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Landscape Perception

How we see landscapes can be different depending on the individual and the way they have experienced the environment around them. A landscape can have many affordances depending on the person and their personal characteristics, cultural background and past experiences. Growing up in the rural landscapes of Dartmoor, I had the opportunity to explore the vast countryside by riding my mountain bike. This allowed me to experience the different dynamics of the environment and surroundings and understand that landscapes are not passive backdrops but dynamic relationships between people and place. In this essay I will critically explore and evaluate the forces and concepts that shape people’s perceptions of landscapes combing my own experiences and perceptions. 
Perception, as outlined by Dember (2026), is a complex and interpretive process rather than a simple registration of sensory information. Authors debate about perception highlighting the difficulty of separating sensation from perception, since even the most basic sensory experiences are shaped by interpretation, learning and prior knowledge. While sensations refer to the immediate responses generated by the sensory organs, perceptions involve higher‑level cognitive processes that organise, interpret and give meaning to those sensations. The article emphasises that perception develops over time rather than appearing instantaneously. Individual differences in memory, experience, and attention further shape how people interpret the same stimulus, demonstrating that perception is not a passive reflection of the external world but an active, dynamic process. This means people overtime can potentially change their own and others perspective on landscapes. For example, before I took part in rock climbing, I used to look at rock formations and wonder how they were made, whereas now when I observe a rock face, I like to see if and where I can climb it. Even though the landscape has not changed, my embodied skills, intentions and learned ways of seeing have transformed its affordances.
Research on human–landscape perception by Khaledi, Khakzand and Faizi (2022) show that people and landscapes are in constant interaction, with perception acting as the key point of connection. The study found that the factors shaping landscape perception can be human factors, heritage, infrastructure and landscape characteristics. The authors note that while human and landscape factors are well studied, heritage and infrastructure remain underexplored. Much of the past two decades has focused heavily on visual perception, despite humans engaging with landscapes through multiple senses. Overall, a deeper understanding of how people perceive landscapes can support the creation of more meaningful and more favourable spaces for humans. For example, when cycling through my local area, the vast Dartmoor moorland becomes a fully immersive experience, where the sights, smells and sounds from pine trees and flowers to birdsong therefore engaging all my senses and deepening my connection to the landscape.
Landscapes can be perceived through cultural, historical, geographical and romanticised lenses, each shaping how individuals interpret and value the environments around them. According to Shiferaw, Hebo and Senishaw (2024) Research shows that people’s experiential, cognitive, and emotional interactions with landscapes influence how these spaces are valued, reshaped, and governed. Therefore, people interact with landscapes through a variety of social, cultural, and ecological processes that shape their perceptions, engagements and uses of these environments.

A study by López-Martínez (2023) examined how people in Mediterranean regions perceive landscapes with and without wind turbines, focusing on both visual impacts and socio‑demographic differences. The study shows that environmental factors influence landscape perception through various physical, ecological, and social dimensions. Results showed that vegetation significantly enhances scenic beauty, more so than agricultural areas. Interestingly, participants did not generally view wind turbines as harmful to landscape aesthetics. In already degraded or low‑scenic‑value landscapes, turbines were often seen to slightly improve visual quality although perceptions may vary slightly with age and other social variables. 
A similar issue can be observed in other forms of landscape change, such as a post-mining landscape. For example, in north Wales near Llanberis there are huge slate mines embedded into the mountainous landscape. According to UNESCO (2021) the Slate Landscape of Northwest Wales is a World Heritage Site recognised for how slate quarrying and mining reshaped the mountains and valleys of the Snowdonia area between the 18th and 20th centuries. It includes six distinct zones containing quarries, mines, transport routes, workers’ settlements and coastal export infrastructure, reflecting the region’s global influence on industrial slate production and engineering innovation. People from this era would have seen this geographical landscape as a potential to industrialize it and boost the economy. The geology of the purple slate allowed them to see different affordances of this 500-million-year-old rock, primarily using it as roofing and floor tiles.
A study by Svobodová, Sklenicka and Vojar (2015) explored how people visually evaluate post‑mining landscapes. It found that people generally prefer landscapes with more natural elements such as vegetation and water however with fewer artificial or industrial features. The key finding was that it’s not just the presence of a feature that matters, but how dominant it is. When artificial features such as spoil heaps, mining infrastructure, appear only occasionally, they are tolerated more easily, however when they dominate the landscape, visual preference drops. In contrast, natural features continue to increase scenic preference as their representation increases. Overall, the study shows that the proportion of natural and artificial elements strongly shapes how attractive a post‑mining landscape is perceived to be.
On the other hand, these old mines and quarries can be a way to make money in the modern day, using the degraded landscape for tourism as it is enriched in historical events. So, while others may think it is an eyesore, others may see what the 19th century would have been like for the people living in Snowdonia.
While Svobodová, Sklenicka and Vojar (2015) demonstrate that people’s visual preferences for post‑mining landscapes depend on the balance between natural and artificial elements, Stewart (2008) offers a complementary perspective by arguing that landscapes are cultural texts that educators must learn to read. The article uses an Australian river as a key example to show how landscapes are shaped by overlapping cultural, historical and ecological forces. 
There is no single history of a place: different stories reveal different values, attitudes, behaviour and impacts. Without historical stories place(s) become meaningless, featureless backdrops upon which new cultural and environmental injustices may be written.
(Stewart, 2008)
From this viewpoint, when the historical significance of old mines and quarries is understood, features that might initially be perceived as visual spoil can instead be interpreted as meaningful elements of place identity. Therefore, Stewart’s pedagogical lens helps explain why some people view post‑industrial landscapes as degraded, while others value them for their historical richness.
Ozyavuz (2012) states that landscapes represent the natural and cultural heritage of our societies. The author states rapid urbanisation and development continue worldwide with change in these landscapes becoming unavoidable. “Unfortunately, landscape change often occurs in negative ways”. (Ozyavuz, 2012) The author also says when designing environments that truly work for communities, landscape architecture must understand how people perceive and interpret places.
Together, these perspectives show that differing perceptions shaped by education, experience and cultural context play a crucial role in whether transformed landscapes are dismissed as visual spoil or recognised as important elements of place identity. 
The authors Kudryavtsev, Stedman and Krasny (2012) argue that although environmental education shows interest in sense of place, it rarely talks about the extensive research from environmental and psychology fields. They propose that integrating theoretical and methodological approaches will help to understand how sense of place connects to environmental education outcomes. By broadening the research, they suggest that educators can develop more creative and effective approaches for addressing environmental and social challenges. This is especially true for example when I am leading a group in gorge walking, the other instructors and I like to talk about the history and geology of the gorge providing more of a sense of place approach. When we talk about the river Sychrdd and its history with the silica mining, it can give the participant more of a connection to the place and a different view of the gorge.
According to Leather and Nicholls (2016) connection to place through history enhances the learner’s understanding of the environment beyond its physical or scientific aspects, embedding the activity within a broader cultural and historical narrative. This integration helps learners develop a deeper appreciation and identity with the place, which is a key component of a sense of place. The historical context adds layers of meaning that transform the outdoor activity from just a physical engagement to an experience that is socially and culturally situated.
By having a sense of place, it can allow people to care and nurture the environment and landscape around them. A sense of place influences people’s willingness to care for their environment by shaping their environmental perceptions, intentions and behaviours through emotional and cognitive connections to specific locations. According to Rollings (2021), research shows that individuals who experience a strong sense of place tend to develop greater environmental awareness and stewardship, especially when the environmental issues are closely tied to their immediate surroundings or places, they consider home. This I believe is true as for example, when I ride my local mountain bike trails, I feel a strong attachment to the area, and it is frustrating to see litter left behind. This reaction reflects how a sense of place can motivate people to protect and care for environments and landscapes they value.
This relationship between human and place is called topophilia and topophobia. For example, Bowring (2013) in the context of natural disasters, talks about the 2010 earthquakes in Christchurch, New Zealand. Topophilia and topophobia show how traumatic events disrupt not only the physical landscape but also the emotional landscape. The article shows that residents’ relationships with familiar places shift when the environment becomes alien and unsettling, heightening the emotional significance of the landscape and impacting wellbeing. As rebuilding progressed, people continued to renegotiate their sense of place, drawing on deep feelings of topophilia connected to rivers, wetlands, the coast and surrounding hills. This highlights the importance of understanding emotional responses to place in disaster recovery and community health.
Communities’ perceptions of landscape are shaped not only by natural events but also by institutional failures, as showed by the ongoing South West Water crisis in Cornwall and Devon. This is happening around my local area wear I enjoy using the coastal landscape for swimming, snorkelling and surfing. According to Surfers Against Sewage (2026), repeated sewage discharges and long‑term pollution incidents in the 2024–2025 public health failures, have ruined public trust within rivers, beaches and coastal environments. These places that ordinarily support recreation, wellbeing and strong emotional bonds are being affected negatively. 
The company has performed significantly below target for more than a decade and has received a ‘red’ rating for pollution incidents from sewage assets for 14 consecutive years, gaining only one star since 2021 edging into the ‘needs improvement’ category. 
							(Surfers Against Sewage, 2026)
This shares similarities with the article by Bowring (2013) explaining that residents were forced to renegotiate their sense of place after the earthquakes. Communities in the South West are now dealing with a similar disruption to topophilia, not through natural disaster but through environmental mismanagement. The degradation of these blue spaces transforms them from restorative and beloved landscapes into sites of risk and frustration, showing how emotional responses to environmental harm are central to how people experience, value and relate to place. This damaged landscape is negatively affecting my own experience too for example, I rely on the coastal environment for surfing as a source of health and wellbeing, yet pollution often prevents me from taking part. 
On the other hand, I could surf in an artificial wave centre instead of a natural landscape. The hybridisation of surfing within artificial urban environments, such as Wave Park, introduces a new dimension to how surfers perceive and engage with landscape. According to Byun and Choi (2025), experiences in these controlled settings reveal complex attitudes toward artificial environments versus natural, reflecting broader processes of cultural hybridisation within surfing. This shows that landscape perception in surfing can extend beyond natural coastal spaces to include man-made environments that actively shape surfers’ participation. In this context, urban artificial surfing can be transformative and can be a culturally significant development rather than a substitute for ocean-based activities. It can reshape identities, practices and the cultural meanings of surfing, illustrating how lifestyle sports evolve as they move across different environments, technologies, and socio‑cultural contexts.
However, I enjoy the physical and sensory engagement with the dynamic coastal environment and believe it is central to how I experience surfing. Therefore, I believe landscape perception in surfing is multifaceted, involving culture, embodiment and dynamic environments that vary in different landscapes. These perceptions influence how I experience and value coastal and artificial environments, contributing to the broader understanding of human-environment interactions in surfing contexts.
Whether it is mountain biking, climbing or surfing, we all perceive and engage with landscapes in different ways, shaped by our experiences, cultural backgrounds and the environments in which we participate in these activities. 
Research on human–landscape perception shows that people and environments are in constant interaction, with perception acting as the key point of connection. Studies highlight that landscape perception is shaped by human, cultural, heritage and infrastructural factors, and that it extends far beyond visual cues to include multisensory, emotional and experiential way of perceiving. Whether cycling across Dartmoor, climbing in post‑industrial quarries, or surfing on natural coastlines, individuals interpret landscapes through cultural, historical, geographical and romanticised lenses that influence how these spaces are valued, governed and used. This is evident in research on Mediterranean wind‑turbine landscapes, post‑mining environments and heritage sites such as the slate quarries of North Wales, where perceptions vary depending on the balance between natural and artificial elements, as well as the stories and histories attached to place. Landscapes are cultural which reinforces the idea that meaning comes from not only what is seen, but from the narratives people bring to these environments. At the same time, landscapes are increasingly shaped by environmental pressures such as mining, industrialisation and ocean pollution which alter both the physical environment and the way people relate to it. Overall, these insights show that landscape perception is dynamic, culturally embedded and deeply influenced by environmental change, showing the need to understand how people interpret and interact with both natural and man-made spaces in order to create meaningful, sustainable environments.
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