 2008: 45), and echoed the fact that 

resources such as landscape and the built environment are components of 

managed ecosystems (as shown in Figure 11.3.2).  Additionally, there is real scope 

for these management activities to generate income for the estate through 

donations and merchandising (e.g. the sale of explanatory booklets and donations 

to support wild land conservation).  The importance that the panel assigned to 

these aspects of estate management also relates to the growth of the ‘amenity 

value’ of the uplands, presented within the post-productivism discussion in 

Section 3.2.  As Pierce (1996: 219) argued, it is perhaps the case that “the 
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increased value individuals place on heritage resources and recreational 

opportunities combined with the possibility of private ownership of these 

resources [that] indicates that the market is serving to protect the countryside 

through the commodification of amenity”.  This quote is reinforced by a recent 

report, commissioned by Scottish Natural Heritage, which found that wild 

landscapes in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland accounted for up to 19.9 

million day visits in 2003, with an associated expenditure of £411-£751 million, 

and supporting up to 20,600 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs (Mc Morran et al. 

2006).  

 

In a slightly different vein, the ‘broadening options’ principle also expressed the 

panellists’ views that diversification allows flexibility and increases capacity to 

adapt to changing circumstances.  In particular, it was argued that financial 

viability and stability were crucial for avoiding social problems and environmental 

degradation, and warnings were made that a narrow range of economic and 

financial options may lead to the need to draw on capital assets.  Indeed, Price et 

al. (2002) emphasised that the ability to generate financial resources in order to 

be able to manage the land is critically linked to the sustainable management of 

estates.  To achieve the outcomes of ‘economic resilience and financial viability’ 

and ‘a customer-led approach’, two ‘opportunities’ were developed during the 

research process.  First, the development of long-term income streams to cope 

with internal/external shocks (this links back to risk management) echoed the 

panellists’ comments that a more complex, multi-faceted economic structure 

would allow for adaptability in the face of change.  Mackenzie (2006), for example, 

has noted that community wind power schemes have enabled crofters to escape 

from a dependency culture.  In particular, panellists raised several concerns that 

the reliance on one or two income streams may make an estate vulnerable to the 

negative impacts of change, as well as lead to ‘corners being cut’ in management 

practice.  This latter sentiment was shared by Midgley and Price (2010) who 

warned that the precarious nature of finances means that sympathetic 

management is by no means guaranteed.  Panellists argued that, where possible, 

long-term income streams should be generated by management activities, rather 
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than being reliant on private or public funding: there is clearly scope for estates to 

explore in more depth the potential to tap into ‘users’ as a financial resource.   

11.3.3 Connectivity and corporate social responsibility: linking estates across 

landscapes 

In general, panellists argued that land managers are stewards of the natural 

environment and therefore play an important role in maintaining and enhancing 

the natural resource base for current and future generations.  Although it was also 

recognised that economic activities play an important role in underpinning other 

management practices, the weight assigned to the wider impacts of estate 

management illustrated the need for estate management to go ‘beyond the estate 

unit’ and connect up with wider landscape management objectives.  This principle 

resonates with work carried out by Selman (2006) which notes the need for 

‘virtuous circles’ on a landscape scale, within which natural, social, economic and 

cultural capital can be linked.  This section explores the extent to which estate 

management can ‘link across landscapes’ via the themes of connectivity and 

corporate social responsibility. 

 

‘Ecosystem thinking’, as defined by the panel, echoed the need for a joined-up, 

holistic approach, which allows a balance of management objectives in order to 

deliver public and private goals.  This was developed from the focus on managing 

for multiple goals, which became very evident in Round Three, in the first draft of 

the indicator framework.  Several key ‘ecosystem services’ had been discussed by 

panellists in the first rounds, which led to their inclusion in later stages.  For 

example, there was a clear priority assigned to activities such as increasing carbon 

storage potential, as well as recognising the importance of the soil environment.  

These issues are both of relevance across Scotland’s upland landscapes.  

Additionally, there were calls for the restoration of key habitats and the 

enhancement of catchments to deliver good ecological condition, downstream 

flood mitigation and landscape protection.  However, it is clear from Figure 11.3.2 

that the ‘opportunities’ identified within the first edition of the toolkit did not 

cover all the ecosystem services recognised in the Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment (2005).  Interestingly, panellists did not assign a great deal of 
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importance to the ‘provisioning’ services: a couple of references were made to the 

need for self-sufficiency, but it was felt that the upland estate had a limited role to 

play.  However, within the ‘broadening options’ principle, the opportunity to invest 

in renewable energy as a means to develop a long-term income stream was 

recognised (this would represent ‘fuel’ as a provisioning service).  The importance 

assigned to opportunities such as ‘sharing knowledge and learning from others’ 

demonstrated that the toolkit includes aspects missing from the ecosystem 

services model.  These aspects were related to the ‘approach’ of management, 

particularly in terms of long-term planning, monitoring, and collaboration. 

 

 

Figure 11.3.2: Synergies between the toolkit and the ecosystem services framework (overlaid on 
MEA 2005) 

 

The importance of delivering priority species and habitat protection was 

articulated, requiring evidence of favourable conservation status on designated 

sites.  This focus was similar to that of the Scottish Government, which has set 

targets for ‘achieving favourable condition for the special features of designated 

sites’: that 80 per cent of sites would achieve favourable status by 2008 and 95 per 

cent by 2010.  In upland areas, the current levels are 58 per cent ‘favourable’ or 

‘unfavourable recovering’ (Midgley and Price 2010), which confirms that more 

effort is required (RSE 2008).  Within the spatial planning movement, it has been 

argued that there is a need for greater attention to be paid to building 
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connectivities (Shucksmith 2010), recognising the potential for a shift towards 

landscape-scale planning options rather than focusing on designated sites (a 

sentiment central to the European Landscape Convention).  Selman (2009) points 

out the problem of treating protected areas as ‘islands’ set apart from surrounding 

areas, and of not integrating conservation with other land uses: this can be a key 

issue when trying to develop landscape-scale climate mitigation strategies.  

Similarly, there can be tensions between managing for one species or habitat as 

opposed to wider biodiversity goals, in order to satisfy the personal interest of 

individuals or organisations (Knegtering et al. 2002; Felton 1993).  This sentiment 

was echoed in the toolkit: a ‘proactive’ approach to this opportunity involved the 

delivery of priority species and habitat protection outside designated areas, as 

well as within them.   

 

Although continued grazing by animals may be an essential part of keeping and 

preserving both biodiversity and landscape in many areas, high levels of grazing 

intensity cause loss of vegetation, suppression of tree and shrub development, and 

exposure of soils to erosion (van der Wal et al., in press; RSE 2008; Chambers et al. 

1999).  The panel recognised these issues, arguing that estate management 

decision-making and practice should aim to deliver grazing levels that do not 

cause such impacts (which links back to earlier points about the importance of 

monitoring to assess, and react to, change).  Also, several comments were made 

about the potential for land managers to ‘actively restore’ natural and semi-natural 

habitats and species, in order to create new habitats, restore damaged ones, and 

contribute to wider public policy goals (such as the aspiration of the Scottish 

Forestry Strategy to increase woodland cover to 25 per cent by 2050).  The RELU 

Sustainable Uplands project also highlighted the positive role that restoring 

degraded peatlands can play in capturing and storing carbon (Woods 2009).  

Panellists recognised how carbon storage had moved up the political agenda in 

recent years, and that the storage of carbon may be a significant function of upland 

estates in years to come.   

 

Crucially, the link between carbon storage and climate change mitigation was 

explored, and it was understood that land can act as a carbon sink, as well as a 
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store, in order to absorb additional carbon.  As Scotland’s soils account for 69% of 

total UK carbon storage (Swales 2009), the role of upland estates in managing the 

soils was clear.  The importance of the use of the soil and of vegetation growth to 

sequester and store carbon was a key observation made by the Hill and Islands 

Inquiry (RSE 2008) and the recent IUCN Peatland Inquiry (Reed et al., in press).  

Similarly, Dupeux and Rocha (2009) emphasise the contribution that land 

managers make to forestry aims at a European scale: forestry as a source of carbon 

sequestration, storage and substitution.  The need to tackle soil erosion was also 

deemed important by panellists: once soil is lost or degraded, its ability to deliver 

primary biological production is very difficult to renew (Haygarth and Ritz 2009).  

This issue was also raised recently by a variety of lobbying organisations in 

Scotland, in relation to the growth in the number of ‘hill tracks’ on upland estates 

which are built to facilitate easier access to more remote parts of estates, often for 

stalking purposes and, more recently, for renewable energy developments: a 

recent campaign, led by the Mountaineering Council of Scotland, highlighted how 

numerous studies in the 1970s and 1980s established that hill tracks have 

significant detrimental effects on local ecology, water flow, soil chemistry, 

vegetation patterns, and landscape (Brown 2010). 

 

The ‘opportunity to maintain and improve catchments to good ecological 

condition’ collated panellists’ opinions that water management is a key aspect of 

environmental sustainability, in terms of both water quality and the positive role 

that catchment management can play in flood mitigation, both on and off the 

estate.  Similarly, Weatherhead and Howden (2009) identify four major links 

between land use and land management, and the quantity and quality of water 

resources: effects on catchment yield; effects on infiltration; effects on dissolved 

organic carbon (DOC) and water colour in upland drainage waters; effects of 

nutrient transfer to river and groundwater.  This wide range of factors is also 

echoed within the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD), which has been hailed 

as the most substantial piece of European water legislation (Dupeux and Rocha 

2009).  Water quality is an important issue in Scotland, and McCracken (2010) has 

argued that further improvements depend largely on the successful management 

of diffuse pollution from large areas of rural and urban land.  Specifically in the 
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uplands, the potential to make the water cycle in river basins operate more 

naturally through closing drains to reinstate previously drained land, restoring 

floodplains and floodplain woodlands, and removing canalisation of rivers are all 

“practical measures that are known to work” (RSE 2008: 45).  Dupeux and Rocha 

(2009) emphasise that the land manager should be willing to engage in the 

implementation of hydrological measures, particularly through collaborative 

stakeholder engagement.  Thus, there is potential for ‘proactive’ practice through 

playing a role in River Basin/Catchment Management Planning, which has 

developed as a means of implementing the WFD (Blackstock and Richards 2007).   

 

However, the ‘responsibility’ of estates to think beyond the land they manage 

should not solely be considered from an environmental point of view.  It was very 

clear from the outset of the research process that the panellists felt that estates 

play an important role in maintaining rural (and upland) industries and 

populations, which span landscapes and cannot be considered in isolation on one 

estate.  It was advanced that this ‘rural Corporate Social Responsibility’ (CSR) role 

contributes to wider public sustainability goals, in particular by improving quality 

of life and representation, and livelihood opportunities.  The ‘opportunity’ to play a 

role in delivering community aspirations highlighted the potential positive role 

that the landowner/manager can play in collaborating with both communities of 

place and communities of interest to achieve mutually rewarding goals.  Practical 

examples of ‘proactive’ practice included the anticipation of community needs and 

the initiation and delivery of community-focussed projects.  Also, the need for 

affordable housing in rural areas was a key concern of several panellists, which 

raised the question of the extent to which the landowner can play in delivering 

more affordable, high-quality rental (or sale) properties on estate land.   

 

The CRC (2010) has emphasised that the cost of housing is a major factor affecting 

the retention and attraction of young people and families in upland rural areas.  As 

a result of high demand from incomers, coupled with low supply, relatively lower 

local wages and restrictive planning arrangements mean that little housing is 

available for young people and those on low wages.  This concern was echoed by 

the RSE (2008), which called for an explicit policy for developing vibrant rural 
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communities.  In this context, while the power of the landowner has, in both 

historical and contemporary Scotland, been the institution that has “shaped the 

fate of rural communities” (Satsangi 2007), a ‘Rural Homes for Rent’ grant was 

introduced as pilot scheme by the Scottish Government in 2008.  This grant allows 

rural landowners to apply for funding in order to boost the number of affordable 

homes available for rent.  It is, however, not yet apparent how effective this grant 

scheme has been and, indeed, whether more funding will become available 

following the pilot phase (SRPBA 2009).  Also, questions have been raised by 

Tovey and Mooney (2006) with regard to the role that the concept of ‘quality of 

life’ plays in sustainability definitions.  While they argue that quality of life is 

certainly an element of the sustainability discourse, it is not a core part of it, and 

“has perhaps come to hold the central role it does more due to the requirements of 

legitimising new policy directions than for any scientific reason” (p.80).   

 

Expanding the CSR role of estates, ‘thinking beyond the estate’ involved working 

towards the outcome of ‘environmentally and socially responsible management 

and business(es)’.  This outcome supports Scotland’s target to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions by 80 per cent by 2050 (compared to 1990), and recognises that 

land use and land use changes have great potential to either help or hinder efforts 

to meet this, and interim, targets (Rounsevell and Reay 2009).  Specifically, the 

panellists identified the ‘opportunity’ to reduce the carbon-focussed impacts of the 

estate business(es) and other activities, highlighting how estates have a role to 

play as exemplars in the wider mitigation of environmental impacts of human 

activity, in order to mitigate climate change.  The European Landowners’ 

Organisation has also recognised the role of estates in this regard, actively 

encouraging estates to raise the energy efficiency of their buildings and 

management activities (Dupeux and Rocha 2009).  Indeed, the RSE inquiry (2008) 

pointed out that action needs to be taken in hill areas to reduce and neutralise 

emissions and possibly to sequester carbon (which links back to the earlier 

opportunity concerned with carbon storage).  The panellists also converged on the 

‘opportunity’ to support local trades, markets and suppliers, in further recognition 

that estate activities can support more self-sufficient, robust local communities. 

There has been a slow but steady decline in the number and range of services 



 

257 

 

provided locally (CRC 2010; RSE 2008), highlighting the need for creative, local 

solutions which can reduce the distance that people need to travel to source food 

and other services (Slee 2009). 

 

Finally, the toolkit included the ‘opportunity’ to facilitate employment and skills 

development on/around the estate.  Specific examples of ‘proactive’ practice 

included the generation of significant employment opportunities in the local 

economy, and the promotion of integrated training and skills development.  This 

‘opportunity’ was deemed important because the existence of a diverse range of 

stable jobs in rural areas can help to maintain population and infrastructure 

(linking back to comments made about affordable housing provision).  Such a view 

was backed up by the CRC (2010), who noted that “enterprise is hampered by 

limited employment opportunities, as many upland economies are characterised 

by low wages and seasonal employment” (p.6).  Additionally, specific comments 

from the panellists highlighted the need to develop high-quality jobs with long-

term, integrated training, in order to develop the potential for estate staff to act as 

‘ambassadors’ for the estate and interact positively with local communities and 

visitors.   

11.4 Conclusions and recommendations for future work 

A recent public survey of attitudes to estates in Scotland revealed that “land 

ownership per se is not a top-of-mind issue for the general public and that limited 

consideration is given as to what land, or how much land, is privately owned” 

(George Street Research 2010: 1).  The survey also found that the wide-ranging 

activities of estates or their contribution to local communities are little known or 

understood.  Enabling estate management to be brought more to the fore of 

contemporary land-use thinking in Scotland, this research developed and piloted 

sustainability indicators for upland estate management in Scotland.  The 

Sustainable Estates Delphi process employed in this thesis brought together a 

mixed group of scientists, practitioners and policy-makers to develop the 

indicators, over a series of four iterative rounds, using a transdisciplinary research 

approach.  The results of the process led to the joint development and 

endorsement of the first edition of a ‘Sustainable Estates Toolkit’, which comprised 
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16 ‘opportunities for sustainable estates’ that link to a series of five ‘sustainable 

estate principles’ (Adapting Management; Broadening Options; Ecosystem 

Thinking; Linking into Social Fabric; Thinking beyond the Estate) and 10 

‘sustainability outcomes’.  The content of the toolkit provided a detailed, 

contemporary definition of the concept of ‘sustainable upland estate management’, 

which centred around key themes of: the need for behavioural change to embrace 

aspects of ‘proactive’ practice; the untapped ‘user resource’; and the need for more 

connectivity across landscapes, from both environmental and ‘corporate social 

responsibility’ standpoints. 

 

In practice, the toolkit can be used to assess the extent to which an estate takes 

advantage of each of the 16 ‘opportunities’ identified therein.  By assigning a 

‘sustainability class’ (‘proactive’, ‘active’, and ‘underactive’) to each ‘opportunity’, a 

clear picture of how an estate is working to deliver sustainability goals is 

produced.  A pilot exercise on two NGO-owned estates provided insight into 

contemporary estate management by non-governmental organisations, and a 

critical reflection on the toolkit’s application during the exercise allowed some 

operational challenges to be addressed. 

 

In a public policy context, the first edition of the Sustainable Estates Toolkit was 

developed at the same time that the Scottish Government was drafting a national 

Land Use Strategy for Scotland.  There was clearly scope for the findings of this 

research to feed into that process and a consultation response was completed by 

the researcher, integrating comments from other members of the research team, 

in December 2010.  Additionally, a ‘Wildlife Estates Label’ (WEL) has been 

developed by the European Landowners’ Organisation and there are plans to pilot 

this as an accreditation scheme for estates within the Cairngorms National Park 

over the next two years.  The aim is to use the WEL in Scotland to improve 

recognition of best practice wildlife management for shooting and fishing (CNPA 

2010).  There are ways in which the research conducted in this thesis would 

constructively inform the development and implementation of the WEL scheme in 

Scotland: the researcher will contribute to that process.  In particular, there is 

scope to consider how the toolkit could be applied within the context of public 



 

259 

 

policy related to estate management: the elements of the toolkit could be used to 

assess entitlement to payments for ecosystem services (PES) or other agri-

environment schemes, in due course. 

 

This study did not set out to use the indicators (the Sustainable Estates Toolkit) on 

a range of estates in upland Scotland: the focus was on developing the indicators 

and piloting them.  Using the toolkit more widely would, however, be a valuable 

exercise that would provide data to compare the extent to which different estates 

are taking advantage of the ‘opportunities’.  Refining the toolkit further, in light of 

the critical reflection on the pilot exercises (Section 10.7) and further application 

on other estates, would lead to the development of a ‘second edition’ which could 

be rolled out more widely.  As this research was being completed, further funding 

was awarded to the researcher to use the toolkit on four community-owned 

estates in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland.  This work will build on the 

research in this thesis, widening the scope of its application and exploring in more 

detail the potential for using the toolkit as a self-assessment tool. 

 

Moving forward from these conclusions and appreciation of recent developments, 

the following recommendations are made for using the product of this research 

(the toolkit) more widely: 

 The ‘Sustainable Estates Toolkit’ should be used on a wider cross-section of 

estate ownership types (private, public, NGO, community).  The results 

would provide greater insight into the extent to which different estates are 

embracing a ‘proactive’ approach.  It would also then be possible to 

evaluate the extent to which the process of implementing the toolkit, and 

the results it generates, act as a catalyst for meaningful behavioural change 

via an evidence base for future sustainability planning and practice; 

 The toolkit should also be piloted as a self-assessment tool, in order to 

evaluate the potential for its use by estates themselves, without the 

requirement for an external assessor.  Linked to this recommendation is the 

potential to build elements of the toolkit into evaluation processes for 

public and other funding schemes; 
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 Further consideration should be given to the possibility for the ‘principles’, 

‘outcomes’ and ‘opportunities’ included with the toolkit to be applied to 

other sustainability scenarios, acting as a transferable assessment 

framework.  For example, many of the components of the toolkit are not 

necessarily applicable only to estate management in upland Scotland.  The 

toolkit could have more generic application and be tailored for use in a 

wide range of private and public policy/project scenarios, which require 

the development of a more tangible definition of a ‘sustainable approach’.

 

Crucially, the research has explored how the researcher can play a key role in 

actively stimulating the development of ideas, motivation, creativity and social 

learning throughout the course of a ‘powerful research process’.  By focusing on 

one method, the Delphi technique, it was demonstrated how a widely used 

participatory method can be adapted to address an applied sustainability 

challenge more effectively.  Throughout the process, the researcher integrated 

knowledge from a number of different disciplines, interpreted results, and fed 

back findings at intervals within the deliberative research process: this role 

fostered high levels of participant creativity, motivation and learning, and reduced 

the drop-out rates experienced in past Delphi studies.  It is concluded that this 

approach offered great potential for the researcher (as ‘Delphi catalyst’ or similar) 

to act on behalf of research participants to reframe their ideas and comments in a 

creative manner and stimulate the development of new ideas, learning and 

practical solutions for sustainability.  A key feature of future academic research 

must be to evaluate the extent to which the adapted Delphi technique developed 

and used in the thesis could be applied to other situations concerned with the 

transdisciplinary co-production of knowledge for sustainability.  Several panellists 

and other research contacts suggested that the approach could be of use more 

widely; the approach could be used to develop sustainability indicators or other 

practical outputs within another research context.   

 

The research was conducted within the boundaries of a conceptual framework 

which provided a road map for the design of novel or adapted methodologies 

which can facilitate deliberation, collaboration and the integration of knowledge 
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for sustainability research (Figure 2.5.1).  By taking steps to increase 

transdisciplinary capacity, facilitate knowledge integration, and enhance the 

potential for social learning, the conceptual framework made it possible to 

facilitate a collaborative learning process which produced mutually endorsed, 

practical outcomes for positive change.  The adapted Delphi technique developed 

and used in this thesis implemented the elements of the framework by: 1) 

involving participants in all stages of the research process and  giving them equal 

ownership and the opportunity to frame issues based on their own experience; 2) 

moving beyond conceptual discussion of ‘real world’ problems to practical 

application of solutions; 3) creating an ‘anonymous forum’ within which open 

negotiation and dialogue can take place; and 4) bringing together academic and 

non-academic actors who might not otherwise discuss the issue in question.  There 

is the opportunity to apply and evaluate this conceptual framework within other 

applied sustainability research settings. 
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APPENDIX A: Overview of the Sustainable Estates for the 

21st Century Project 

Scotland’s uplands are characterised by a unique pattern of ownership, with much of the 
land divided into ‘estates’ owned by private owners and public, non-governmental and 
community organisations.  The importance of the uplands includes: supporting local 
economies; providing public goods such as ecosystem services; biodiversity and 
landscape conservation; and recreational opportunities.  Estate owners/managers have 
the capacity to determine management activities on their land (within the requisites of 
legislation, policy, management agreements, conservation designations etc.), giving them 
an important role as decision-makers and ‘stewards’ in the uplands.   
 
This is the first major project to take an integrated look at estates in Scotland’s uplands. At 
its core is research being conducted by four PhD students who are fully funded by the 
Henry Angest Foundation.  The project recognises three key issues:  

1) The significant proportion of land in private ownership, with many very large 
estates (one of the most distinctive characteristics of the Highlands and Islands);  
2) The purchase of some of these estates by NGOs with conservation, recreation, 
and sustainable development interests (National Trust for Scotland, John Muir 
Trust, RSPB, etc.), especially in the last two decades; and  
3) The purchase of estates by their local communities, especially since the 2003 
Land Reform Act.   

 
The primary objective of the project is to understand both the complex driving forces 
influencing these estates, and how their owners and managers make decisions that permit 
them to ensure that their estates fulfil their diverse roles, and promote sustainability.  
Other key issues to be examined will be the economic and employment benefits of estates 
to local communities, and the connections between land ownership and land 
management, exploring motivations, objectives, and constraints. 
 
Two of the dissertations will focus on groups of privately-owned estates (Annie McKee 
and Pippa Wagstaff) and the others will focus on community (Amanda Calvert) and NGO-
owned estates (Jayne Glass). Each dissertation will involve around ten case-study estates, 
and to allow comparison, an estates classification has been agreed for selecting these 
estates. Case study estates should be at least 2000 hectares in size, predominantly land 
above 185m (above the upper limits of enclosed farmland and with poor land use 
potential, thus ‘upland’) and with several land uses in operation, therefore ‘multi-
functional’. 
 
The dissertations are being supervised by Professor Martin Price, Director of the Centre 
for Mountain Studies, together with Dr Charles Warren (St. Andrews University) and Dr 
Alister Scott (University of Aberdeen).  To ensure the on-the-ground and policy relevance 
of the project, an Advisory Board has been established, with representatives from the 
Scottish Government, the Scottish Rural Property and Business Association, Scottish 
Environment LINK, Cairngorms National Park Authority, and the Knoydart Trust.  The 
project will conclude with a synthesis phase which will draw on the dissertations and 
establish a coherent picture of Scottish upland estates, providing an input to future well-
founded management and policy. 
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APPENDIX B: Letter of invitation to panellists 

 

[Address] 
 
Dear [Name] 
 
Sustainable Estates for the 21st Century 
 
I am writing to invite you to take part in a survey that aims to improve policy guidance for the 
future management of Scotland’s upland estates.  We met briefly back in April at the SWT Local 
Group presentation that you gave in Aberfeldy. 
 
In both academic and policy literature, and the media, there have been calls for more effective 
dialogue between landowners, managers, conservationists, academics, consultants and policy-
makers.  With a focus on estate management in upland Scotland, this survey will involve a 
representative panel of diverse interests with wide knowledge and experience in dealing with 
sustainable estate management.  
 
The aim of the survey is to translate this knowledge and experience into assessment criteria to be 
used to monitor and assess ‘sustainability’ at the estate level.  This may, understandably, be a 
difficult task: ‘sustainability’ is a complex concept, and land management decisions derive from 
divergent goals.  Thus, this research will take a novel approach that is designed to stimulate debate, 
discussion and group learning. 
 
As a member of the representative panel, you would be asked to complete an anonymous e-mail 
questionnaire in a series of iterative rounds.  After each round, the responses of all panel members 
will be collated and fed back anonymously to the panel for your consideration ahead of the next 
round’s questionnaire.  It is expected that it will take no longer than 90 minutes to complete the 
first round, with subsequent rounds requiring less time.  There will be no more than five rounds.  
The survey will be conducted between October 2008 and March 2009. 
 
Based at the Centre for Mountain Studies at UHI-Perth College, this work contributes to a major 
research project that is taking an integrated look at estates in Scotland’s uplands.  Not only is there 
a lack of up-to-date academic research in this area, there is also a need for the findings to inform 
future policy for Scotland’s uplands.  The work is supported and recognised by policy makers, and 
is overseen by an Advisory Group with representatives from the Scottish Government, the Scottish 
Rural and Property Business Association, Scottish Environment LINK, Cairngorms National Park 
Authority, and the Knoydart Trust.  The enclosed sheet provides more information about the whole 
project. 
 
I very much hope that you would like to take part in this exercise.  To thank panel members for 
their participation, each will receive a report detailing the results of the survey. 
 
I would be grateful if you would let me know at your earliest convenience whether you are willing 
to be a member of the panel.  If so, I will be in touch to arrange an initial meeting to explain the 
project and survey process in more detail, as well as to explore your initial thoughts about the 
context of the research.  You can contact me either at the address above, or via e-mail 
(jayne.glass@perth.uhi.ac.uk), or telephone (01738 877265). 
 
I look forward to hearing from you soon.  
 
[signature etc.] 

mailto:jayne.glass@perth.uhi.ac.uk
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APPENDIX C: Round One - Briefing Paper 

 

Introductory paper 

Aims of the PhD research: 

 To identify the most suitable assessment criteria for monitoring and assessing 
‘sustainability’ at the estate level 

 To implement these assessment criteria on upland estates owned by non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 

 To improve policy guidance and tools for the future management of Scotland’s upland 
estates 

 

Rationale for the research 

 ‘Sustainable development’, ‘sustainable rural development’ and ‘sustainability’ are 
commonly listed as core objectives in UK, EU and international 
documents/policies/projects related to upland management and rural development 

 To date, no academic work has been done explicitly on what these concepts mean, in 
practice, in the context of estate management (although codes of practice for 
responsible management do exist) 

 If the principles of ‘sustainable development’ are to be more than a vague goal for the 
management of Scotland’s upland estates, greater clarity regarding the meaning and 
operationalisation of ‘sustainable estate management’ is required 

 Research in the UK uplands has shown that those accused of ‘unsustainable’ 
management practices often have a different perception of sustainability to other 
interest groups 

 Conventional top-down methods of sustainability assessment are likely to antagonise 
stakeholders involved in upland estate management 

 Involving a wide range of groups in the dialogue about sustainability priorities may 
help to work towards reaching a consensus and joint working towards implementing 
practical steps for working towards ‘sustainable estates’ 

 

Objectives of the survey 

 To involve a representative group of stakeholders with wide knowledge and 
experience of land management (both in general and in upland areas more 
specifically) and/or sustainability/rural development in a natural resource 
management context 

 To test a combined ‘top-down’/‘bottom-up’ approach to developing assessment 
criteria/definitions whereby specialists are engaged in a participatory process that 
allows them to learn from/discuss the responses of others 

 To define ‘sustainability’/’sustainable development’ in the context of upland estate 
management 

 To identify important practical steps for implementing sustainability at the estate 
level 
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 To explore experiences of practical problems of defining/implementing sustainability 
at the estate level 

 To identify suitable assessment criteria for monitoring and assessing ‘sustainability’ 
at the estate level 

 

Brief overview of the context of the research 

Scotland’s uplands are characterised by a unique pattern of land ownership, with much of 

the land divided into ‘estates’ owned by private owners and public, non-governmental and 

community organisations.  The importance of the uplands includes: supporting local 

economies; providing public goods such as ecosystem services; biodiversity and landscape 

conservation; and opportunities for recreation and tourist activities.  Estate 

owners/managers have the capacity to determine management activities on their land 

(within the requisites of legislation, policy, management agreements, conservation 

designations etc.), giving them a crucial role as decision-makers and ‘stewards’ in the 

uplands.   

 

Management decisions greatly influence the extent to which it may be possible to seek a 

balance between the use of natural resources and the economic and social needs of upland 

communities.  Certain consequences of ‘inadequate’ land management have been 

described as ‘unsustainable’, for example: resource degradation, loss of species diversity, 

lack of affordable housing. 

 

The economic, social and environmental ‘sustainability’ of human activity is a key 

component of UK, EU and international government policy, and is integral to the Scottish 

Rural Development Programme (SRDP), the European Landscape Convention (ELC) and 

the Water Framework Directive (WFD).  While an overarching definition of ‘sustainability’ 

has not been agreed, several guiding principles for making progress towards achieving 

varying degrees of sustainability have been suggested in both academic and other 

literature, and at a range of scales.  Thinking about responsibility is a central facet of 

sustainability, and a variety of frameworks offer guidance for ‘responsible’ land 

management.  However, responsibility is only one element of sustainability, and there is a 

need to plan, carry out and evaluate management practices in this wider sustainability 

context.  

 

Thus, there is the need to establish whether there is consensus regarding the definition of 

sustainability within the estate management setting, as well as identify important 

sustainability objectives for estate management.  Research to date has not addressed this.  

The national sustainable development strategy, the accompanying indicator set devised 

for Scotland, and the SRDP (2007-2013) consider the three pillars of sustainability, but 

scale issues hinder the application of these national frameworks in their entirety at the 

local ‘estate’ level.  

 

Much effort has been applied to assessing performance in relation to sustainable 

development and there is a wide variety of tools, processes and frameworks that can be 

used to measure progress towards sustainability.  Methods for evaluating sustainable 

‘land management’ practices have been developed, but these often assess single indicators 
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related to the condition of the natural environment (e.g. soil colour, plant growth), and 

omit holistic consideration of sustainability principles.  In the context of trying to achieve 

sustainability, the development of suitable assessment criteria could inform the 

evaluation of land management practices, and provide a tool to guide policy makers, 

owners and managers towards sustainability. 

 

The survey process 

 

Figure 1 (overleaf) gives an overview of the proposed survey process.  However, it should 

be noted that this is just a guide and is not set in stone at this stage.  If the process is over-

specified, there is the danger of not allowing for the contribution of other perspectives 

related to the problem, as well as giving enough consideration to areas of 

disagreement/debate.  If difficulties arise with the planned process, there is scope to 

change the course of the survey to suit the responses that emerge. 

 

The first round is unstructured and seeks an open response.  The aim is to identify the 

main themes of sustainability that are relevant in the uplands and could be put into 

practice through estate management.  This gives you the opportunity to elaborate freely 

and reduces any bias that may be exerted by myself, the researcher (due to the format of 

the questions). 

 

The results of this round will then be collated and fed back anonymously to you with the 

questionnaire for round two. 

 

In later rounds, you will be asked to comment on the suitability of sustainability 

assessment criteria that are selected based on the responses from the first rounds. 

 

In all rounds, you will be free to make further comments as you wish. Please feel free to do 

so, both in relation to the content of the questionnaire, and its administration. 
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Figure 1: Flowchart of the proposed survey process  

Panellists        Researcher 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Telephone/face-to-face scoping discussion with panellists 
(brief background material sent to panellists ahead of 

meeting) 
Invitations sent to potential panellists 

Identification of potential panellists 
through literature review, conference 

attendance and exploratory 
conversations with Advisory Group and 

supervisory team  

Round One: Exploring the themes/issues 
Completion of first round questionnaire by panellists 

Collation of first round responses and 
formulation of feedback document 

Revision of first round questionnaire 
based on pilot outcomes  

Round Two: Further exploration/adjustment 
Panel alerted to results of first round and given the chance 

to adjust responses in light of feedback 

Collation of results from first rounds 
Themes and issues translated into 

assessment criteria that form the basis of 
the next round 

Round Three: Views on the assessment criteria 
Panel asked for views on the assessment criteria derived 

from the responses from the first rounds 

Round Four: Further views/adjustment 
Panel asked for views on the assessment criteria in light of 

feedback 

Collation of responses and formulation 
of feedback document 

Panellists welcomed to give advice on operational 
difficulties/make further amendments based on the pilot of 

assessment criteria 

Pilot of assessment criteria on an estate 

Preparation and piloting of first round 
questionnaire  

Preparation of third round 
questionnaire 

Feedback to panel about the pilot and 
welcome advice on operational 

difficulties/further amendments 

Assessment criteria implemented 
on upland estates 
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APPENDIX D: Round Two - E-mail to panellists 

 

Dear [panellist] 
 
[Personal comment to familiarise] 
 
It has been a little while since we [met/spoke] in [month] to have an initial discussion 
about my PhD research on ‘Sustainable Estates’. I held similar discussions with the other 
eighteen members of the panel between October and February.  I thoroughly enjoyed 
exploring your ideas – thank you very much for making the time to talk to me.  
 
As promised in our discussion, I have attached a paper that summarises the content of all 
of the initial discussions and poses five questions.  This gives you the chance to comment 
on what was said by other panellists and suggest new ideas.  The first page of the 
document explains this stage in more detail. 
 
I would be very grateful if you would answer these questions and return your responses 
to me by e-mail by Tuesday 5th May.  Please let me know if you would like me to send you 
a hard copy for return by post.  I will contact you in a couple of weeks to ensure that there 
are no problems with the questionnaire. 
  
I hope the document is self-explanatory but please don’t hesitate to get in touch at any 
stage if you have any questions, comments or concerns. 
 
Looking forward to hearing from you soon. 
 
All the best, 
 
 
Jayne 
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APPENDIX E: Round Two - Combined questionnaire and 

feedback document 

Round Two: Reflecting on the initial discussions 

This document summarises the findings of the initial discussions that were carried out 

with all of the 19 members of the panel.  To remind you, the ultimate aim of this survey 

process is to identify appropriate assessment criteria for monitoring progress towards 

sustainability on upland estates in Scotland.  The next stage of the survey will develop 

these assessment criteria, based on your responses to this questionnaire.  This process 

will ensure that the resulting set of criteria “measure what we value” rather than “value 

what we measure”. 

 

Before identifying assessment criteria, it is important to establish a context for 

sustainability in estate management and identify sustainability goals and management 

strategies.  This will increase the likelihood that the resulting set of assessment criteria is 

comprehensive, relevant and usable by estate managers.  The identification of potential 

constraints to putting sustainability into practice on estates will contribute to policy 

guidance for the future management of Scotland’s upland estates. 

 

Using this document, you are asked to reflect on the panel’s answers to the following 

questions: 

 

1. What does ’sustainability’ mean in the context of upland estate management? 

2. What are suitable goals/objectives for ‘sustainability’ in the upland estate 

management context and how could these be realised? 

3. Are there any constraints to implementing these goals? 

 

This document is organised under a series of headings and uses anonymous quotations to 

illustrate points.  This should give you a general feel for the range of ideas and opinions of 

the panel, as well as highlight areas of debate. 

 

There are five questions for you to answer in this document.  You should be able to 

respond to each question before proceeding to the next, although you may also choose to 

read the whole document first before answering any questions. 

 

You are very welcome to make general comments at any time (you may wish to use the 

“Insert Comment” feature in Word and annotate any part of the document).  Please take 

advantage of this, in terms of both answering the questions and flagging up any 

issues/concerns with the design and focus of this document. 

 

Please return the completed document to me by Tuesday 5th May 2009. 
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What the panel said about: 

 
1. What does ‘sustainability’ mean in the context of upland estate management?  

I asked you about your perceptions of sustainability and how they apply to estate management.  
This allowed me to establish a context for sustainability in estate management and explore the 
panel’s range of definitions, understandings and difficulties with ‘sustainable’ terminology. 
 
1.1 There is a problem with definitions and the need for improved understanding 

Several panellists think that there is the need for more explanation and understanding of the 
meaning of ‘sustainability’ in the context of estate management: 
  

 “…you’ll notice that I have not mentioned the word ‘sustainable’ at all, and I wouldn’t, 
because I don’t understand what it means. It’s used all over the place by people who also, I 
think, do not understand it at all, so, until such times as you do your work…” [panel3] 

 
There was a general feeling that there is no one definition of sustainability in this context and that it 
is a direction/process, not an end point.  However, one panellist suggested:   

 
“[…] actually you can just have one definition but you need to have a definition that is 
context specific and you have to allow for different perspectives.” [panel15] 

 
In terms of sustainability principles, there was some consensus that management should: achieve 
objectives in ways that do not degrade the land; protect and enhance natural capital; be life-
enhancing; be for the long-term; impact positively on the interests of people in the local/wider 
community, and employ the precautionary principle (i.e. we cannot be sure of the implications of 
our actions). 
 
It was widely accepted among the panel that it is difficult to make ‘sustainability’ measurable and 
practical in this context.  Several panel members stated that the personal values of estate managers 
and owners underpin a lot of sustainability definitions/aspects of upland estate management and it 
was expected to be difficult to gain a thorough understanding of what sustainability might be in the 
estates context because different estates have very different goals: 

 
 “You know, my view of sustainable development might be different from a neighbouring 
estate’s view of sustainable development. But equally, either of them may be valid – it 
depends on which context you take it in…of what spin you put on it.” [panel19] 
 

1.2 A balanced approach vs. environmental primacy? 

The majority of panellists pointed out the importance of management that is well-balanced in 
terms of economic, social and environmental aspects: 

 
“…we find it to work on the basis of it being a three-legged stool. You need environmental 
sustainability, economic sustainability and social sustainability. And in the absence of any 
of those, the stool falls over. It must have those three elements. “ [panel10] 

 
However, it was suggested that taking a three-pronged approach could prove too rigid and put a 
limit on opportunities for innovative approaches: 

 
“…I don’t like the word ‘tripartite’ in this context…or even ‘pillars’ …it tends to be too rigid. 
So we […] want to loosen it up a bit so that it naturally encourages innovation or a different 
way of looking at our resources […] in order that they be done sustainably.”  [panel4] 

 
One panellist also placed emphasis on the need to focus more on the environment.   

“…the number of times I’ve heard: ‘it’s not just about the environment, you know, we have 
to be sustainable – economically sustainable, socially sustainable’, which basically means 
that it’s an excuse to be environmentally unsustainable.” [panel11] 
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Another panellist raised concerns about focussing mainly on the environment: 
 
“…[this] may underemphasise the complex interlinkages between the economic, social and 
environmental components of sustainability.” [panel14] 
 

1.3 Sustainability brings opportunities and the need for change/adaptation 

Several panellists felt that there are emerging opportunities associated with sustainability: 
 

“…it is about possibilities…about taking off the blinkers and thinking about things in a 
different way.” [panel4] 
 

There was some consensus that there is a need to move away from the status quo and develop 
estate businesses that are more diverse and robust in times of change.  It was also suggested that 
there is the need for estates to adapt their businesses in the long term on the understanding that 
there will be changes: 
 

“I think developing resilience structures […] is going to be a really important aspect. So, 
having networks that can respond, having a diversity of livelihood opportunities, having a 
diversity of conservation strategies, so that as climate changes and as population changes, 
or as different diseases might come into the system, you can compensate for that in other 
ways.” [panel15] 
 

It was suggested that those estates that are not open to change and opportunity are less likely to be 
sustainable:   
 

“…really we’re in a changing environment here and therefore anybody should accept that 
they may have to adapt what they’re doing if they want it to be sustainable in the long-
term. To hope that you can keep everything just the same won’t work. “ [panel9] 
 

1.4 Public sustainability policy: ‘sustainable economic growth’ and ‘land use’ 

Several panellists made positive comments about the UK and Scotland sustainable development 
strategies and their broad principles: 
 

“Yes, the UK Shared Framework and the Scottish equivalent […] I’ve felt for a while that 
this is pretty good stuff. Living within environmental limits, strong and just society, 
sustainable economy, good governance and using sound science. I mean, you can’t argue 
with much of that. “ [panel10] 
 

However, there were a number of comments made about the Scottish Government’s ‘sustainable 
economic growth’ policy. The policy was criticised by a couple of panellists for not taking the 
balanced approach advocated by United Nations definitions, instead focussing on one aspect of 
three.  There were also concerns that ‘sustainable’ language was being misused: 
 

“But sustainable economic growth has nothing to do with sustainability as we might be 
trying to understand it because that is simply saying that we will keep growth going on at 
the same rate. I mean, that’s got nothing to do with sustainability. So that is total misuse 
and misunderstanding of the language.” [panel17] 
 

Changes in policy terminology were also noted by some panel members, particularly the focus on 
‘land use’.  There were some expectations among the panel that laws related to land use will change 
and continue to become more holistic in nature.  One panellist commented that the current Scottish 
Government seems open to discussing rural land management issues: 
 

“…they’ve been quite supportive actually…so it’s quite an interesting time.” [panel4] 
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The discussions explored the panel’s range of perceptions of sustainability.  This was to allow a 
better understanding of sustainability in the context of estate management, which is an important 
prerequisite for developing a set of assessment criteria for monitoring progress. 
 
QUESTION 1: Do you have any comments to make about the above points made about the 
meaning of sustainability in the context of estate management?  Please feel free to restate any ideas 
you have, make further suggestions, or challenge any of the points made. 
 
Please use this box to enter your thoughts (use any format you wish – there is no word limit): 

 
 
 

 

 
What the panel said about: 

2. What are suitable goals/objectives for ‘sustainability’ in the upland estate management 
context and how could these be realised? 
 
In order to select suitable assessment criteria for monitoring and measuring progress towards or 
away from sustainability, it is necessary to specify sustainability goals and to develop responses to 
reach these goals.  The following table summarises possible goals suggested in the discussions 
(listed alphabetically).  NB. Management strategies that were suggested in the discussions are 
shown with arrows.   
 

Goals Comments and suggested strategies 
Diversified 
business 
 
 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

Most panellists stated that diversity in estate businesses improves financial 
stability.  There is a need to stimulate diversity in environmental, economic 
and social terms. 
 Encourage diversity in order to generate different local employment types 

and provide a way to move away from agricultural subsidies. 
 Add value to estate businesses/products. 
 Encourage innovative enterprises: consider all elements of the estate and 

see where other ventures could be of benefit (either in terms of public 
goods or in the local community). 

 Keep up to date and aware of possibilities for new ventures. 
Effective 
partnerships 
 
 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

The development of partnerships was seen as very important in the uplands, 
by several panellists.  One panellist also suggested that managers should work 
outwith their landholdings to collaborate across the region.  This approach 
could allow more habitat linkages and the delivery of integrated, multi-
functional products. 
 Share ideas for good practice (across the country). 
 Build partnerships with the local community, NGOs and associated 

volunteer groups in order to improve knowledge and maintain paths, 
biodiversity etc.  Building up a network of contacts and encouraging 
research on the estate would be of mutual benefit. 

 Work closely with local councils and agencies in order to increase mutual 
understanding. 

Financial 
stability 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

Several panellists emphasised the importance of financial stability in order to 
avoid social problems and environmental degradation.   
 Maximise environmental benefit so as to bring in funding. 
 Invest in renewable energy developments (may also increase 

employment). 
 Strive for year-round, weather-proofed business ventures where possible. 

Increased 
employment 

Suggested 
management 

strategy 

Most panellists mentioned the need to create employment opportunities and 
the importance of having a diverse range of stable jobs. Jobs were seen to be 
changing in character; non-traditional management (e.g. biodiversity 
conservation) can increase estate employment. 
 Create jobs indirectly for sub-contractors among local people. 
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Goals Comments and suggested strategies 

Integrated 
management 
 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

There was much discussion about the importance of considering the ‘whole 
picture’ and achieving a balance between management objectives/interests.  It 
was suggested that management should not be for one aspect to the detriment 
of another. 
 Highlight examples of good practice so that other estates may learn from 

them. 
 Encourage more leadership in developing the ‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ for 

estates: it is hard for estate owners/managers and farmers to embrace an 
integrated approach without public support and leadership. 

Long-term 
management 
objectives 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

Several panellists expressed the concern that ‘quick fixes’ and short-term 
thinking do not encourage long-term sustainability. 
 
 Plan and manage on a long-term basis. 
 Have formal, clear (and multiple) objectives for all angles of 

environmental, social and economic activity and a long-term development 
plan. 

Mitigate 
climate 
change 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

Several panellists pointed out that upland estates are an important carbon 
store (in peat, trees etc.).  It was also suggested that estates could take steps to 
reduce their ‘carbon footprint’. 
 Recognise the carbon storage potential of estates and market them as a 

carbon store (e.g. creating new areas of woodland). 
 Invest in sustainable building design and renewable energy for buildings, 

biomass heating systems etc. 
Reduced 
management 
conflicts 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

A couple of panellists proposed that sustainability is an appropriate ‘label’ for 
addressing conflict management.  Opening up sustainability debates allows for 
more diversity in cultural understanding and debate, for example. 
 Better dialogue to solve solvable problems and acknowledge those that 

are more difficult to solve (and understand why). 
 More inclusive, simple decision-making processes. 
 Appreciation and awareness of local ecological knowledge and different 

perceptions. 
Restore and 
enhance 
ecological 
functionality 

 
Suggested 

management 
strategies 

This was seen as a key for environmental sustainability by most panellists.  It 
was also seen as more feasible to generate income from habitats that are in a 
productive state. One panellist suggested that the general public view the 
expansion of natural woodlands as “sustainable management”.   
 Adopt appropriate nature conservation policies and embrace wider 

countryside opportunities and agri-environment schemes. 
 Ensure that designated sites are in a favourable condition. 
 Increase naturalness:  e.g. create new habitats/ (re)introduce species. 
 Bring back agricultural grazing to encourage farm wildlife and ground-

nesting birds. 
 Expand areas of natural woodland. 
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Goals Comments and suggested strategies 

Sustainable 
deer levels 

Six panellists emphasised the continued need to reduce deer levels until new 
tree growth does not require deer fencing.  One panellist stated that a major 
goal should be to work towards all stakeholders being happy with the number 
of deer in their locality, so that they are able to achieve all of their objectives. 

Sustainable 
communities 

 
Suggested 

management 
strategies 

Nearly all panellists mentioned that estates need to link into local 
communities. The sustainability of rural communities was seen as important 
in order to maintain the socio-economic structure of rural areas and estate 
management can play a key role.  
 Be willing to: release land, maintain village halls, develop allotments, etc. 
 Consult the local community on management/development plans and 

involve them in land management. 
 Play a more active role in housing provision. 

Well-managed 
access 
 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

A handful of panellists specifically mentioned the health and spiritual benefits 
of upland recreation (contributing to social sustainability).  Access was 
generally seen as having positive outcomes for livelihood opportunities, e.g. 
volunteers, Friends groups, and the scenery was considered a big driver of 
this. 
 Promote access, environment and outdoor recreation and open up wild 

areas. 
 Make improvements in popular areas: maintain paths, remove old tracks, 

ease access (e.g. bridges over burns) and consider cycle routes/circular 
walks/mountain biking tracks etc. 

 Provide environmental education to increase visitor appreciation. 
Well-managed 
landscape and 
cultural 
heritage 

Suggested 
strategies 

Two panellists regarded the intangible aspects of landscape as being as 
important as wildlife and biodiversity.  Others commented that cultural 
heritage assets are as important as the natural environment, particularly in 
terms of maintaining the local community’s heritage. 
 Visual impacts on the landscape need to be well-managed (e.g. heather 

burning at the right time to the right levels, tree planting, bracken control, 
wind farms) 

 Apply for funding to maintain cultural heritage (buildings etc.) 
Well-managed 
public goods 
 

Suggested 
management 

strategies 

There was great awareness that estates manage public goods, and should do so 
in ways that do not have negative impacts/cause degradation (e.g. access, peat 
management, catchment management, carbon storage).  Several panellists 
viewed healthy soils as very important.  There were concerns about 
developments on carbon-rich peat upland soils.  Good water management was 
also seen as important. 
 Maintain areas of peatland and halt erosion. 
 Improve monitoring of soil condition (current condition unclear). 
 Improve riparian zones and manage catchments to mitigate flooding. 

Well-managed 
wild land  

A couple of panellists pointed out that there are economic, social and 
environmental benefits associated with wild land, therefore sensitive 
management is required.  One panellist emphasised that wild land gives 
people a wilderness experience and spiritual renewal, as well as awareness 
and education for sustainability (e.g. specific habitats/ sustainability 
principles). 
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In the discussions, the panel identified a number of potential goals for ensuring that estate 
management practices contribute to sustainability.   
 
QUESTION 2: How important do you think each of these goals is in order to ensure that estate 
management practices contribute to sustainability? Please feel free to comment on or contest any 
of the goals that have been suggested. 
Please score your answers using the following scale: 
1 = Very important;  2 = Important; 3 = Marginally important; 4 = Desirable if resources allow; 5 = 
Not important 

Goal Score Comment 
Diversified business   

 
Effective partnerships 
 

  

Financial stability   
 

Increased employment   
 

Integrated management   
 

Long-term management 
objectives 

  

Mitigate climate change   
 

Reduced management 
conflicts 

  
 

Restore and enhance 
ecological functionality 

  

Sustainable deer levels 
 

  

Sustainable communities 
 

  

Well-managed public 
goods 
 

  

Well-managed wild land   
 

Please use this box to add any further comments about your answers or about the goals: 
(there is no word limit- please feel free to carry onto the next page if you wish) 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
QUESTION 3: Based on the list of goals considered in question 2, could you suggest other goals 
that you think are important for sustainability in the estate management context? 
 
Please use this box to enter your suggestions (you are welcome to contest any principles): 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 

311 

 

 

What the panel said about: 

3. Are there any constraints to implementing these goals? 

When talking about goals and objectives for sustainability, several constraints to achieving them 
were discussed.  It is important to think about any problems when thinking about possible ways to 
put sustainability into practice. 
 
3.1 Most estates have a complex economic model 

Nearly all panel members mentioned that estates have complex economic models.  Most observed 
that many private estates run at a loss and that the financial resources available to estates can vary 
greatly.   
 

“NGOs don’t have inheritance tax staring at them down the barrel of a gun but every 
change in ownership stands to capital gains tax […] The NGOs […] they don’t need to worry 
because little old ladies up and down the United Kingdom leave millions of pounds every 
year and they are well supported by their membership as well. We can’t compete with that. 
“ [panel13] 
 

Four panellists also raised concerns about how sustainable the current pattern of ownership will 
be in light of rising costs and increased government controls: 
 

“…as perhaps more government controls and regulations come in about how the land is 
used […] are there sufficient numbers of people motivated to buy land and spend lots of 
money on it, given that they might not have the powers that they had 20 years ago?“ 
[panel2] 
 

Several panellists commented that estate businesses are generally not as profitable now as in the 
past, with most having to look for alternative income streams:   

“…the trend has been to look at alternatives such as letting cottages […] bed and 
breakfasts…and selling off property…you’re in effect reducing your asset base…[it’s] been 
a way of supporting what has been a non-profit making enterprise really. “ [panel9] 
 

3.2 Sustainability progress may be hindered by cultural issues and mindsets 

Several panellists felt that differences in mindsets and cultures in the landowning and managing 
sector are a challenge when talking about sustainability on estates: 

“My initial reaction is to say that, for me, the intractable issues here are not the scientific or 
the intellectual or even the concept of sustainability as much as the clash of cultures.” 
[panel16] 
 
“It’s a very, very difficult task actually – it’s changing a mindset that unfortunately has been 
there for years.” [panel5] 
 

On the other hand, a couple of panellists suggested that a positive cultural shift in attitudes is 
taking place, with some frustration expressed by one panellist at the negative image associated 
with private landownership: 
 

“I’m sure the old image of a landowner is with a shotgun in one hand and a glass of port in 
the other but that is totally untrue. We’re all professionally qualified people […] and to run 
a landed property you’ve got to be properly qualified in order to do things right.” [panel13] 
 
“…as the generations pass and the old fuddy-duddies die off, they’ll be replaced by more 
enlightened [people] who are encouraged by fresh initiatives like yours [and] think 
differently about […] how they achieve a more fulfilling mix, actually, of objectives. “ 
[panel16] 
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It was also suggested by a couple of panellists that traditional rural estate owners/managers and 
farmers are not very good at communicating with one another, which may hinder partnership 
working: 
 

“The issue of landed business people keeping their cards too close to their chests is a 
serious constraint. Because they’re private businesses with ownership of land, it means 
that their horizons are ‘this is my land, what can I do with it?’ They don’t look for partners.“ 
[panel5] 
 

3.3 There are concerns that the SRDP is underfunded and has administrative issues 

Five panellists felt that the Scottish Rural Development Plan was a constraint to sustainability.  
Although there was a general feeling that the holistic approach of the SRDP was admirable, there 
were concerns of how effective the policy can be in practice:   
 

“The SRDP, which has amazingly good objectives, is never going to achieve those objectives 
because there isn’t the funding to enable [it]…I mean, we can’t prove it yet because farmers 
and landowners are only just putting in their [applications] […] there is a demand among 
famers and landowners to do the right thing but Government just isn’t stepping up to the 
plate and encouraging it.” [panel11] 
 
“…there’s no leadership actually in developing the […] ‘doing’ of it [integrated management] 
[…] the SRDP…in probably a very ham-fist way…is trying to achieve that in its diverse 
approach to accessing funds […] but I’m not terribly sure that in practice it can achieve an 
integrated approach to sustainable land management.” [panel4] 
 

One panellist expressed frustration at the difficulties involved in applying for SRDP money:  
 

“…from a practical point of view it’s just a nightmare. Just trying to claim the grants: it’s a 
1600 page document so someone else is doing it for us. We haven’t got the time and the 
energy. If those sorts of processes are trying to encourage longer-term objectives, it’s going 
to deter people rather than encourage them […]” [panel17] 
 

However, another panellist argued that funding was not a major constraint, instead returning to 
the idea of the importance of mindsets: 
 

“I don’t think it’s funding [that is a constraint]. Sometimes there may be funding constraints 
around specific concerns. I think it’s a mindset definitely. I think if you have the right 
mindset with the same kind of funding you can make very big differences.” [panel15] 
 

3.4 The management of public goods is not rewarded financially 

A large number of the panel mentioned that while estates may embrace aspects of habitat 
protection, access provision, deer management etc, it is difficult for estates to benefit from the 
revenue streams associated with these activities.  A couple of panellists also mentioned that there 
is little financial incentive for the management of sites that are not designated.  Therefore, there is 
reliance on the individual conscience of the owner to manage public goods sustainably: 
 

“The estate has fully embraced the fact that there needs to be regeneration of this 
particular habitat type in that area and they’ve gone into that wholeheartedly. But the fact 
is that it’s finding it difficult to tap into that because a lot of the benefits that accrue from 
the specialness, if you like, and the sustainable development of these sites, are to members 
of the public who are accessing those sites in a way that the estate can’t actually tap into 
revenue streams.” [panel19] 
 
 “Yes, and if you’ve got a lot of people tramping over your moor it’s hard to be welcoming 
when nobody’s paying for it.” [panel7] 
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Most panel members mentioned the need for more understanding and acknowledgement of the 
value of services that estates deliver to society as public goods.  It was suggested that if a 
management activity is purely for environmental reasons, there is a strong case for government 
funding to support it, as it produces a benefit to society: 
 

“…public goods for public money […] should be a fundamental principle of any public 
policy involving spending public money. And if this person over here is doing sustainable 
work […] then that person is actually giving public goods to the taxpayer for nothing […] 
It’s very important for us to understand and for them to understand […] the value of the 
services they deliver.” [panel8] 
 

There were, however, a few concerns that some owners are insusceptible to financial incentives as 
they are prepared to run their estate at a loss:  
 

“Most of them run at a loss as you know […] it’s insusceptible to rational argument […] 
People are coming at the ownership and running of these estates as a public asset in ways 
that simply are impervious to financial incentives or to the views of others or anything 
else…” [panel16] 

 

3.5 There are geographical limitations to putting sustainability into practice 

Several panellists believed that talking about ‘sustainable management’ of estates is difficult 
because the conditions and factors that determine what is ‘sustainable’ vary across Scotland:  
 

“I think that is going to be a challenge in terms of anything like this […] because the 
conditions, the factors, the things that determine it, are very different in different parts of 
the country. Or even over the hill in the same part of the country.” [panel18] 
 

One panellist also pointed out that there is an environmental limit to what can be done in any one 
place, with some areas being in a more favourable economic or environmental position:   
 

“In some ways, whether an estate is owned by a traditional private landowner or by a 
community group or by an NGO, it’s still subject to the same pressures in the same 
geographical location. They cannot magically invent huge numbers of tourists […] The 
imaginative thing is capitalising on what you have.” [panel10] 
 

3.6 There is a perceived conflict between sport shooting and sustainable management 

Five panellists raised questions about the sustainability of sport shooting as a management 
objective on upland estates.  For example, one panellist commented on the increased effort and cost 
associated with operating a grouse moor: 
 

“…the amount of effort is increasing year on year and the tactics required to achieve that 
objective are getting measurably more extreme year on year. Therefore, is that achievable 
in the long-term and is it sustainable? […] There’s a growing doubt in my mind. They’re 
having to do more burning, more disease control, probably more illegal predator control, 
as well as dealing with a wider range of issues like ticks. And if they get on top of that one, 
is there something else that can come along?” [panel2] 
 

There was also some discussion of the perceived conflict between sport shooting and higher 
numbers of birds of prey in the uplands.  One panellist suggested the need for compromise, which 
he saw as an important prerequisite for sustainability: 
 

“If you look at the birds of prey that are around now and the impact that they’re having on 
certain species, we are going down an unsustainable environmental route if we continue to 
allow the growth [in numbers of birds of prey] so, sustainability, I would say, from an 
environmental point of view, is a compromise really between the people who are single-
mindedly following a particular path in one direction and those who are going in the other 
direction. I think there’s got to be a meeting of the ways.” [panel9] 
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3.7 Planners do not fully understand the issues faced in remote rural areas 

This was seen as a constraint by a four panellists.  The major concern was that there is a lack of 
ambition and understanding among planners when considering developments in rural areas.  The 
Cairngorms National Park Authority was praised by a couple of panellists for its approach to 
helping estates to work out what is possible in planning terms:   
 

“So, dealing with the planning regime…and I don’t like beating the planners up because…I 
mean, I actually find them very helpful generally…if you go and ask them or talk to them 
about things. But, they do not want to take a risk and…I’m not talking about giving 
somebody permission to put a house in the middle of a big green field but they’re just so 
un-ambitious…” [panel5] 

 
 

A number of potential constraints to putting sustainability goals into practice on estates were 
pointed out in the discussions. These are listed in the table below. 
 
QUESTION 4: How important do you think it is to address each of these constraints in order to 
allow estates to be managed in a more sustainable manner?  
Please score your answers using the following scale: 
1 = Very important;  2 = Important; 3 = Marginally important; 4 = Desirable if resources allow; 5 = 
Not important 

Constraint Score Comment 
Estates have a complex 
economic model 

  
 

Cultural issues and 
mindsets 

  

Funding and 
administrative problems 
with SRDP 

  

Lack of financial reward 
for management of public 
goods 

  
 

Geographical limitations 
 

  
 

Conflict between sport 
shooting and sustainable 
management 

  
 

Planning-related 
constraints 

  

QUESTION 5: Do you think that there are any other constraints that pose a challenge for 
implementing sustainability goals? Please also make further comments about the constraints 
already mentioned if you wish. 
Please use this box to enter your thoughts (there is no word limit): 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this document and answer the questions.  Please now save 
your responses and e-mail the document to me (or return via post if you have used a hard copy) by 
Tuesday 5th May. Please feel free to contact me if you have any comments, questions or concerns. 
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APPENDIX F: Timings of participant responses to each 

round 

 

The following tables summaries the timings of participant responses to each round of the 
Sustainable Estates Delphi process. 

 
Round 2 feedback and questionnaire document 
Sent to panellists (hard and electronic copy) 14th April 2009 
Deadline for responses 5th May 2009 (21 days later) 

Panellist Received  Reminders sent Comments 

1 +14 30 April; 14 May Delay due to thought he had been giving it; 
he had found it difficult to complete. 

2 -1 - - 
3 -12 - Wanted to discuss further; phone 

conversation held on same day. 
4 - 18 May; 8 Jun (phone) Email received 18 April to say she would 

complete. Response not received due to 
family illness. 

5 +10 30 April; 14 May - 
6 -4 - - 
7 -4 - - 
8 +80 30 April; 14 May; 8 June; 

13 July 
Very busy and on holiday most of June. 

9 -14 - - 
10 - 30 April; 14 May; 13 July - 
11 -1 - - 
12 +6 9th May (in person) - 
13 +1 30 April - 
14 +10 - Requested extension to 15 May. 
15 +1 30 April - 
16 -20 - - 
17 -18 - - 
18 - 30 April Contact from him 5 May; he has been very 

ill and off work. Long-term illness. 
19 -18 - - 

Round 3 feedback and questionnaire document 
Sent to panellists (hard and electronic copy) 1st September 2009 
Deadline for responses 18th September 2009 (17 days later) 
Panellist Received Reminders sent Comments 

1 +39 17 October Out of office most of October. 
2 +16 - Email received 30 September to say he 

would return it soon.  
3 +3 - Wanted to meet to discuss further. Meeting 

held 28 September. 
4 +34 2 October; 19 October Apologised for delay.  Still very keen to take 

part. 
5 - 2 October Email received 11 November; very busy but 

                                                        
 This column denotes the number of days before/after the deadline that the response was 

received.  Two days early would read “-2” and two days late would read “+2”. 
NB. On receipt of a response, an e-mail was sent to each panellist to thank them for their work and 

explain the next steps. 
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19 October; 12 
November 

will return response (not received). 

6 -11 - - 
7 +19 2 October Delayed due to postal strike (sent on 24 

September). 
8 +62 2 October; 19 October 

12 November 
Very busy few months with Land Use 
Strategy. 

9 -2 - - 
10 +5 - Received with apologies for missing 

previous round. 
11 +14 - Wanted to discuss over phone; 2nd October. 
12 +3 - Went through survey in person on 28th 

September. 
13 0 - - 
14 -10 - - 
15 +4 - - 
16 -13 - - 
17 +5 - Late delivery due to postal strike. 
18 - 2 October; 17 October - 
19 -7 - - 

Round 4 feedback and questionnaire document 
Sent to panellists (hard and electronic copy) 18th December 2009 
Deadline for responses 29th January 2010 (42 days later) 
Panellist Received Reminders sent Comments 

1 -13 - - 
2 -1 - - 
3 -16 - - 
4 - 8 February - 
5 +22 - Email received 21st December to say he 

would return it. 
6 0 - - 
7 -26 - - 
8 +19 8 February - 
9 -15 - - 

10 - - Saw him twice after deadline and he said he 
would try to return it. 

11 +18 8 February - 
12 -22 - - 
13 -15 - - 
14 +32 - Email received 4th January to request 

extension. 
15 +40 - No reminders sent as she contacted me 

twice to apologise for the delay; very busy. 
16 -31 - - 
17 -1 - - 
18 -1 - Email received 21st December to say he 

would try hard to take part in this round. 
19 -3 - - 
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APPENDIX G: Round Three - Letter to panellists 

 

26 August 2009 
 
[Address] 
 
Dear [panellist] 
 
Sustainable Estates for the 21st Century 
 
I hope you are well and it has been an enjoyable summer.  I am enclosing the next round of 
the ‘Sustainable Estates for the 21st Century’ panel survey.  I would be very grateful if you 
would complete the document and return it to me by Friday 18 September 2009 either by 
post in the freepost envelope provided or by e-mail (I will forward you an electronic copy 
early next week). 
 
Using the results of round one (interviews held between October 2008 and January 2009) 
and round two (written questionnaires completed between April and July 2009), I 
developed a ‘sustainability assessment framework’ for upland estates in the third round.  
This framework will be used to assess the sustainability of management practices on 
Scotland’s upland estates. 
 
The enclosed document asks you to reflect on the framework and comment on its design 
and content.  The document should be self-explanatory.  There are six questions 
interspersed within the content: please answer as many as you wish. 
 
Many thanks again for taking part in this exercise.  Please contact me if you would like any 
further explanation of the content and design of the framework. 
 
With best wishes 
 
 
Jayne Glass 
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APPENDIX H: Round Three – Sustainability Assessment 

Framework 

 
 
 
 
Cover page: 
 

 
Following analyses of the first two rounds of the survey process (initial 
discussions and written questionnaire), I have developed a ‘sustainable estates 
assessment framework’ that is based entirely on your (the panel’s) responses.  To 
remind you, the purpose of this framework is to allow the assessment of an 
estate’s management practices against principles of sustainability in the context of 
sustainable rural estate management.   
 
In this document, I will explain the development of the framework and ask for 
your thoughts on certain aspects.  Please feel free to make any observations as you 
wish.  Please answer the questions and return this document to me by Friday 18th 
September 2009.  Please also contact me if you would like any further 
explanation of the content and design of the framework. 
 
 

 
 

Jayne Glass 
PhD Research Student 

Centre for Mountain Studies 
Perth College UHI 

e: jayne.glass@perth.uhi.ac.uk 
t: 01738 877265 

 
 
 
 

[SUSTAINABLE ESTATES FOR THE 
21ST CENTURY: DEVELOPING A 
SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT 
FRAMEWORK ] 
 

mailto:jayne.glass@perth.uhi.ac.uk
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ROUND 3:  

 

REFLECTING ON THE SUSTAINABLE ESTATES 
ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK 

 
 
 
Figure 1: Our progress so far.  The aim of this stage is to show you the framework 
that has been developed based on the results of the first rounds and to ask for your 
comments. 
 

 
 

NB. Throughout the document, this symbol [ ] shows material that has been developed by the 

panel and this symbol [ ] shows material that has been developed by the researcher (in line with 
the panel’s responses).
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(based on panel 
responses) 

ROUND 3: DEVELOPING THE ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK  
 
Based on the responses of the first two rounds, I have developed a non-
prescriptive and ‘process/outcome-focussed’ assessment framework.  Put 
simply, your responses led me to group the factors that you deemed 
important for putting sustainability into practice in the context of estate 
management under four themes:  

 biodiversity and ecosystem services;  
 rural business resilience;  
 community vitality and heritage; and  
 governance, knowledge and planning. 

 
Under each theme, a number of ‘sustainability processes and outcomes’ have been 
identified. Again, these are processes and outcomes that you deemed important.  I have 
focussed on ‘processes’ as well ‘outcomes’ because a large number of panellists made 
reference to sustainability being a process as well as an end goal.  More detail on how the 
processes and outcomes were identified can be found in Appendix 1. 
 
Figure 2: The framework is organised under four themes which are sub-divided into 
‘sustainability processes and outcomes’.  Progress against each is deemed ‘innovative’, 
‘adaptable’ or ‘vulnerable’ through the examination of evidence provided by using indicators 
(see over for explanation). 

 

ResearcherResearcher
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ROUND 3: REFLECTING ON THE FRAMEWORK 
 
‘Innovative – Adaptable – Vulnerable’ 
 
 Table 1: Generic assessment criteria.  During the first rounds, you gave a lot of importance 
to issues associated with innovation, adaptability and vulnerability when discussing putting 
sustainability into practice.  Your criteria for achieving these factors are summarised here.  
These will be used to assess the extent to which a sustainability process/outcome is being put 
into practice on an estate. 
 

Category Generic assessment criteria 
(see example indicators overleaf) 

 
 

Innovation 
 
 

The extent to which the estate: 
 Moves away from or challenges the status quo, utilising novel 

approaches with clearly expressed values in the pursuit of stated 
goals of sustainability; 

 Uses novel ways to play to its geographical, environmental, 
economic and social strengths; 

 Is able to constantly reinvent and change direction to pre-empt 
changing external factors (rather than reacting to change); 

 Takes a forward-thinking, joined-up approach to management; 
 Impacts positively on lives of people in the local/wider 

community; 
 Employs management that is viewed as ‘exemplary’ or ‘best 

practice’ by peers (e.g. representative organisations, NGOs, 
communities etc.). 

 
 
 
 
 

Adaptability 

The extent to which the estate: 
 Demonstrates the capacity to achieve its management objectives in 

ways that enhance and do not degrade the natural, social and 
economic capital; 

 Follows existing statutory/non-statutory guidance and 
conventional good practice; 

 Is able to respond to change; 
 Takes a long-term view; 
 Impacts positively on lives of people in the local/wider 

community; 
 Makes use of best environmental information; 
 Optimises the balance between environmental, social and 

economic considerations. 

 
 
 
 

Vulnerability 

The extent to which the estate: 
 Wishes to maintain the status quo rather than change management 

approaches in the pursuit of sustainability; 
 Focuses on a sole income source; 
 Is dependent on financial subsidies (private, public and other); 
 Is unwilling to react to uncertainty; 
 Is sensitive to external changes (inability or unwillingness to 

react); 
 Is not open to ‘joined-up’ approaches; 
 Experiences management conflicts (on and off the estate). 

 

Above and beyond 
conventional good 
practice 

Maintaining status 
quo and not open to 
change 

PanelPanel
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Q1

ResearcherResearcher

Are there any comments you would like to make about the assessment criteria 
(innovation, adaptability and vulnerability) summarised in Table 1? You may 
wish to agree with or dispute the content/organisation of the table (no word 
limit). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SUSTAINABILITY PROCESSES, OUTCOMES, INDICATORS AND 
CONSTRAINING/ENABLING FACTORS: THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS 
 
The following tables give you more detail about the sustainability processes and 
outcomes that I propose to assess under each theme.  Each process is equal in terms of 
priority as your responses showed little consensus with regard to weighting their 
individual importance (all were given, on average, high importance). In order to ascertain 
whether management practices surrounding a particular process/outcome are innovative, 
adaptable or vulnerable, evidence will be gathered using indicators that provide a 
reference point for assessing progress.  Indicators are also grouped under the headings 
‘innovative’, ‘adaptable’ and ‘vulnerable’ and in this document example indicators are 
shown only for illustrative purposes (you do not need to comment on them).  
 
During the first rounds of the survey, there was some scepticism towards the 
development of indicators in this context because of the diverse range of management 
objectives across Scotland’s estates. However, there was considerable consensus around 
the sustainability processes and outcomes.  Therefore, indicators listed here (and other 
suggested in the first rounds) will be used for guidance only when gathering evidence, and 
it is expected that other case-specific indicators will be identified during the assessment.  
Please see Appendix 2 for more detail. 
 
On each estate, it will imperative that all processes/outcomes are assessed because the 
panel identified these as important for sustainability.  However, a prescribed set of 
specific indicators will not be developed in advance.  Instead, there will be flexibility 
surrounding the choice of specific indicators that will provide evidence of ‘innovation’, 
‘adaptability’ and ‘vulnerability’ on each estate and in the context of its management.  
These can be derived from those already suggested by the panel (see tables for examples), 
through discussion with estate staff and other stakeholders, and by the researcher during 
the process of gathering documents and other data etc. 
 
For each sustainability process/outcome, a narrative description of the findings will be 
made in order to evaluate sustainability performance at the time of assessment.  Indicator 
evidence will be gathered in a number of ways and from a variety of sources. Examples 
include: 

 estate management plans; 
 estate policy documents and statements; 
 on-the-ground interviews with estate staff and other stakeholders; 
 field observations; 
 interviews with local staff from SNH, SEPA and other relevant organisations ; 
 planning documents; 
 estate accounts. 

 



 

323 

 

Q2

Q3

PanelPanel

As you pointed out in the first rounds, it will be very important to explore and identify 
enabling and constraining factors that may aid or hinder the implementation of a 
particular sustainability process.  This will be invaluable when making policy 
recommendations based on the findings.  Some examples of these factors (that you 
suggested) are listed in the tables for illustration. 
 

Do you have any comments to make about the assessment process as described 
on page 6 (you may also wish to see Appendix 2 for more detail) (no word 
limit)? 

 
 
 
 
 
THEME A: BIODIVERSITY AND ECOSYSTEM SERVICES 

Sustainability 
process/outcome 

EXAMPLE indicators EXAMPLES of constraining (C) 
and enabling (E) factors 

On estate                  Off estate  Innovative  Adaptable 

!Vulnerable 

A1 Biodiversity 
conservation is a 

management 
priority 

e.g. The estate is 
involved in a 
wider countryside 
scheme with 
surrounding 
estates 
 

e.g. The estate 
adopts nature 
conservation 
policies and wider 
countryside agri-
environment 
schemes where 
possible 
 

e.g. Designated sites 
on the estate are 
not in favourable 
condition  

e.g. Good 
linkages have 
been 
established 
with 
surrounding 
estates to 
facilitate joint 
management 
plans  (E) 

e.g. Need for 
restructured 
agricultural 
support that 
covers estate 
objectives 
and public 
good 
provision 
(C) 
 

A2 The potential for 
carbon storage is 

realised 

e.g. The estate 
markets itself as a 
carbon store 

e.g. The estate 
takes steps to 
reduce and halt 
peat erosion 

e.g. Peat erosion is 
evident 

e.g. Lack of 
understanding 
of peatland 
dynamics (C) 
 

 

A3 The benefits of 
sound water 

management are 
realised 

e.g. The estate 
improves riparian 
zones and 
manages 
catchments to 
mitigate flooding 

e.g. The estate 
maintains fresh 
water supplies in 
good ecological 
condition 

   

A4 The benefits of 
sound landscape 
management are 

realised 

e.g. The estate 
collaborates with 
neighbouring 
estates in pursuit 
of whole 
landscape plan  

e.g. The estate 
manages visual 
impacts (e.g. 
muirburn, forestry 
etc) 

e.g. The estate does 
not maintain local 
cultural heritage 
assets 

e.g. 
Partnerships 
with NGOs and 
other advisory 
bodies (E) 

e.g. Lack of 
funding for 
cultural 
heritage 
maintenance 
(C) 

Do you think the list of sustainability processes/outcomes (left hand column) 
under ‘Theme A: Biodiversity and ecosystem services’ is comprehensive? If not, 
please feel free to suggest additional processes or comment on those already 

listed (no word limit). 
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Q4

THEME B: RURAL BUSINESS RESILIENCE 
 

Sustainability 
process/outcome 

EXAMPLE indicators EXAMPLES of constraining 
(C) and enabling factors 

(E) 
On estate                  Off estate 

 Innovative  Adaptable 
!Vulnerable 

B1 The estate 
maintains options 
for diversification 
and flexibility in 
order to adapt to 

change 

e.g. The estate 
makes changes 
to the business, 
rather than 
reacts to change 
(proactive) 

e.g. The estate 
business is 
diversified with 
several income 
streams that are 
not dependent 
on one another 

e.g. The estate is 
heavily reliant 
on external 
funding (private, 
public or 
otherwise) 

e.g. Advice 
and examples 
from 
representative 
bodies (E) 

e.g. More 
cash 
needed in 
the estate 
sector 
(from 
private and 
public 
sources) (C) 

B2 The estate 
plays to its 

spatial, 
environmental, 

social and 
economic 

strengths* 

e.g. The estate 
adds value to 
products (e.g. 
sale of specialist 
food products) 

e.g. The estate is 
aware of, and 
open to, the 
possibilities for 
new business 
ventures 

e.g. Estate 
businesses are 
not year-round 
and weather-
proofed where 
possible 

e.g. Location 
and 
seasonality 
(C) (E) 

 

B3 The 
environmental 
impacts of the 
business are 

assessed 

e.g. The estate 
invests in 
sustainable 
building 
practices (for 
new and old 
builds) 

e.g. The estate 
takes steps to 
increase the 
energy efficiency 
of buildings 

 e.g. Grants for 
renewable 
energy 
investment 
(E) 

e.g. No 
incentives 
for a 
reduced 
carbon 
footprint 
(C) 

*These components can be treated separately in the assessment   

Do you think the list of sustainability processes/outcomes (left hand column) 
under ‘Theme B: Rural business resilience’ is comprehensive? If not, please feel 
free to suggest additional processes or comment on those already listed (no word 

limit). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PanelPanel
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Q5

THEME C: COMMUNITY VITALITY AND HERITAGE 
Sustainability 

process/outcome 
EXAMPLE indicators EXAMPLES of 

constraining(C) and 
enabling (E) factors 

On estate                  Off estate 
 Innovative  Adaptable 

!Vulnerable 

C1 Community 
interaction and 

support are 
promoted  

e.g. The estate 
plays an active 
role in affordable 
housing 
provision 

e.g. The estate 
forges good links 
with the 
community and 
consults over 
management 
plans 

 e.g. Adequate 
staff resource 
to work with 
community 
(E) 
 
 

e.g. Rural 
Homes for 
Rent Grants 
(E) 

C2 Health and 
well-being are 

promoted 

e.g. The estate 
employs a ranger 
service to aid 
public awareness 
and education 
(and monitor 
access) 

e.g. The estate 
makes 
improvements in 
popular area 
(e.g. maintains 
paths, removes 
old tracks etc) 

e.g. The estate is 
unwelcoming 
towards 
recreational 
users 

e.g. Hard for 
estate to raise 
funds from 
recreational 
activities (C) 

 

C3 Livelihood 
opportunities are 

generated 

e.g. Estate 
employees are 
contracted 
locally and 
across the region 
and interact in 
networks 

e.g. The estate 
supports a 
diverse range of 
stable jobs (both 
directly and 
indirectly) 

e.g. The estate 
cannot offer a 
range of 
employment 

  

Do you think the list of sustainability processes/outcomes (left hand column) under 
‘Theme C: Community vitality and heritage’ is comprehensive? If not, please feel 
free to suggest additional processes or comment on those already listed (no word 

limit). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PanelPanel
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Q6

 
THEME D: GOVERNANCE, KNOWLEDGE AND PLANNING 
 

Sustainability 
process/outcome 

EXAMPLE indicators EXAMPLES of constraining 
(C) and enabling (E) factors 
On estate                  Off estate  Innovative  Adaptable 

!Vulnerable 

D1 Management 
planning is for 
the long term  

 e.g. The estate 
has formal, clear 
(and multiple) 
objectives for all 
angles of 
environmental, 
social and 
economic 
activity 

e.g. The estate 
takes a short-
term, ‘quick-fix’ 
approach to 
environmental, 
social and 
economic 
problems 

e.g. 
Management 
may be driven 
by short term 
grant 
opportunities 
(C) 

 

D2 Collaborative 
relationships and 
positive attitudes 

are fostered 

e.g. The estate 
collaborates 
with other 
landowners 
(e.g. to create 
habitat 
networks) 

e.g. The estate 
works in 
partnership with 
NGOs and 
associated 
volunteer groups 

e.g. The estate is 
unwilling to 
enter into 
collaboration 
with other 
landowners, 
organisations 
and interest 
groups 

e.g. Lack of 
resources 
(financial and 
human) to enter 
into 
collaboration 
(C) 

 

D3 Knowledge is 
shared and 

learning 
encouraged 

e.g. The estate 
shares and 
promotes ideas 
for sustainable 
management 
with other 
landowners 
and 
stakeholders 

e.g. The estate is 
aware of the 
need for new 
knowledge and 
trains staff 
accordingly 

  e.g. There 
are no 
financial 
rewards for 
exceptional 
land 
manageme
nt (C) 

Do you think the list of sustainability processes/outcomes (left hand column) 
under ‘Theme D: Governance, knowledge and planning’ is comprehensive? If not, 
please feel free to suggest additional processes or comment on those already 

listed (no word limit). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Thank you very much for completing this document. Please now return it to me via: 
jayne.glass@perth.uhi.ac.uk 
 
Many thanks for your help. I will be in touch in due course with the results of this stage. 

 
Appendices follow overleaf (Round Three optional reading) 

PanelPanel

mailto:jayne.glass@perth.uhi.ac.uk
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ROUND THREE - APPENDIX 1: More detail on how the ‘sustainability processes and 
outcomes’ were selected 
 
In the first round of the survey (informal discussions held between October and January 
2008/9), you shared your perceptions of sustainability in the context of upland estate 
management with me.  I also asked you to suggest goals and management strategies for 
sustainability at this stage.  A summary of these goals and strategies was fed back to you in 
the second round (written questionnaire sent in April 2009) and you were invited to 
comment on the ideas and suggestions made by the members of the panel. 
 
Figure 3: Excerpts from the second round - reflecting on sustainability objectives and 
management strategies suggested by the panel 
 

 
 
In round two, I asked you to assign a numerical score to each sustainability objective 
suggested in round one in order to show its importance (you were also able to make a 
written comment about each objective).  Fourteen of the nineteen panellists allocated 
scores to each objective (two chose not to complete the scores and three surveys were not 
returned).  Table 2 (overleaf) shows the mean, mode and standard deviation assigned to 
each objective by the panel.  To remind you, the scores were: 
 
1 Very important 
2 Important 
3 Marginally important 
4 Desirable if resources 

allow 
5 Not important 
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Table 2: You were asked to score the sustainability objectives derived from round one in 
terms of their importance.  The following table shows the mean, mode and standard 
deviations assigned by the panel to each objective.  

 
Sustainability 
processes/outcomes 

Mean (n=14) Mode Standard deviation* 

Financial stability 1.43 1 0.65 
Long-term objectives 1.57 2 0.51 
Diversified business 1.64 1 0.84 
Restored and enhanced 
ecological functionality 

1.68 1 0.67 

Sustainable deer levels 1.85 1 0.99 
Well-managed public goods 1.92 2 0.64 
Well-managed wild land 1.92 1 1.04 
Effective partnerships 1.93 2 0.92 
Integrated management 2.07 1 1.07 
Reduced conflicts 2.07 2 0.62 
Mitigate climate change 2.08 2 0.95 
Sustainable communities 2.15 1 1.21 
Increased employment 2.62 3 1.12 

*The lower the standard deviation, the higher the consensus 

 
 
You can see in the above table that, on average, all processes/outcomes were deemed as 
‘very important’ or ‘important’.  Those with a higher standard deviation (i.e. sustainable 
deer levels, well-managed wild land, mitigate climate change, integrated management, 
sustainable communities and increased employment) had a wider spread of responses, 
with between one and four panellists scoring these objectives as “4=Desirable if resources 
allow”.  None of the processes/outcomes received a score of “5=Not important”. 
 
More detail was found in the comments made by panellists with regard to each 
process/outcome and this was invaluable when developing the sustainability assessment 
framework.  In these comments several panel members also suggested ways that progress 
under each process/outcome might be measured (e.g. four panellists suggested that the 
existence of and commitment to a long-term, detailed estate management plan would 
demonstrate progress towards setting and achieving long-term objectives). 
 
Several new processes/outcomes were also suggested at this stage. For example, four 
panellists highlighted the need for more reference to local food and energy production in 
order to reduce environmental impacts and encourage localisation.  These can be 
considered under Theme B: Rural business resilience. 

 

Increasing 

importance 
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ROUND THREE - APPENDIX 2: More detail on the data collection and assessment 
process 
 
There was agreement in the first rounds of the survey that Scotland’s upland estates have 
a diverse range of management objectives, therefore it is difficult to develop a prescribed 
set of specific indicators that can be used on every estate due to different management 
objectives/priorities.  Instead, the sustainability processes and outcomes (see the tables in 
the main document) that were deemed important by the panel provide another ‘layer’ 
against which sustainability assessment can take place.  By using the generic assessment 
criteria shown in Table 1(ways in which innovation, adaptability and vulnerability can be 
demonstrated) it will be possible to show how ‘innovative’, ‘adaptable’ or ‘vulnerable’ an 
estate’s management practices are when considered in the context of each 
process/outcome. 
 
In order to assess an estate’s progress towards innovation or adaptability for each 
process/outcome, it is proposed that indicators of innovation, adaptability and 
vulnerability will be used as a reference point when gathering evidence.  Those shown in 
the tables serve to illustrate indicators for each process/outcome and it will be possible to 
expand the list under each heading.     
 
For example, let us consider Theme D: Governance, Knowledge and Planning.  In order to 
assess process D2 (Collaborative relationships and positive attitudes are fostered), I will 
examine various data sources to look for evidence of: 
 

 Collaboration with other landowners to create habitat networks (innovative) 
 Partnership working with communities, NGOs and associated volunteer groups, 

other organisations (adaptable) 
 Unwillingness to enter into collaboration with other landowners, organisations 

and interest groups (vulnerable) 
 
Evidence will be sought using the following data collection methods: 
 

1. Document analysis – management plans, planning docs, meeting notes, press, 
internet etc; 

2. Discussion of framework and processes etc. with interviewee (identify other case 
specific indicators); 

3. Interviews with key people on the ground (estate staff, head office, SNH, SEPA etc); 
4. Field observations and triangulation. 

 
As well as looking for evidence of the existence of collaboration, I will also assess the 
success of any collaboration by examining outputs and gauging opinions about the 
collaboration process.  So, for example, if collaboration is taking place but the relationship 
is not productive, or conflict has emerged, this may suggest that the process is 
‘vulnerable’, even though the initial idea of collaboration is ‘innovative’. 
 
It will be possible to provide more detailed information about the data collection phase 
when I have received the answers to the questions in this document.  Findings from the 
assessment phase will be reported back to the estates being studied and the panel.  The 
panel will also receive feedback about the effectiveness of the assessment framework in 
practice. 
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APPENDIX I: Round Four - Letter to panellists 

 

[Date] 

[Address] 

Dear [Panellist] 
 
Final stage of developing a toolkit for monitoring sustainability on upland estates 
  
Please do not be daunted by the weight of this envelope’s contents!  A lot of the material is 
optional reading. 
 
This is the last time that I will be asking for your input - although I will be in touch with 
final feedback and results in due course.  I would recommend that you read the whole 
document before filling in any comments/thoughts as this will allow to you to think about 
the detail of each process in the context of the whole toolkit. 
 
This stage is very important for ensuring that we can bring together the work of all the 
panellists over the past months, to develop a useful, comprehensive monitoring and 
assessment toolkit for upland estates, so I would be very grateful if you could remain on 
board for this final stage.  I am very grateful for the high response rate throughout the 
process – I have had a 91% response rate so far. 
 
In this round, we are focussing on the detail: the evidence required to demonstrate 
progress towards or away from sustainability.  Your input so far has allowed me to 
develop five ‘cross-cutting themes’ with corresponding sustainability outcomes and 
processes.  Each process will be assessed according to the generic sustainability classes 
that we developed in the previous round (which have amended based on your comments 
in the previous round). 
 
I have enclosed supplementary material in case you wish to spend a little more time or 
read in more detail – commenting on the content of these is optional (and very welcome).   
 
I would be very grateful if you could return your comments to me by Friday 29 January 
2010. I will also send you the document via e-mail so you can complete it electronically if 
you prefer. 
 
Many thanks again for all of your help with this research.  I am very much enjoying seeing 
everything come together and I am looking forward to testing the toolkit in due course in 
2010 on a selected number of NGO-owned estates, as the final phase of my PhD research. 
 
With best wishes, 
 
 
Jayne Glass 
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APPENDIX J: Round Four – Main Document 
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APPENDIX K: Round Four – Supplementary Material 
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APPENDIX L: Sustainable Estates Toolkit – First Edition
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APPENDIX M: Summary of toolkit results on Strathaird 

Estate 

 

Sustainability classes assigned to each ‘opportunity for sustainable estates’ on Strathaird 
Estate (with justification for class choice, affecting factors and signposts to sustainability): 
 

 

Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 

Principle: Adapting management 
Developing and 
implementing long-term 
management plans (MP) 
for all aspects of estate 
management and 
business(es) 

ACTIVE Five-year management 
planning cycle. Consulted 
community at time of 
production. Uses a zoning 
approach for planning for 
different parts of the estate. 
Clear document with mix of 
long-term and short-term 
aims. MP progress reviewed 
annually. 

Aims and 
objectives of 
MP are linked 
to objectives of 
the JMT. Other 
estate staff not 
necessarily 
involved in 
development of 
MP. 

Involve wider 
range of staff in 
reviewing 
management 
plan and 
developing new 
version 

Adapting management 
on the basis of sound  
knowledge and 
understanding 
 

PROACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

Active monitoring by 
contractors, staff and 
volunteers (deer, woodland, 
heather, lichens etc.). 
Vegetation monitoring plan 
being developed. Permanent 
quadrats and transects. Use 
deer count and vegetation 
surveys to determine cull 
numbers for year. Carry out 
monitoring for SNH (eagle 
numbers) and Historic 
Scotland. 

Deer 
management 
monitoring and 
change is 
funded by large 
Biodiversity 
Project. 
Difficulties in 
deciding how 
to apply 
monitoring 
results to 
management 
practices. 

More continuity 
in monitoring 
(some changes to 
what is being 
monitored due to 
changes in 
projects and 
resources). 
Potential to carry 
out more formal 
risk 
management. 

Principle: Broadening options 
Developing long-term 
income streams to cope 
with external/internal 
shocks 

UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Relies on membership, 
donations, appeals, legacies 
for direct income. Small 
income from croft rents, 
farming enterprise and 
quarry (on Torrin estate). 
Commercial forestry 
income. Net loss on estate. 
Venison given to community 
members. 

Estate 
management 
not viewed as a 
business. 
Continues to 
run loss-
making 
ventures. 

Investigate 
potential for 
small scale 
community 
renewable 
energy projects. 
Potential to tap 
into passing 
tourists to Elgol. 

Adding value to estate 
products and services 
 

ACTIVE/ 
UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Developing a firewood 
business associated with 
woodland restructuring and 
commercial forestry. 
Welcoming to visitors 
(signage etc.). They view 
their ‘product’ as the wild 
space – gets more members 
joining. 

Concerns from 
community 
that firewood 
business won’t 
generate 
income 
(currently loss-
making), 
although 
general 
support for it. 

Developing 
relationships 
with local 
businesses to 
promote the 
trust and get 
more members. 
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Principle: Linking into social fabric 
Playing a role in 
delivering community 
aspirations 

ACTIVE Delivering the firewood 
business meets fuel needs of 
a lot of the community. Will 
be taken over by local 
person. Conservation fund 
available for local 
community (projects that 
further the aims of the JMT). 
Venison available from JMT 
for community members. 
Consulted community about 
need for more housing 
(none articulated – fear of 
too many homes). 
Community drive for wood 
fuel supply. 

Open-door 
policy (more 
visible than 
previous 
owner) 

Explore potential 
role in small-
scale 
renewables. 

Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 

Principle: Ecosystem thinking 
Maintaining and 
enhancing environments 
for priority species and 
habitats 
 

ACTIVE Prefers to think of all land 
as having conservation 
value, not just designated 
sites. Ad hoc species 
monitoring as no time to do 
it all. 

  

Restoring key natural 
and semi-natural 
habitats 
 

ACTIVE Woodland restructuring 
project (condition of felling 
licence). Peat bog 
monitoring. 

  

Maximising the carbon 
storage potential of the 
estate 
 

ACTIVE Carry out footpath repairs. 
Do not carry out burning in 
order to protect peat soils 
(but still takes place on 
crofted areas). Management 
of actively growing blanket 
bog. Reducing grazing 
pressure. Increasing 
woodland cover. 

Burning takes 
place on 
crofted areas. 
Uncertainty 
surrounding 
impacts of 
some practices 
compared to 
others e.g. 
reducing 
grazing 
pressure vs. 
clear felling. 

 

Maintaining and 
enhancing catchments to 
good ecological 
condition 
 

UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Not concerned with water 
quality as not seen to be a 
major issue.  Assumption 
that water quality will 
improve over time with 
planting, reduced grazing 
pressure and woodland 
regeneration. 

No reason for 
concern with 
water 
environment – 
nothing to 
indicate poor 
quality/degrad
ation. 

Potential to 
confirm quality 
of water and 
check no need to 
change 
management. 

Conserving and 
protecting landscapes 
and upland cultural 
heritage 
 

ACTIVE Cultural heritage audit and 
surveys carried out but 
results are unlikely to affect 
management. Open to 
working with local 
historical group. 
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Involving communities 
in estate decision-
making and 
management 
 

PROACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

Set up a group of interested 
individuals in the 
community who wanted to 
input into planning. This 
group has now evolved into 
the Community Association. 
Open-door policy. 
Engagement with crofters 
over Farming Partnership 
(some conflict). John Muir 
Award active on Skye. Clean 
up days involving local 
community and JMT 
members. Community 
Association had to facilitate 
dialogue between JMT and 
Common Grazings 
Committee. Regular 
volunteer and community 
conservation work parties. 

Concerns about 
nature of 
representation 
on Community 
Association 
from other 
community 
members. 
Estate manager 
is local to area, 
which helps 
engagement. 
JMT 
Communicatio
n Officer 
helped 
community 
involvement 
but still 
progress to 
make. 

Take a less 
‘softly-softly’ 
approach and 
engage in ‘big 
picture’ dialogue. 

Facilitating employment 
and people development 
opportunities 
 

UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Lack of joined-up awareness 
of staff’s responsibilities – 
slightly confusing 
management structure 
within JMT and due to 
project funding. Majority of 
staff funded by short-term 
Biodiversity Project. Some 
uncertainty about future. 
Part-time winter work in 
firewood business. Staff are 
involved in work parties. 

Lack of 
affordable 
housing for 
estate staff.  

Potential for JMT 
to play role in 
affordable 
housing 
provision for 
staff and local 
community. 

Principle: Thinking beyond the estate 
Reducing carbon-
focussed impacts of 
estate business(es) and 
other activities 

UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Estate offices not very 
energy-efficient (although 
aspiration is there to 
address that). JMT is looking 
at impacts of the 
organisation as a whole. 

 Increase energy 
efficiency of 
estate offices and 
accommodation. 

Supporting local trades, 
suppliers and markets 
 

ACTIVE Attempt to employ local 
contractors (but not always 
possible). 

  

Involvement in planning 
and delivery beyond the 
estate scale 
 

ACTIVE Not much involvement with 
neighbouring landowners 
but relationships perceived 
as generally good. Wild 
Land Ranger has made 
effort to speak to other 
landowners in area. Attends 
Skye DMG. Joint MP with 
SNH for SPA area. 

  

Sharing knowledge and 
learning from others 
 

ACTIVE Hold open days but not 
much response. Students 
welcomed to estate for 
study/research. Schools 
often invited onto the 
estate. JMT attends 
Community Association 
meetings – positive 
dialogue.  

Not feasible to 
employ 
someone on 
the estate to 
deal with 
community etc. 

 

Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 
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APPENDIX N: Summary of toolkit results on Dundreggan 

Estate 

 

Sustainability classes assigned to each ‘opportunity for sustainable estates’ on 
Dundreggan Estate (with justification for class choice, constraints and signposts to 
sustainability). 

 
Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 

Principle: Adapting management 
Developing and 
implementing 
long-term 
management 
plans for all 
aspects of estate 
management 
and business(es) 

ACTIVE Management plan (MP) (June 
2008) includes a 25 year 
vision and a five year plan 
(clear sense of purpose), with 
longer-term aims and short-
term objectives.  Integrated in 
nature, with ‘management 
prescriptions’ derived from 
aims. Plan is accessible to 
interested parties (via Project 
Manager). Developing long-
term forest management plan. 

MP has not 
yet been 
formally 
reviewed (i.e. 
assessing 
whether 
prescription 
have all been 
carried out) 

Potential to 
include local 
community and 
deer 
management 
community in 
development of 
2013 MP. No 
formal deer 
management 
plan: in process 
of being 
developed. 
Deliver long-
term forest 
management 
plan. 

Adapting 
management on 
the basis of 
sound  
knowledge and 
understanding 
 

PROACTIVE
/ ACTIVE 

Large amounts of ecological 
monitoring taking place 
(birds, mammals, insects, 
vegetation, reptiles, progress 
of tree planting, deer 
numbers, birch woodland 
etc.).  Wild boar project 
actively monitoring changes 
to bracken: adjusting 
accordingly.  Plans to repeat 
monitoring on a regular basis. 

Monitoring 
often carried 
out by local 
botanists, 
members of 
Liaison 
Group, 
visiting 
students: 
estate does 
not always 
need to pay 
for the work. 
Use of Native 
Woodland 
Predictive 
Modelling 
software 
(SNH). 

Little evidence 
of how results 
of monitoring 
are formally 
guiding 
management 
(although there 
is aspiration). 
Pressure from 
Liaison Group 
to carry out 
more risk 
management.  
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Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 

Principle: Broadening options 
Developing long-
term income 
streams to cope 
with 
external/internal 
shocks 

UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Little income generated from 
estate activities (venison 
sales).  Most income is from 
TFL membership, legacies, 
donations, trusts and 
SRDP/Heritage Lottery 
Fund/other grants, although 
these forms of income seem 
currently stable. Drawing up 
TFL Development Plan and DD 
Business Plan. 

Charitable 
objectives of 
TFL and 
rationale 
behind 
purchase of 
DD do not 
include the 
aim of 
generating 
income from 
land 
management. 

There is 
potential to 
generate more 
income from 
estate 
activities: 
stalking/conse
rvation 
shooting, 
accommodatio
n, eco-tourism 
etc.  Continue 
with business 
planning 
process. 

Adding value to 
estate products 
and services 
 

ACTIVE/ 
UNDER-
ACTIVE 

USP developed through 
volunteer conservation 
holidays.  These do not 
generate income as TFL 
subsidises costs for some 
workers (although removes 
cost of employing 
contractor/staff).  Welcoming 
to visitors. In process of 
installing interpretation signs 
for walkers. Visitor car park 
has been built. 

Little 
aspiration 
within 
charity to 
develop USPs 
for economic 
purposes. 
Visitor 
facilities not 
linked with 
aspiration to 
generate 
income. 

Potential to 
develop USPs 
and/or 
specialist 
experiences. 
These are 
available 
through 
volunteer 
holidays but 
this does not 
generate 
income (and is 
loss-making). 

Principle: Ecosystem thinking 
Maintaining and 
enhancing 
environments for 
priority species 
and habitats 
 

ACTIVE Detailed audits of biodiversity 
are ongoing on non-
designated land (discovery of 
rare UKBAP species, as well as 
confirmation of presence of 
others). 

 Need for 
longer-term 
assessment of 
whether 
priority 
species/habitat
s are increasing 
or declining 

Restoring key 
natural and 
semi-natural 
habitats 
 

ACTIVE Main aim of management is to 
regenerate and restore native 
woodland. Large planting 
initiative, field trials of 
reintroducing woodland 
plants. Aspiration to reduce 
deer numbers to allow natural 
regeneration (not yet in 
place). Riparian planting with 
aspen on River Moriston. 

Bracken 
impedes 
progress. No 
clear picture 
of progress 
yet (time 
needed to 
make 
judgement). 
Pressure 
from grant 
funding 
(SRDP via 
FCS) to show 
progress in 
five years. 

Assess success 
of restoration 
initiative over 
longer time 
scale (e.g. at 
next MP 
iteration) 
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Principle: Linking into social fabric 
Playing a role in 
delivering 
community 
aspirations 

ACTIVE/ 
UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Provision of new car park for 
local and other visitors, with 
plans for interpretation boards.  
Happy for visitors to walk on the 
estate.  Carried out Access and 
Development Plan (funded by 
National Lottery). 

 Investigate 
potential wider 
role that estate 
can play in 
delivering 
community 
aspirations 

Involving 
communities in 
estate decision-
making and 
management 
 

PROACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

Volunteers regularly involved in 
practical estate management 
activities (work weeks). Local 
community members also 
volunteer on the estates. 
Statutory community 
consultation carried out on long-
term forest management plan. 
Holds estate open days and 
activity days.  Project Manager 
very willing to work with DD 
Liaison Group (community 
representatives and other 
landowners). Communication 
rather than consultation. Regular 
contact with crofter. 

Community 
involvement 
was not high 
on agenda at 
start of 
ownership. 
Some concerns 
about whether 
opinions are 
built into 
delivery.  
Liaison Group 
seems to have 
positive affect 
on advising on 
management. 

Involve 
community in 
next version of 
MP and deer 
management 
plan. Build on 
capacity of DD 
Liaison Group as 
link with 
community and 
source of local 
knowledge. 

Facilitating 
employment and 
people 
development 
opportunities 
 

ACTIVE/ 
UNDER-
ACTIVE 

Training available to staff when 
requested. Local contractors 
used where possible. Sometimes 
a lack of staff capacity to manage 
volunteers (extra post being 
created). 

Hard for staff 
to buy 
property in 
local area due 
to inflated 
prices and low 
wage. 

Fulfil aspiration 
to implement a 
local volunteer 
leadership 
programme. 
Desire to 
improve 
management and 
communication 
within TFL. 
Develop formal 
training for staff 

Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 

Maximising the 
carbon storage 
potential of the 
estate 
 

PROACTIVE Tree-planting; promoting 
estate as a carbon store. 

  

Maintaining and 
enhancing 
catchments to 
good ecological 
condition 
 

UNDER-
ACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

Running and open water are 
not considered to be features 
that will affect the 
management of the estate.  No 
significant water bodies on 
estate but quality of run-off 
will affect River Moriston SAC. 
Septic tanks and soakaways 
installed for Lodge and deer 
larder. Awareness of need to 
mitigating measures for 
timber harvesting in the 
future. 

 Consider how 
management 
activities may 
affect the water 
environment 
(run-off etc.). 
Impacts of 
riparian 
planting 
project? 

Conserving and 
protecting 
landscapes and 
upland cultural 
heritage 
 

ACTIVE Waymarked walks. 
Archaeological survey funding 
received. Aspiration (and 
progress towards) 
interpretation of cultural 
heritage for visitors. 
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Principle: Thinking beyond the estate 
Reducing carbon-
focussed impacts of 
estate business(es) 
and other activities 

ACTIVE DD Lodge renovated with 
sustainable heating system (solar 
panels and wood fuel heating 
system), fully insulated, energy 
saving methods etc. 

  

Supporting local 
trades, suppliers 
and markets 
 

ACTIVE Employment of local contractors 
where possible: expansion of car 
park. 

Hard to find 
reliable local 
contractors so 
often have to 
look further 
afield. 

 

Involvement in 
planning and 
delivery beyond 
the estate scale 
 

PRO-ACTIVE/ 
ACTIVE 

Active on local deer management 
group, bi-annual meetings with 
Liaison Group.  Works with RSPB 
in Black Grouse project area. 
Approaches neighbouring 
landowners to facilitate more 
regeneration in TFL target area. 
Volunteers also work on RSPB 
Corrimony Reserve. Initiating 
contact with regard to forest 
corridor to Glen Affric. 

Sensitivity 
surrounding 
deer 
management 
activities 
(plans to make 
changes in near 
future). 

Resolve deer 
management 
sensitivities 
through open 
dialogue and 
planning 

Sharing knowledge 
and learning from 
others 
 

ACTIVE Long-term aim to provide 
research facilities. Welcomes 
researchers to estate. Monitoring 
results shared on website. 
Maintains contacts with 
academic institutions. Open days. 
RSPB staff come onto estate to do 
monitoring. 

Links with 
other estates 
doing similar 
work e.g. 
Alladale wild 
boar project.   

Formal 
dissemination of 
results of 
monitoring. 

 

Principles and 
opportunities 

Class given Justification/evidence Affecting 
factors 

Signpost to 
sustainability 
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APPENDIX O: Redrafted ‘opportunities’ with examples of 

proactive, active and under-active practice 

 
After piloting the toolkit on Strathaird Estate and Dundreggan Estate, some 
operational challenges were identified (see Section 10.7).  The table below shows a 
revised list of 14 ‘opportunities’ for sustainable estates with corresponding 
examples of proactive, active and under-active practice. 
 

Opportunity 
Examples of evidence 

PROACTIVE ACTIVE UNDER-ACTIVE 
Adapting management 
An integrated, long-
term management 
plan for all aspects of 
estate management 
and business(es) 

 Holistic, integrated 
management plan 
(may include spatial 
elements) 

 Regular updates and 
amendments 

 Drawn up in 
consultation with the 
community 

 Formal plan used 
to guide 
management 

 Broad range of 
aspects 

 Clear aims and 
objectives 

 

 No formal 
management plan 
(or tokenistic) 

 Aims and objectives 
determined on an ad 
hoc basis 

Management 
decisions that are 
based on sound 
knowledge and 
understanding 
 

 Using evidence from 
monitoring to adapt 
management  

 Risk assessment 
integrated into 
management plan 

 

 Carrying out 
monitoring of 
environmental and 
other assets 

 

 No formal 
monitoring 
processes 

 Lack of risk 
awareness and 
management 

 

 Broadening options 
Long-term income 
streams which are 
re-invested in the 
management of the 
estate 
 

 Exploring and 
developing creative 
income streams 

 

 Financially viable 
business(es) 

 Income generated 
is re-invested in 
estate 

 

 Lack of new 
investment 

 Drawing on capital 
assets to support 
business 

 Continuing to 
support unviable 
business(es) 

Adding value to 
estate products, 
services and 
experiences 
 

 Developing USPs that 
are recognised 
nationally and/or 
regionally 

 

 Welcoming and 
encouraging users 
(visitors, 
community etc.) as 
potential 
supporters and 
stakeholders 

 Unwelcoming to 
users 

 Lack of wider 
marketing of estate 
products and 
services 
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Opportunity 
Examples of evidence 

PROACTIVE ACTIVE UNDER-ACTIVE 

 Ecosystem thinking 
Maintaining, 
enhancing and 
restoring natural 
and semi-natural 
habitats and species 
 

 Active restoration of 
habitats and species 

 Delivering 
conservation on non-
designated sites 

 

 

 Fulfilling local BAP 
and conservation 
designation 
requirements 

 

 Habitat degradation 
or persecution 
affecting priority 
species and habitats 

 

Maximising the 
carbon storage 
potential of the 
estate 
 

 Restoring degraded 
peat environments 
and other soils 

 Creating new areas 
of woodland 

 

 

 Erosion control 
(e.g. footpath 
management, 
grazing) 

 Compliance with 
soil management 
guidelines 

 

 Active and evident 
soil erosion 

 Lack of management 

 

 

 

Maintaining and 
improving 
catchments to good 
ecological condition 
 

 Active role in River 
Basin/Catchment 
Management 
Planning (WFD) 

 Restoration of 
riparian zones, 
wetlands or 
floodplains 

 Maintaining fresh 
water resources to 
ensure good 
ecological 
condition 

 

 No awareness of 
catchment 
management issues 

 Water pollution or 
declining water 
quality 

 

Conserving and 
protecting 
landscapes and 
upland cultural 
heritage 

 

 Restoring and/or 
interpreting 
archaeological, 
historical and/or 
vernacular buildings 
and other sites 

 Promoting 
preservation of 
cultural heritage and 
landscape/wild land 

 

 Maintenance of 
cultural heritage 
assets where asked 
to or given 
investment to do so 

 

 Cultural heritage 
assets in disrepair 

 

 Linking into social fabric 
Playing a role in 
delivering 
community 
aspirations 
 

 Initiating community 
projects (e.g. use of 
estate 
land/buildings, 
footpath network, 
housing, energy 
projects) 

  

 Co-operating in 
meeting 
community needs 
when estate 
resources are 
crucial 

 Lack of community-
oriented projects or 
plans 
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Opportunity 
Examples of evidence 

PROACTIVE ACTIVE UNDER-ACTIVE 
Involving 
communities in 
estate decision-
making and 
management 
 

 Seeking involvement 
of community (local 
and otherwise) in 
decision-making and 
management (e.g. 
management 
planning, practical 
conservation, school 
groups) 

 Carrying out 
statutory 
consultations and 
using results 

 Attending 
community council 
meetings 

 

 No interaction with 
community or 
negative 
relationship 

 Tokenistic 
consultation 

 

 

Facilitating 
employment and 

people development 
opportunities 

 

 Integrated training 
and skills 
development 
(flexible staff who 
can work on several 
activities) 

 Generating 
employment 
opportunities in 
the local economy 

 Use of local trades, 
markets and 
contractors where 
possible 

 Labour imported 
when needed 

 Lack of staff 
development or 
training 

 Thinking beyond the estate 
Reducing carbon-
focussed impacts of 
estate business(es) 
and other activities 
 

 Using creative 
methods to reduce 
carbon footprint 

 Sustainable building 
design 

 

 Taking steps to 
reduce carbon 
emissions from 
estate operations 
(e.g. waste 
management plan, 
transport, heating 
etc.) 

 Lack of concern or 
action to reduce 
environmental 
impacts or increase 
efficiency 

 

Involvement in 
planning and 
delivery beyond the 
estate scale 

 

 Initiating/leading 
projects and 
partnerships with 
neighbouring estates 
and/or agencies etc. 
(e.g. Local Access 
Forum, DMGs) 

 Participation in 
projects and 
partnerships 

 Constructive 
collaboration and 
positive dialogue 

 

 Lack of collaboration 
in partnerships 
and/or projects 

 Unresolved disputes 
and unwillingness to 
enter into positive 
dialogue 

 

Sharing knowledge 
and learning 
from/with others 
 

 Learning on the 
estate (e.g. open 
days, ranger service, 
interpretation) 

 Responding to 
consultations and 
holding 
workshops/events 

 

 Active member of a 
representative 
organisation 

 Taking part in 
research (making 
data and other 
information 
available for public 
interest) 

 Lack of interaction 
with professional 
bodies, estates and 
other stakeholders 

 Withholding data 
and information 

 

 


