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This article presents our recent experience studying public perceptions, discourses, and 
social values in Park Beverin, a Regional Nature Park in Switzerland. We applied four 
social research methods (news media analysis, survey with micro-narratives, go-along 
interviews, and focus groups), and delved into the subject of wolf Canis lupus adapting 
a triangulation protocol and systematic process from the health sciences. We observed 
the recurring perceptions of ‘wolf ’ throughout three of the four methods; however, 
depictions, values, prominence, and presence varied by method. Social values of the 
wolf were mostly silent when compared to other topics, and ‘wolf amplification’ and 
‘wolf fatigue’ point to the need to rethink the social aspects in wolf management, con-
servation, and policy. The findings also show the need for diverse research methods for 
revealing social values and perceptions on sensitive topics that otherwise the use of one 
method may be masking or amplifying.

Keywords: Conservation, group discussions, interviews, media, micro-narratives, mixed 
methods, park, perceptions, sensitive issue, social value, survey, triangulation, wolf

Introduction

Transformation towards sustainability requires important changes in how societies 
value nature and biodiversity (Pascual et al. 2017). Three decades of sounding the 
alarm on biodiversity loss has been ineffective. To face this crisis, society needs urgent 
action in policy, governance, communication (Mace  et  al. 2010), and other disci-
plines and sectors. Promoting changes to facilitate biodiversity policies and practices 
that both halt biodiversity loss while respecting social justice demands the under-
standing and monitoring of social values (Michel and Backhaus 2019, Pascual et al. 
2023). Social values are complex, diverse, and dynamic, and a value shift might only 
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happen slowly and in response to other (drastic) changes in 
the social-ecological surroundings (Manfredo et al. 2017, p. 
778). Furthermore, sensitive issues in conservation, such as 
large carnivore (i.e. the wolf, Canis lupus) re-introduction 
or natural expansion, often reflect a disagreement between 
people about acceptable conservation practices (Frank 2016, 
van Eeden  et  al. 2021, Zscheischler and Friedrich 2022). 
Human–wolf coexistence, in particular, is a complex clash 
of different social values (Madden and McQuinn 2014, 
Manfredo et al. 2017, Anderson 2021).

Using distinct, sometimes overlapping nomenclature, dif-
ferent disciplines have been studying the social value of nature. 
The basic values theory of Schwartz (1992, 2012) identifies ten 
broad personal values (i.e. universalism, security, achievement, 
hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, conformity, tradition, 
benevolence, and power), which are differentiated by an under-
lying goal or motivation (e.g. self-transcendence, self-enhance-
ment). Dynamic relations among the values exist. Actions 
towards one value have consequences that clash positively or 
negatively with other values, which in turn will have psycho-
logical, social, and practical consequences. People may follow 
different competing values, but this does not happen in a sin-
gle act or at the same time and in the same context (Schwartz 
and Bilsky 1987, Schwartz 1994, 2012). Kenter et al. (2015) 
present the five dimensions of value in the context of nature, 
one of which they call the ‘value concept’, where they place 
transcendental and contextual values and value indicators. For 
Kenter et al. (2015), transcendental values equate to the broad 
values of Schwartz (1992, 2012) or the fundamental values 
of Fulton et al. (1996), while contextual or specific values are 
what Schwartz (2012) calls norms. Intergovernmental Science 
- Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) also uses the typology of broad and contextual or spe-
cific values. In our study, we are referring to the conceptual 
framework and indicators established by IPBES with a par-
ticular focus on their value typology (Pascual et al. 2017). The 
IPBES framework summarizes key relationships and connec-
tions between people and nature, with its main components 
being nature, the benefits that people obtain from nature, and 
good quality of life (Díaz et al. 2015). 

The IPBES framework distinguishes three categories of 
contextual values: instrumental, intrinsic, and relational 
(Chan  et  al. 2016, Pascual  et  al. 2017, Chan  et  al. 2018). 
Instrumental value is the value attributed to nature or any 
of nature’s elements as a means to achieving a particular end. 
The valued object is substitutable by another object that 
fulfills the same purpose (IPBES 2018), for example, wolf-
sighting tourism (Serenari and Taub 2019, Weiss et al. 2007). 
Intrinsic value refers to the values of nature or its elements 
and entities (habitats, species): it is the value that an entity 
(including abstract entities) has in and of itself. In contrast 
to instrumental or relational values, intrinsic value is assigned 
based on internal, inherent (rather than extrinsic) proper-
ties of the object or entity (Lynn 2007, Pascual et al. 2023). 
Examples include boosting the survivorship of wolf pups 
(Weiss et al. 2007) or the wolf ’s right to live. Relational values 
have been added more recently to the discussion (Chan et al. 

2016, Pascual et al. 2017). These values are attributed to nat-
ural objects based on pleasant, important, and often recip-
rocal relationships between humans and nature or nature’s 
elements, and among humans (including across generations) 
through nature (e.g. identity, sense of place, spirituality, reci-
procity, stewardship) (IPBES 2017, 2018, Chan et al. 2018, 
Anderson  et  al. 2022, Hoelle  et  al. 2022). Unlike instru-
mental value in means-to-end relations, relational value is 
assigned to a specific object or entity, which thus cannot 
be replaced with another object fulfilling a similar function 
(Deplazes-Zemp and Chapman 2020, Pratson et al. 2023). 
For example, the Ojibwe tribes view the wolf or ‘Ma’iingan’ 
as kindred in North America (Gilbert et al. 2022).

Nature and its contributions can be positively, negatively 
(disvalue), or not valued (Hoelle  et  al. 2022, Lliso  et  al. 
2022). Nature’s disvalue can be understood as nature’s nega-
tive effects (Rolston 1992). As with positive values, disvalues 
arise depending on individual or group preferences, beliefs, 
attitudes, and contexts (Lliso et al. 2022). Deplazes (unpubl.) 
provides as example of a relational disvalue the case in which 
one dislikes a particular animal because of disgust or aversion, 
even fear. An example of instrumental disvalue may relate to 
harm caused by an animal or plant. In this case, people do not 
dislike the animal or plant itself but rather the harm it does 
to other organisms. Deplazes (unpubl.) illustrates intrinsic 
disvalue as when the person dislikes an animal based on its 
intrinsic properties (e.g. being a predator), in which case, one 
expects the person to be coherent and equally dislike other 
animals with the same properties (e.g. dogs).

To study opinions, beliefs, values of nature, and ecosys-
tems, scientists may use different methods and models. A 
range of conceptual models, and qualitative and quantitative 
methods, exist to identify the sociocultural values linked to 
nature and ecosystems, which in turn help researchers, stake-
holders, and decision makers understand ecosystem services 
(and nature’s contributions) in different contexts (Chan et al. 
2012). While for quantitative data it is essential to adhere 
to statistical prerequisites, qualitative research focuses on a 
variation of individual perceptions and meanings and aims 
for an in-depth understanding (Maxwell 2010, Patton 2014). 
Among these methods, stakeholder or context observation, 
focus groups, surveys using micro-narratives, go-along inter-
views, and media analysis can be cited (Bergeron et al. 2014, 
Macpherson 2016, Teff-Seker et al. 2022). Different methods 
may provide diverse outputs and outcomes, provide inclu-
sive results, or their results may speak to different audiences 
in different ways and to different stages of decision making 
(Moon and Blackman 2014, Jacobs et al. 2016, Pascual et al. 
2023). According to Chan et al. (2012, p. 746) the ‘appro-
priate characterization of a service or value (including valua-
tion) is dependent on appropriate methods, and no method 
is universally applicable’. Moreover, people can express value 
explicitly through language or implicitly through actions. 
Valuation methods focus on values explicitly expressed 
(Barton et al. 2022, IPBES n.d.).

Research using more than one quantitative or qualita-
tive method or mixed methods in a single study to respond 
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to research questions is common (Calvet-Mir  et  al. 2012, 
García-Llorente et al. 2012, Baulcomb et al. 2015). In one 
comparative study, over 90 out of 242 studies used at least 
two or more methods to assess cultural ecosystem services 
or non-material benefits (e.g. spirituality, identity, recreation) 
(Cheng  et  al. 2019). Most researchers emphasize the need 
to combine methods for better assessment of ecosystem ser-
vices/nature’s contributions to people and social valuation 
(Calvet-Mir et al. 2012, Xin et al. 2020). 

Despite such needs, few works explicitly show how the 
results are integrated or provide a systematic triangulation 
process (Inglis and Pascual 2023). Rather, many researchers 
only highlight the need to triangulate results (Farmer et al. 
2006). Triangulation helps to integrate results obtained 
through different research methods. The use of diverse meth-
ods and interpretive approaches has more to do with extend-
ing the reach and depth of understanding than on validity 
(Fielding and Fielding 1986, Nightingale 2015). 

There is an ever-present, heated debate and conflict sur-
rounding the wolf in most of its natural range, based on a con-
text analysis (Fitzpatrick 2012, Coldwell 2019) of discourses 
and debates surrounding wolves in Switzerland and abroad 
(Supporting information). For over 100 years, the wolf has 
been extinct in Switzerland. After a decline and eradication 
in the late 19th and early 20th century, wolves came back to 
Switzerland in the 1990s. (Breitenmoser 1998, Breitenmoser 
and Breitenmoser-Würsten 2001, Dufresnes  et  al. 2019, 
Heinzer 2021, KORA n.d.-a). The first re-emigrated wolves 
were sighted in Switzerland in 1995, with a steady popu-
lation increase over the following decade (Heinzer 2021). 
Switzerland is currently widely debating wolf management 
and conservation in politics and beyond. The national leg-
islation based on the Federal Hunting Act was adjusted in 
2023, facilitating the proactive regulation of wolf packs 
(Canton Grison n.d., KORA n.d.-b). Financial damages for 
farmers for killed livestock are compensated by the Swiss 
authorities (AJF GR 2022, 2023). Moreover, farmers can be 
reimbursed for additional costs generated by herd protection 
(OFEV 2023). 

Recent studies revealed that red and roe deer density 
explained most of the wolf presence, followed by precipita-
tion and hunting reserves in the western Alps as main factors 
in the selection of winter habitat during the recolonization 
period (Roder et al. 2020). On the other hand, wolf habitats 
are impacted by human presence, with wolves generally keep-
ing a distance from humans unless suitable habitat availabil-
ity decreases (Zanni et al. 2023). Perceptions of and feelings 
attached to the wolf generally follow an urban–rural divide 
(Zscheischler and Friedrich 2022), which is very visible in 
Switzerland, as shown for example by the results of the 2021 
popular vote on the adjustment of the hunting law (Loi sur 
la chasse, LChP 2019). Attitudes towards the wolf change 
over time and are strongly interlinked with dominant cul-
tural imaginaries (Tschofen et al. 2016). Thinking about or 
even living with the wolf can trigger many different emo-
tions, from positive feelings, to fear, to increased distress in 
farmers (Slagle et al. 2019, Zahl-Thanem et al. 2020). 

In a direct-democratic context as found in Switzerland, 
political debates are very much entangled with media and 
society discourses. Scholars often describe the wolf debate 
as a proxy conflict for others, such as conflicts aligned with 
‘urban versus rural’ discourses (Tschofen et al. 2016, Frank 
and Heinzer 2019, Heinzer 2021). We thus saw the oppor-
tunity to contribute to the debate and a more nuanced 
understanding of perceptions about wolves with evidence 
stemming from the comparison and integration of results 
coming from media analysis, a survey using micro-narratives, 
go-along interviews, and focus groups. This study aims to 
understand the different results from the application of these 
four methods using the discussion of wolf management and 
conservation as an example.

In an initial study, we used four different methods (news 
media analysis, survey using micro-narratives, go-along inter-
views, and focus groups) to screen the emerging topics, val-
ues, experiences, and perceptions of nature in Switzerland. 
As a result, we observed that the news media analysis showed 
wolf discourses as one of the key topics in Beverin, a Swiss 
Regional Nature Park (henceforth Beverin), while the num-
ber of perceptions and experiences shared about wolves in 
the survey and interviews were limited, and nonexistent in 
the focus groups. Such seemingly inconsistent results, com-
bined with the level of sensitivity observed on the wolf topic 
in the region, propelled us to ask the following research ques-
tions: Who perceives the wolf and how prominent it is in the 
region? What are the feelings towards the wolf in the region? 
Why do different methods provide different results? How do 
results on the social value, discourses, and perceptions of the 
wolf compare across these methods? What would the trian-
gulation of results tell us about the values and perceptions 
regarding the wolves in the park? 

Through the development and implementation of a for-
mal and systematic triangulation process, we aim to under-
stand whether and how these methods differ in their ability 
to capture various aspects of wolf social values, discourses, 
and perceptions, and to integrate those values. We contribute 
towards improved research design and data robustness when 
studying similar values and topics. We end the paper by pro-
viding research and policy recommendations with regard to 
how to approach value assessments. 

Material and methods

Study area

Our study area was Beverin, in the Canton Grisons in the Swiss 
Alps (Fig. 1). Situated across two language areas, Romansh 
and Swiss German, the park covers nine municipalities with a 
total of 515 km2 and is home to 3600 people. The mountain-
ous rural area with alpine agriculture and tourism is situated 
around Piz (peak) Beverin and bordered by the Rhine River 
(Naturpark Beverin. n.d.-a). Since 2013, the park has been 
labeled as a ‘Regional Nature Park of National Importance’ 
based on the Federal Parks Ordinance of 2007 (Naturpark 
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Beverin. n.d.-b; Swiss Confederation 2007). The objectives 
of this park category are to ‘preserve and enhance the cul-
tural and natural landscape, promote a sustainable economy 
in the region [and] environmental education and aware-
ness-raising’ (SPN, n.d.-a). According to the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) protected area 
classification, Beverin falls into categories V and VI (SPN, 
n.d.-b), where cultural landscapes and sustainable use are val-
ued (Dudley 2008). The first wolf in Beverin reappeared in 
2005 (Fumagalli 2021). During the last decade, more wolves 
migrated to the region (AJF GR 2020).

Data collection, sampling, and instruments used in 
the analysis

Below we present the different methods and research process 
used in the wolf-specific studies, and relevant details of the 
initial study (Fig. 2).

News media analysis
For an understanding of the relevance of the wolf topic in 
Beverin, we applied computational and qualitative text analy-
sis of Swiss news media articles, building on the analysis of 
Komossa et al. (2024). The dataset comprised newspaper arti-
cles acquired from the Swiss media database Swissdox, which 

encompasses a variety of media channels including paper-
based and online news media at different regional scales, such 
as St. Galler Tagblatt (regional daily newspaper) and nzz.ch 
(online medium). After searching for pertinent articles using a 
search query of ‘Beverin’, we limited the articles to those writ-
ten in German (no computational language packages exist for 
Romansh) and published between the years 2000 and 2022. 
Then we cleaned the data, including duplicate removal, 
resulting in 767 articles for the analysis. The text corpus 
went through natural language processing (i.e. text tokenisa-
tion, lemmatization, part-of-speech tagging, and stop words 
removal) using spacyr in R (www.r-project.org, Benoit and 
Matsuo 2020), and we filtered nouns to run structural topic 
modeling using the ‘stm’ package in R (www.r-project.org, 
Roberts et al. 2019). Then, we reviewed the candidate topics 
(k = 8) during an expert workshop in May 2022 to label the 
topics based on in-depth context with local knowledge. The 
experts labeled one of those topics ‘wolf ’. We then filtered 
news media articles with a high probability of belonging to 
the ‘wolf ’ topic (n = 192) and proceeded with sentiment 
analysis using SentiWS, a German-based sentiment lexicon 
(Remus et al. 2010). As a result, we summarized keywords 
corresponding to positive, neutral, and negative sentiments. 
FK, whose first language is German, translated all the text in 
the result into English.

Figure 1. Map of Switzerland showing the study area (sources: ©swisstopo 2021 swissBOUNDARIES3D and GrandLacsCH; ©FOEN 
2021 Revision Park Perimeter).
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Survey using micro-narratives
To study the wolf, we used existing data obtained through 
a survey implemented by Cracco et al. (unpubl.). The Swiss 
Federal Statistical Office (FSO), from their registry of resi-
dents in municipalities in Beverin, provided a representative 
sample of 250 residents aged 18 years old and older in January 
2021. FSO provides samples based on a random selection 
of addresses per municipality, over-representing residents in 
high-density areas/towns. Potential respondents received a sur-
vey invitation letter with a link. We complemented the online 
survey with a paper version sent by mail and as a reminder. 
Our response rate was 31%. Considering the initial number 
of individuals to whom we sent the questionnaire, and the 
actual number of valid responses (78), our results remain 
indicative. The questionnaire included a prompting ques-
tion where we asked respondents to write a micro-narrative 
or a short experience in or with nature (i.e. ‘Remember a time 
when you were close to nature, near or at home. In one or 
more sentences, simply describe this experience, which can be 
unique or frequent, positive, negative or neutral’); a series of 
dyads and triads to measure how respondents interpreted their 
own micro-narratives; multiple-choice questions linked or 
not to the micro-narrative; and socio-demographic questions 

(i.e. gender, age, professions, and association memberships). 
SenseMaker® (by Cognitive Edge), a commercial software 
package, housed the questionnaire during data collection. In 
the initial study, respondents valued nature primarily for rec-
reation and relaxation, air and water filtering capacity, and its 
climate regulation. To prepare the data for the wolf study, we 
curated the comma separated values (CSV) dataset contain-
ing the 78 responses from Beverin. We completed a deductive 
qualitative content analysis of the experiences shared by the 
respondents. Deductive content analysis refers to using pre-
existing categories, frameworks, and codes and applying them 
in new contexts (Elo and Kyngäs 2008) (e.g. the researcher 
searches for the code ‘wolf ’ in the micro-narratives). We 
searched for words like ‘Wolf ’ (wolf ), ‘Wölfe’ (wolves), ‘Luf ’ 
(Rhaeto-Romanic ‘wolf ’), ‘Raubtier’ (predator), ‘Canis’, 
‘Lupus’, and ‘Rudel’ (wolf pack). Two native German speakers 
translated the experiences into English. We then implemented 
an analysis of frequencies of these experiences combined with 
other responses from participant and demographic data.

Go-along interviews
To explore human–nature relationships, we conducted 
10 go-along interviews during walks (Hein  et  al. 2008, 

Presence of wolf perceptions

Results per method on nature’s values and perceptions Identification of 

presence/absence and prominence of wolf perceptions:

Media analysis: Wolf as main subject in Beverin
Survey: Wolf not a main subject in Beverin

Interviews: Wolf not a main subject in Beverin

Focus groups: Absence of wolf perceptions in Beverin

Absence of wolf perceptions

Why  are wolf perceptions and values  

absent?

Specific questions to guide retrieval of 

relevant results at the method level

Specific quantitative and qualitative 

results about wolf values and perceptions 

in Beverin 
Not perceived

Perceived but not 

expressed

Focus groups: Why are wolf perceptions 

absent in Beverin?

Methods designed and implemented to study nature’s value and perceptions in Switzerland: 

Media analysis, survey with micro-narratives, go-along interviews, and focus groups

Triangulation protocol: What does the interaction of results tell us about the wolf 

perceptions in Beverin, and how do they differ from what the application of single 

methods tell us? 

Results 
Triangulated results

Figure 2. Flow chart of methods used and process. Boxes with dashed lines represent the initial study to capture overall values and percep-
tions of nature. Boxes with solid lines show the methods and process of this study/wolf study in Beverin.
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Bergeron et al. 2014, Macpherson 2016) with local people 
of the study region. The sampling strategy followed a three-
tiered approach based on criterion sampling (person has to 
live or work in the study area), maximum variation sam-
pling (aiming for a diversity of vocational backgrounds, age, 
genders), and snowball sampling (Patton 1990). With this 
strategy, we achieved a mix of respondents, such as farmers, 
foresters, teachers, and tourism professionals. Starting with 
the prompt ‘show me a meaningful place for your everyday 
life in nature’, the participants led the interviewer through the 
landscape around their place of residence. Using a semi-struc-
tured interview guide, relevant questions were asked to better 
understand the meanings of landscape elements and charac-
teristics, personal perceptions, conception of ‘nature’, and 
important practices in and with nature. The interviews were 
audio recorded and transcribed and later analyzed following 
Mayring’s (2014) qualitative content analysis, with deductive 
and inductive steps. In inductive content analysis, categories 
and codes are created from the data (Elo and Kyngäs 2008). 
We used GPS trackers and researcher-generated photographs 
for further analysis. At times during the conversations, par-
ticipants mentioned the theme ‘wolf ’. Twice, the interviewer 
did directly ask: ‘Are you not afraid of the wolf when you 
come here on your own?’ (B4) or ‘especially now that the 
wolf is coming?’ (B3) even though the topic did not come up 
earlier in the interviews. Moreover, the interviewer’s percep-
tion of verbal and nonverbal cues were noted in a postscript 
after each interview and considered in the analysis (Denham 
and Onwuegbuzie 2013).

Focus groups
Based on the go-along interviews, we held a workshop with 
15 participants, divided into four smaller heterogeneous dis-
cussion groups, a year later in the same area. The sampling 
followed a similar strategy to the go-along interviews, result-
ing in nine female and six male participants with various 
backgrounds such as farmers, foresters, tourism professionals, 
conservationists, craftspeople, or people working in retail. The 
aim of the workshop was to receive an in-depth knowledge of 

the everyday meanings of nature. Printed maps (A0 size) of 
the respective regions were used to guide the discussions and 
served as a basis for participatory mapping (Komossa et al. 
2021). In a first step, we asked participants to mark three 
significant locations on the landscape for their everyday lives 
(‘hotspots’), and three insignificant locations (‘coldspots’). In 
a second step, the moderators asked the participants to indi-
cate areas where they think nature is the most ‘intact’. We 
applied qualitative content analysis with deductive coding 
(pre-defined codes) for data analysis (Mayring 2014).

Interaction of results: triangulation of findings

In addition to inductively reviewing the results to identify 
the main themes, we used the IPBES Framework and defini-
tions to analyze the results emerging from the survey narra-
tives, interviews, and focus groups in light of the three main 
contextual values: relational, intrinsic, and instrumental 
(Pascual et al. 2017).

To connect and compare social values and perceptions 
emerging from our four methods, this study used method-
ological, data, and investigators’ triangulation (Denzin 1978, 
Patton 1999). As an innovation, we used a triangulation 
protocol based on Farmer et al. (2006) from health sciences 
(Table 1), which includes the establishment of triangulation 
steps and activities to follow in each step. We added the quan-
titative results from the news media analysis and the micro-
narratives survey, and slightly modified Steps 5 and 6. For 
Step 5, one researcher compared the assessment of conver-
gence, clarified interpretations, and determined the degree of 
agreement, while the other participating researchers reviewed 
the results of this step. During Step 6, we omitted the process 
to obtain feedback from participants and stakeholders given 
resource limitations. Thus, we only collected feedback from 
the research team.

As described above, our analysis used results stemming 
from the implementation of quantitative and qualitative 
methods. In this study, we especially focused on a total of 10 
records mentioning the wolf: five out of 78 micro-narratives; 

Table 1. Triangulation protocol (adapted from Farmer et al. 2006).

Step Activity

1. Sorting Sort results from each method into similar categories that emerge from the research question(s) in relation to the 
social value of the findings from interviews, narratives, and focus groups.

Review inductively the contents of the general results to identify the key themes to compare for presence/absence, 
frequency, prominence, meaning, and examples.

Sort and review frequency/quantitative analysis from the news media analysis and the micro-narrative survey.
2. Convergence 

coding
Compare the results per value and theme and determine the degree of convergence:
– Full agreement: agreement between the results on the theme.
– Partial agreement: agreement on some of the results on the theme.
– Silence: one or two sets of results cover the theme, whereas the other sets of results are silent on the theme.
– Dissonance: disagreement on the set of results on the themes/elements of comparison.

3. Convergence 
assessment

Review all compared results and provide global assessment of the level of convergence.

4. Completeness 
assessment

Compare the nature and scope of the unique topic areas for each method.

5. Researcher 
comparison

Compare assessment among multiple researchers. How will the researchers manage disagreement?

6. Feedback Review and feedback to research team of triangulated results.
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four out of 10 interviews; and one out of four focus groups. 
Recent research shows that qualitative analysis can reach satu-
ration at small sample sizes of nine to 17 interviews or four 
focus groups (Hennink and Kaiser 2022). Our quantitative 
indicators for the news media analysis were based on all 192 
media articles, and the five responses from the survey with 
micro-narratives were linked to a response rate of 31% in 
Beverin. Therefore, we obtained both (media and survey) 
results from samples involving a representative population of 
residents or articles.

At least one researcher led the analysis of social values and 
disvalues, which two independent, informal reviewers and 
then the entire team reviewed. Similarly, one researcher led the 
wolf thematic analysis, which the entire study team reviewed.

Results

Triangulation step 1. Sorting

See Supporting information for sorted results emerging from 
the different methods: A) social value and disvalue of the 
wolf: relational, instrumental, intrinsic; B) main themes: 1) 
appearance and evolution of discourses and perceptions, 2) 
prominence and frequency of wolf discourses and percep-
tions, 3) feelings about the wolf, 4) who perceives the wolf? 
5) policy and management.

Triangulation step 2. Convergence coding

In this section, we report on each of the previously identi-
fied main themes and social values, by level of agreement, 
disagreement, or silence. We set the ‘silence’ code when one 
or two sets of results cover the theme or value, whereas the 
other sets of results do not express or mention the theme or 
(dis)value (see Table 1). Some quotes can be assigned to more 
than one theme or value, whereas some quotes are too short 
to clearly identify the underlying value.

Appearance and evolution of wolf discourses and perceptions 
– full agreement
Wolves and wolf discourses increased recently (2019–2020) 
in the region. The news media analysis shows 2019 to be the 
first year to have substantial media attention about wolves 
in Beverin. At least one survey respondent places their wolf 
encounter in 2020: ‘The wolves are back’ (M1). One inter-
viewee’s quote from the go-along interviews is illustrative of 
this comeback:

‘The wolf and the lynx (…) and the bear, which we had 
here (…). It’s, well, for me as a game keeper it’s quite 
(…). So, if someone would have said 20 years ago, you’ll 
have wolf, lynx, and bear here, I would have told him 
‘you’re completely crazy’. Now we’ve had them all’ (B9)

Who perceives the wolf? – full agreement
The answer to this question is not straightforward and 
depends on the methods used. In the survey, we observed that 

wolf experiences were voiced by long-time (eight or more 
years living in the area) Beverin residents mainly from rural 
municipalities. In a closer zoom of news media articles, we 
can observe who talks about the wolf and in what locations. 
The most frequently mentioned entities (i.e. organizations) 
are primarily the federal administration offices (e.g. the Office 
for the Environment, the Cantonal Hunting and Fishing 
Office), followed by NGOs (e.g. Pro Natura, WWF). We 
also spotted a few opinions from researchers from the Swiss 
universities of Bern and Lausanne. The most frequently men-
tioned locations were ‘Kanton Graubünden’, ‘Piz Beverin’, 
and ‘Naturpark Beverin’, as well as ‘Surselva’ and ‘Bündner 
Oberland’, both regions in the canton. From the micro-
narratives, interviews, and focus group, we identified respon-
dents from the following groups perceiving the wolf: farmers, 
a grandmother, tourism professional, hunter, shepherd, game 
keeper, culture association member, environmentalist, and 
health care professional. Two interviewees speculated about 
the number of people encountering the wolf. One stated, 
‘many people in this valley have seen wolves (…). The wolves 
are around us here, there are packs all around us’ (B8).

Instrumental disvalue – partial agreement
Considering only those voicing it, we could have coded the 
instrumental disvalue as full agreement. However, in consid-
ering all stakeholders and respondents, we categorized it as 
partially agreed. From the perception of people fully agreeing 
on the instrumental disvalue of the wolf, the following expe-
rience from a survey respondent is illustrative:

‘Finding a doe killed by wolves in immediate vicin-
ity of the village, 100 m from the playground, 200 m 
from the school. Wolves howling during the night, daily 
wolf sightings and game kills in the near vicinity, wolf 
encounters during the day by colleagues and acquain-
tances, in the valley with a lot of tourism’ (M4)

Another quotation from an interview stating instrumental 
disvalue:

‘Interviewer: Do you have to go and check the [alpine] 
pasture every day?

Respondent: No, we actually go every day, yes (…) 
because of the wolf we go every day now, because before, 
when the wolf wasn’t here yet, (…) we went every other 
day, but now with the wolf I think it’s even a rule that 
you have to go every day’ (B8)

Prominence and frequency of discourses and perceptions 
– partial agreement
Despite agreement in wolf evolution/appearance in the 
region, we observed a partial agreement in the prominence 
and frequency of perceptions and discourses. Through the 
news media analysis, we observed that wolf discourses in 
Beverin have become a pressing topic in the news media since 
2019, as one of eight main topics about Beverin and lead-
ing the surge in the number of newspaper articles (192). The 
main source of the ‘wolf topic’ was online media (~67%), 
including nzz.ch, srf.ch, blick.ch, and 20 minuten online. 
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Survey results showed two very negative experiences rated 
as frequent, while one positive experience rated as unique. 
Overall, we noticed a lower prominence of perceptions in 
the survey (6%) compared to the frequency of media articles 
(25%). During the focus group discussions, the wolf topic 
did not arise by itself. When the facilitator asked one group 
why this was the case, participants described the topic as so 
emotional that they voiced the need to apply self-censorship 
in a public setting (in the presence of farmers), and especially 
when the conversation was recorded, as was the case in the 
focus group discussions. One person said, ‘Yes, because it is so 
emotional’ (R4). Another stated, ‘It is crazy! (…). Especially 
with the farmers’ (R1). The go-along interviewees showed 
us the prominence of the topic. According to one partici-
pant, ‘Yes, it is a huge, huge topic’ (B4), while another stated, 
‘And at the moment, the wolf is a red-hot topic for us’ (B8). 
We interpreted an overall ‘wolf fatigue’ in two interviewees. 
One stated that ‘you don’t feel like talking about it anymore 
because some farmers are deadlocked’ (B4), whereas another 
interviewee (B3) changed the topic immediately when asked 
about the wolf, which the interviewer interpreted as a poten-
tial avoidance of the topic.

Relational value – silence
We found one micro-narrative signifying a relational value. A 
grandmother stated:

‘Observing wild animals (…) what does it mean to live 
with the wolf? (…) Searching for animal tracks in win-
ter – so interesting! I am always amazed at how quickly 
the children, the smallest granddaughter is 2½, can 
grasp nature, acquire a knowledge and understanding 
and are so comfortable – simply, the most beautiful 
playground!’ (M5)

Reflecting on its conceptualization (Pratson et al. 2023), 
this quotation relates to aesthetic values and the valuing of 
family connections and histories, which are both character-
istic relational values (Arias-Arévalo et al. 2017, Himes and 
Muraca 2018, Chapman et al. 2019). However, a few inter-
view comments were too short or lacked enough context to 
clearly identify underlying value types. This was the case with 
the comment ‘Because sure, I think the wolf is a fascinat-
ing animal, it’s not that I think it should be eradicated’ (B8), 
which could have been interpreted as being valuable due 
to being fascinating (relational value) or if the wolf is fasci-
nating, because it has value in and of itself (intrinsic value) 
(Deplazes unpubl.).

Relational disvalue – silence
The closest relational disvalue we could interpret among 
the results was the one illustrated in the following inter-
viewee’s comment, ‘I even mean – they sometimes have [pre-
school] forest groups in spring in [village] A. And they were 
even afraid in spring to go outside with the children’ (B4). 
However, the interviewee is describing this disvalue coming 
not from themselves but from others. A farmer perceived 
another disvalue:

‘How do those people who are on the sheep pasture feel 
when the wolf kills a few sheep every day? You know (…) 
how does the shepherd feel now? It’s now the third attack 
in a row – it’s anything but fun (…) always picking up 
the half-dead animals. It’s part of the Alpine landscape 
now, the protection of this landscape, so to speak’ (B8)

Instrumental value – silence
We did not find any quote instrumentally valuing the wolf.

Intrinsic value – silence
Two interviewees intrinsically valued the wolf, stating, ‘Yes, 
yes (…) they [wolves] are very clever, us humans, we’re way 
more clumsy than any wolf ’ (B8). Cleverness as a wolf char-
acteristic revealed a less common form of intrinsic value, 
instead of its usual ‘sentience’ form (Deplazes unpubl.). In 
another part of the interview, the same interviewee men-
tioned, ‘I understand that people in the lowlands say that 
the wolf belongs to the landscape, it’s an animal that has 
the right to be here’ (B8). Considering all study participants 
perceiving the wolf, we observed that most remained silent 
about its intrinsic value. As with relational values, a few 
quotations do not provide enough context or information 
to ensure its categorization as intrinsic value. For example, 
there are traces of intrinsic value in the following quotation, 
‘And, uhm, yes as wolf advocate, you are in the minority 
here’ (B4). In this case, there is too little context to under-
stand the value, as someone could advocate for instrumental, 
relational, or intrinsic values.

Intrinsic disvalue – silence
One interviewee described an intrinsic disvalue of the wolf 
for its ‘brutality’ and ‘predatory’ nature: ‘Two days later I 
found a dead calf under a small fir killed in the most brutal 
way. Since at that time wolves were living in the vicinity, it 
was clear who it was’ (M2).

Feelings about the wolf – disagreement
In the go-along interviews and the focus groups, speaking 
about the return of the wolf was highly emotional and some-
times triggered fears. One survey respondent clearly showed 
signs of anger in his narration. However, feelings attributed to 
the wolf are not always negative. Two survey participants per-
ceived their experience as very positive, inspiring and offering 
learning opportunities. A go-along interviewee described the 
wolf as fascinating. Our results also showed that the profes-
sion, such as being a farmer, did not necessarily correlate with 
negative perceptions of the wolf. Furthermore, one survey 
respondent, a member of a hunting association and profes-
sionally active in agriculture/forestry or fishing, perceived the 
wolf experience as neutral. In general, frequency of wolf inter-
actions influenced the described feelings: negative and neu-
tral perceptions were linked to frequent experiences, positive 
ones were linked to unique experiences. During the go-along 
interviews, we sensed that a few people did not really like to 
talk about the wolf, since it is very emotional and loaded. Or, 
as this wolf advocate put it, ‘And, uhm, I see the argument of 
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the farmers very much, but yes (…) at some point you don’t 
feel like talking about it anymore. Because some [farmers] are 
deadlocked’ (B4). The silence met during the focus groups 
clearly illustrated the reluctance to speak about the wolf in 
a public setting. When the facilitator asked one group about 
the wolf, the unanimous answer was to avoid it because of 
its strong emotional component. The news media analysis 
revealed that while the majority of sentences in news articles 
remained neutral, the way Swiss media is dealing with the 
wolf topic is slightly more inclined towards negative feelings 
(Fig. 3).

Policy and management aspects – disagreement
A general disagreement with the policy side of the wolf exists. 
This micro-narrative illustrates this aspect: ‘Now the question 
is, what should the biodiversity, about which the Swiss people 
voted, be. I also am fully in favor. But did we vote about large 
predators like bears, wolves, lynx − I say no. In the cities, 
all large predators are in the zoos under lock & key, from 
this (?)! Why!!’ (M2). We found a similar sentiment from an 
interviewee:

‘The new hunting law that was rejected, was rejected 
mainly by the people from the lowlands. (…) Moun-
tain areas accepted it. Because we have the psychological 
strain. (…) And I think if we could get more people 
to, you know, come with me one day. (…) You go to a 
sheep pasture where the herder has to collect the half-
dead sheep in the morning and might have to release 
them. This would give a whole other impression’ (B8)

Both participants disagree with the perceived opinion 
of other people, namely people living in ‘the lowlands’ and 
‘cities’. For this reason, we coded this policy aspect as dis-
agreement. Regarding management, while the focus group 
participants wanted to refrain from discussions (e.g. ‘you 
can speak about money, but you should not speak about the 
wolf ’), the interviewed farmers perceived that they need to 
bear the costs (additional workload, as well as emotionally) to 
protect their livestock and alpine pastures. One focus group 
brought up the protection and management of herds and the 
need to coordinate among key stakeholders. Additionally, 
we learned during interviews that, regarding livestock, local 
farmers are actively involved in an ongoing debate on how to 
best protect their animals. During this discussion, the issue of 
coexistence with the wolf and how it imposes additional work 

on farmers, also emerged. For farmers in particular, the pres-
ence of the wolf means more work hours. For example, farm-
ers need to visit the pastures every day to check electric fences 
and, in case of a wolf attack, they must remove wounded or 
killed animals from the herd. Among farmers, however, there 
is agreement that certain protection measures seem to work, 
while others might pose additional potential for conflict, as 
explained in this exchange:

‘Interviewer: And herding dogs aren’t a solution?

Respondent B8: Yes, for us farmers it probably would 
be, it actually is a solution. But then you have disputes 
with the tourists. Because if a hiking trail goes through 
an alpine pasture with four herding dogs, then you’ll get 
a slap on the wrist from the tourism’

Besides the need for coordination among farmers, and 
potentially tourism professionals, an interviewee explained 
the involvement of the authorities in wolf management:

‘There is, uhm, like a service from the canton (…) where 
everyone could’ve enlisted if they wanted information 
via SMS, if (…) a wolf has killed a sheep or cow or what-
ever kind of animal in the region, then you receive an 
SMS (…) and it always says additionally if there was 
some herd guarding in place or not’ (B8)

Triangulation step 3. Convergence assessment

Our results show social values attached to the wolf are mainly 
silent. The analyzed wolf themes showed scattered conver-
gence codes with the same amount of disagreement and full 
agreements. We summarize the convergence coding in Table 2.

Triangulation step 4. Completeness comparison

We compared the diverse sets of results to highlight similar 
and unique contributions to the research questions, summa-
rizing overall findings. The survey with narratives presented 
the wolf perceptions with balanced feelings in Beverin, with 
the same number of people with very positive and very nega-
tive experiences about the wolf including a neutral one. Not 
all farmers were negative about the wolf. The survey also 
showed that the topic is less predominant than in the media 
analysis. The majority (94%) of survey respondents did not 

Figure 3. The distribution of news media sentiment towards the wolf in Beverin; sentence n = 5594. The dashed vertical line indicates the 
sentiment score to be neutral (score = 0). The red vertical line indicates the average of the sentiment score, which lies slightly on the negative 
side with a score of −0.09.
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even raise the issue in their experiences about nature, while 
the news media analysis uncovered 25% of media articles in 
Beverin referring to the wolf. While the survey is anonymous 
and individual, giving respondents more freedom and ease to 
share their experiences, the news media analysis showed it as 
a collective discourse mechanism shaped by groups and insti-
tutions (see Supporting information, where we show which 
parties were involved in our data) (Hansen et al. 1998). In 
the focus groups, there was silence about the wolf return 
controversy unless a question was asked directly. However, 
once asked, certain issues were raised that did not surface in 
the other methods (e.g. the topic is ‘not allowed’). The go-
along interviews also brought up other interesting aspects not 
observed in the other methods (e.g. ‘wolf fatigue’ and ‘the 
existence of a ‘deadlock in the discussion’) from participants.

Triangulation step 5. Researcher comparison

We limited this section to the discussion of any disagree-
ments during sorting and convergence coding. Social value 
sorting diverged among the researcher and informal review-
ers. Main causes for this were limited context for certain 
quotations and quotation succinctness that limited value 
interpretation, the simultaneous presence of multiple values 
in one quotation, individual interpretations and application 
of social value definitions, the existence of varied worldviews 
(Jürgens et  al. 2023), and own values and perceptions. See 
Supporting information for any major disagreement we dis-
cussed and resolved.

Triangulation step 6. Feedback

We received feedback for the sorting, convergence table, 
social value and disvalue results, and discussion sections from 
a values’ scholar (Anna Deplazes). Any comment misinter-
pretation is the sole responsibility of the authors.

Discussion

During our research process, we suddenly encountered silence 
as a dominant part of our results, Therefore, we will focus the 

discussion on the two types of silence observed: silence in 
the social value of the wolf and silence brought about by the 
methods. Additionally, we discuss the amplification of wolf 
discourses and ‘wolf fatigue’ in Beverin. We close the discus-
sion section by discussing the triangulation protocol.

The meanings of silence in wolf perceptions and 
values

Since silence is a behavior with diverse causes, it is hard to 
interpret. Observing and studying silence requires interpret-
ing a symptom that looks the same but may indicate differ-
ent motives and mindsets (Dyne et al. 2003, Morrison and 
Milliken 2003). This study revealed major silence on the rela-
tional, intrinsic and instrumental values, and the relational 
disvalue of the wolf in Beverin. Most research in conserva-
tion science and sustainability remains in the positive value 
realm with few cases addressing disvalues of nature (Rolston 
1992, Lliso et al. 2022). Describing and understanding the 
occurrence of silence in social values remains understudied. 
How other disciplines treat silence may help us understand 
the silence regarding the wolf found in our data. Thus, we 
discuss potential explanations in the following sections.

Many disciplines discuss silence including psychology 
(Reik 1968), management (Morrison and Milliken 2000, 
2003, Kish-Gephart et al. 2009), political studies and nego-
tiation (Jeffres et al. 1999, Cortini 2001, Curhan et al. 2022), 
communication (Kielwasser and Wolf 1992, Acheson 2008), 
music (Beeman 2005), epistemology (Dénommé-Welch and 
Rowsell 2017), indigenous people studies (Styres 2008), envi-
ronmental philosophy and psychology (Nicholsen 2003), and 
environmental sciences (Carson 1962). In these disciplines, 
silence has been characterized as oppressive, disapproving, 
forgiving, ‘calm sympathy’, ‘intense hostility’, or meaningful 
(Reik 1968, p. 182). If discussed in relation to speech, both 
speech and silence are intertwined and perceived as opposites 
(Acheson 2008) even the opposite of speaking up (Morrison 
and Milliken 2003). Of the two, silence tends to be perceived 
negatively as speech absence (Acheson 2008). In western 
knowledge systems, with specific assumptions and cultural 
values, silence and speech have become a ‘dichotomy’ in 

Table 2. Summary of Step 2 – convergence coding of the triangulation protocol.

Contextual theme
Convergence code

Agreement Partial agreement Silence Disagreement

Relational value Mostly
Relational disvalue Mostly
Instrumental value Entirely
Instrumental disvalue Mostly
Intrinsic value Mostly
Intrinsic disvalue Mostly
Evolution of wolf discourses and perceptions Mostly
Prominence and frequency of discourses and 

perceptions
Mostly

Feelings about the wolf Mostly
Who perceives the wolf? Mostly
Policy and management Mostly
Total 2 2 5 2
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opposite corners or ‘two sides of a coin’ (Clair 1998, Acheson 
2008, p. 536). Silence in the social value of the wolf requires 
identification and discussion. We define silence as the lack of 
direct or indirect expression of a value or non-value (Table 3).

Even though we are simplifying ‘silence’ as a dichotomy 
between expression and non-expression, the matrix proposed 
below intends to help visualize and understand the different 
expressed values and ‘silence’ that could be present in any 
given context. We are uncovering a potential ‘silence’ in social 
values of the wolf, something the social value and wolf lit-
erature has not reported or discussed yet. To illustrate silence 
in the wolf value context, using the understanding of silence 
gained from different disciplines, we present a few cases and 
our interpretations.

The relational disvalue of the wolf was limited to two 
comments, one of which referred to preschool teachers being 
afraid to go outside with the children because of the wolf 
(B4). In this case, the interviewee described the disvalue of 
others, but not their (possible) own. The main motives for 
silence may include self-censorship; to avoid expression; to 
reduce cognitive dissonance discomfort (Festinger 1962, 
McKimmie 2017); to remain unexposed, in the sphere of the 
private; and to protect our loved ones (in the larger sense, 
including love of nature). Additionally, vulnerability could 
keep us silent; our vulnerability and that of what we love. 
Not mentioning what one loves will somehow keep them 
safe (Nicholsen 2003). Therefore, fear is a motive for silence 
(Bowen and Blackmon 2003, Creed 2003, Milliken and 
Morrison 2003). In general, fear associated with wolves is 
well known and tends higher before their arrival. However, 
fear tends to dissipate with experience (Zimmermann et al. 
2001, Røskaft et al. 2003). Fear can also be induced based on 
a strong relational value from farmers towards their livestock 
and farmlands (Chapman and Deplazes-Zemp 2023), which 
was also observed in a go-along interview (B8). In this con-
text, the wolf re-appearance threatens deep-rooted ways of 
life and attachment, and can cause stress (Zahl-Thanem et al. 
2020). Against this backdrop, the silence observed in the rela-
tional disvalue of the wolf may be difficult to interpret with-
out further studies. However, we could also hypothesize that 
in some cases, the silence may conceal fear of detachment, 
and verbalizing that fear could render the bearer of the fear 
somehow vulnerable.

Recognizing contextual limitations, we could observe 
existing perceptions and values in the wolf ’s broader range 
(e.g. other Swiss cantons, France, Italy, Germany, the USA, 
Canada) as an approximation to potential silence in Beverin. 
For example, we did not observe comments on the instru-
mental value or disvalue of the ecotourism potential of the 

wolf, which has been observed in other alpine regions in 
Europe (Bele et al. 2022). Similarly, we did not hear the dis-
cussion of non-lethal methods to control the wolf in Beverin 
(intrinsic value), as discussed in the context of other coun-
tries (Hayes et al. 2003, Shivik et al. 2003, Bruns et al. 2020, 
Macon 2020, Bogezi et al. 2021). A few Swiss regions have 
seen specific cases of non-lethal measures where lynx and 
wolves exist. In these regions volunteers have been trained 
to support livestock farmers to monitor flocks in alpine pas-
ture summering areas (Oppal 2023). However, in our study, 
participants did not put forward these types of human–wolf 
measures when asked about the wolf, or spontaneously.

It would be careless to equate non-value with silence, 
as it would be careless not to ‘hear’ the silence and try to 
understand it. For example, one could interpret participants 
not wanting to talk about the wolf in a semi-public heterog-
enous focus group discussion as a strong wish to maintain 
community cohesion. Furthermore, silence may be used as a 
way not to hurt someone else, or because in one’s perception 
their opinion is not valued and worthless to bring a solu-
tion (Dyne et al. 2003, Milliken and Morrison 2003). Silence 
could also lead to value creation or intimidation and value 
claiming (Curhan et  al. 2022). Overall, there is a need for 
further research on understanding silence in human–wolf 
interactions and nature’s values in general (e.g. to what extent 
does silence occur in the social value of the wolf? Could dis-
sonance be the reason for silence? Is silence the product of 
‘wolf fatigue’? Is silence the result of a non-value?). So, how 
could researchers identify values in silence? First, by acknowl-
edging that silence might contain a value as well. Second, by 
designing techniques to capture underlying values in silence. 
Researchers and practitioners can create settings that allow 
people or participants to feel comfortable speaking up about 
important issues or concerns (Piderit and Ashford 2003). A 
concrete example, like SpeakUp technology, is used to reduce 
intimidation felt by audience size and increase anonymity in 
the classroom (Holzer  et  al. 2013). Furthermore, ensuring 
that focus groups have a homogenous composition related to 
the issue being discussed is essential (Woźniak 2014, Roller 
and Lavrakas 2020).

As Manfredo  et  al. (2016) already concluded, there is a 
need to understand how values work: a system view of values, 
and existing value structures, are relevant for new conserva-
tion strategies. We propose to understand the universe of value 
perceptions, types, and their expression in such a systemic, 
dynamic view. Only once we know this universe of values and 
their expression, or silence, can we move towards transforma-
tive conservation strategies including different value systems, 
especially in the case of sensitive conservation issues.

Table 3. Matrix showing the possible combinations of value perceptions, value perspectives, and value expressions, and their research state 
in the literature we reviewed. (Note: we exclude the not-perceived values.)

Value perspective (contextual or 
specific values)

Value expression (positive, neutral, negative) Values not expressed 
(Silence)Explicit Implicit

Value perception Instrumental, relational, intrinsic Mostly researched Understudied Research gap
No-value Understudied Research gap
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Amplification of discourses and ‘wolf fatigue’ as 
potential silencing factor

The role of news media as a political battlefield or public 
space seemingly extends to the wolf topic. When comparing 
the prominence and frequency of wolf perceptions and dis-
courses coming from the news media analysis vis-à-vis the sur-
vey, we noted an amplification. Frequency of wolf discourses 
in the media was 19% higher compared to survey responses. 
Questions resulted from this seeming intensification. For 
example, could ‘pro-wolf ’ or ‘pro-rural’ organizations with 
specific tendencies on wolf topics be using the media to fur-
ther their cause? Are federal institutions trying to balance 
negative or positive discourses with neutral information?

The media and how it depicts a topic can influence indi-
viduals’ attitudes towards it (McCombs and Shaw 1972). In 
Germany, a recent study found fluctuating prominence and 
frequency on how the media covers the wolf discourse. The 
results pointed to the media leaning towards reporting the wolf 
in a factual, neutral manner, with two exceptions for conserva-
tive media companies. The researchers showed a contradiction 
in the observation of readers’ comments who perceived the 
media reports were biased in favor of the wolf (Zscheischler and 
Friedrich 2022). Also in Germany, previous research found that 
negative perceptions were linked to information coming from 
newspapers or TV, while positive attitudes towards wolves were 
linked to information from films, books, and other positively 
presented scientific data (Arbieu et al. 2019). In Spain, a study 
(Delibes-Mateos 2020) registered differences in regional media 
treatment of the wolf. In areas recently recolonized by the wolf, 
where regulations protect the wolf, and conflict between live-
stock farmers and wolf is rampant, media articles tended to 
focus on relational conflicts between the wolf and livestock/
livestock farmers. In areas of long-time wolf presence and 
where wolves are considered to be a ‘game species’, however, 
media articles were more diverse, also addressing conserva-
tion or hunting. In our case, the majority of sentences in news 
articles remained neutral. However, in contrast to the case in 
Germany, the way the Swiss media dealt with the wolf topic 
was slightly more inclined to negative feelings, and similar to 
recently wolf-colonized areas in Spain. In the USA, the media 
articles post-wolf reintroduction (1995) and post-delisting of 
wolves from the U.S. Endangered Species Act (2009) differed 
significantly. There, local journalists reported more on aspects 
related to human–wolf conflicts while articles reported by 
national outlets wrote more on wolf policy, biological status, 
and characteristics (Killion et al. 2018). However, because of 
their research objectives, all these studies omitted any discus-
sion concerning the prominence of wolf discourse in compari-
son with results on frequency of respondents obtained from 
other methods (e.g. surveys). By comparing the news media 
analysis with the survey, we are providing current evidence 
concerning the (prevalent) amplification of content and opin-
ions in wolf discourses in the region.

The media’s place in promoting wolf conservation and 
wolf–human relations has previously been identified (Delibes-
Mateos 2020). However, promoting wolf conservation values 

towards coexistence or away from it could produce unwanted 
effects. Morris et al. (2019) found that providing people with 
informational discourses, instead of providing no informa-
tion on environmental issues, reduced people’s inclination 
to act. Similarly, we observed ‘wolf fatigue’, something unre-
ported in human–wolf literature. Recent research on the 
media and ‘issue fatigue’ (Gurr et al. 2022) may explain ‘wolf 
fatigue’ in our context. Simply, Gurr  et  al. (2022) defines 
‘issue fatigue’ as the fatigue from ongoing political issues 
in the news. A negative reaction appears in users when the 
news media extensively covers an issue for several months or 
longer. Overexposing people to a topic affects them nega-
tively, both cognitively and emotionally. It is not that the 
importance of the issue for the media user decreases, but 
users develop specific ‘cognitions, emotions and behaviors 
regarding the issue’ (Gurr et al. 2022, p. 28), which in turn 
will put into place avoidance strategies when selecting news 
media. Overexposure would even negatively affect media out-
lets, as users would provide an overall negative evaluation of 
their news coverage and the media’s performance (Gurr et al. 
2022). Besides a possible feeling of being overwhelmed by 
the presence of the wolf topic, we observed that avoiding this 
loaded topic can be a strategy to foster amicable interactions 
and cohesion among community members. This becomes 
even more apparent when considering our study area com-
prising small-scale and closely knit alpine communities where 
collaboration is a necessity. We propose that future research 
should examine and confirm the existence and extent of ‘wolf 
fatigue’, and the links between ‘wolf fatigue’, silence, and 
community characteristics to better understand these inter-
actions. For example, potential research questions that could 
guide the study of ‘wolf fatigue’ may include: to what extent 
there is fatigue in the discussion of the wolf in the region? 
What are the main drivers of ‘wolf fatigue’? Could demo-
graphic characteristics of residents explain ‘wolf fatigue’? 
Quantitative and qualitative methods may be employed to 
answer these questions.

Methodological considerations

Silence produced by the methods
A challenge exists when relevant methods remain silent when 
trying to capture wolf perceptions and values. At least three 
of the four methods (survey, go-along interviews, and media 
analysis) captured the wolf discourse, values, or perceptions 
even when not directly researching the wolf. The focus group 
only captured the wolf when the researchers asked a direct 
question. However, people were uncomfortable speaking 
and sharing opinions about the wolf in a group to the point 
of avoiding it altogether. Even though it is a sensitive topic, 
we still expected to find perceptions even in the absence of 
direct questions. We did not expect that, through the use 
of the focus group method, we would not hear or get any 
discussions about the wolf. In this context the focus group 
method remained ‘silent’. In the case of the wolf, vulnerabil-
ity and fear of detachment may be the most probable causes 
of silence during the focus group discussion. If asked directly 
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about the wolf, some participants may interpret it as an intru-
sive political question, threatening social connections since 
answers might reveal political tendencies.

In general, conservation science is still hesitant to include 
sensitive issues in surveys (Nuno and St. John 2015) and 
other research tools. In contrast, psychology and the health 
sciences showcase a large body of research analyzing very 
sensitive topics (Warner 1965, Miller 1985, Le et al. 2023). 
Some of these techniques have been introduced to conserva-
tion science, such as randomized response techniques (RRTs) 
(Warner 1965, Le et al. 2023) and the nominative technique 
(Miller 1985). These techniques have been used to obtain 
responses to contentious and sensitive topics; for example, to 
understand the prevalence of poaching of a threatened spe-
cies (Ibbett et al. 2021) or consuming wildlife parts in a small 
community (Davis et al. 2022). Overall, to address sensitiv-
ity, scholars recommend first identifying how sensitive the 
topic is, which one could do through focus groups and key 
informant interviews, and then understand the prevalence, 
the rarity, or commonality of the topic. RRTs are especially 
adequate for larger samples, whereas smaller samples (200 or 
less) call for the use of mixed methods including qualitative 
approaches (Ibbett et al. 2021).

Group discussions and dynamics with participants from 
different backgrounds, values, and attitudes become key for 
problem solving (Maciejovsky and Budescu 2007). They help 
participants to become less oppositional when encounter-
ing arguments challenging their own (Mercier and Sperber 
2011, 2017), and are a conducive way to share evidence for 
decision making in conservation. Discussions among like-
minded participants foster group thinking, limiting the 
power of argumentation and reasoning seen in heterogeneous 
groups (Henriques 2020). Bringing stakeholders together for 
group discussions in a context of ‘wolf fatigue’ and silence 
will require creativity and potentially a change in the ways the 
wolf and the human–wolf interaction have been discussed 
in the region. In particular, there is a need for spending 
more time on trust building to create a ‘safe space’ to share 
opinions and perceptions. For this, methods like storytelling 
might help to include individuals and listen out for unheard 
voices (Shenk et  al. 2023). Thus, researchers need to tailor 
these and other methods to allow for addressing sensitive top-
ics and including diverse values.

Our experience with the triangulation protocol
In our example of the wolf, the use of individual methods 
would have revealed an amplification (news media analysis) 
or masking (focus groups) of the wolf discourses in our study 
region. Only once we considered all the results in light of the 
methods’ limitations and strengths, as well in the regional 
and broader context, were we able to obtain a clearer picture 
of social values influencing wolf perceptions and their expres-
sion or silence in Beverin.

Implementing the triangulation protocol was a learning 
process that required the collaboration of researchers in iden-
tifying and sorting social values, not only because of different 
worldviews, but also because sorting requires considerable 

understanding of the empirical and theoretical underpin-
nings and characteristics of social values/disvalues. Filling the 
convergence table required constant attention between what 
the convergence is about, but also the limitations and epis-
temology of each method. This becomes more evident when 
one includes quantitative and qualitative methods. Once we 
completed both tables (sorting and convergence), and agreed 
on the results, assurance prevailed for the follow-up steps. 
We cannot underestimate the informal feedback on the entire 
manuscript provided by an expert nature value reviewer.

This research contributes empirically and methodologi-
cally to advancement in the assessment of the social values 
and perceptions of nature with the systematic integration and 
triangulation of results emerging from different methods, and 
with the adaptation and application of a simple triangulation 
protocol used in the health sciences. We urge other research-
ers who use mixed methods to study the social values and per-
ceptions of nature to use such tools to render the integration 
of results systematically more robust and comprehensible.

Originally, we did not design and use the methods in the 
initial study to research about wolf perceptions and social 
value. Since our research questions originated from the analy-
sis under other research objectives, our study asked limited 
explicit questions directed towards wolf discourses to only one 
of the groups in the focus groups, and at the end of the formal 
segment of the workshop, and in two interviews. Omitting 
explicit wolf questions helped us analyze the power of each 
method to collect perceptions and values about what is impor-
tant to people without any preconception or guidance from 
the researchers. Therefore, the existence and frequency of wolf 
perceptions and opinions can already provide relevant infor-
mation. However, by not asking any explicit and direct ques-
tion about the wolf, we limited the depth of potential findings 
per method and overall. Furthermore, the fact that we had 
heterogeneous discussion groups might have made it less likely 
that participants would raise the topic. However, focus groups 
are ideal to expose exiting values and perceptions of the wolf 
in a group and in stakeholders, and provide baseline informa-
tion to further studies through other methods (Clark 1994).

Conclusions

The social values of wolves are mostly silent. Potential motives 
to remain silent could be due to fear or to support community 
cohesion. The conservation field requires additional studies 
to reveal the role of silence in expressing the social values of 
the wolf and of nature in general. Considering our research 
limitations, we also observed an adverseness of the wolf 
discussion developing in focus groups, even though group 
discussions are one of the main methods recommended to 
unveil the prominence and characteristics of sensitive topics. 
When people in the region are not discussing wolf opinions 
in a semi-public setting, this may hinder wolf management 
that respects diverse local values. In addition, if several indi-
viduals remain silent about the wolf, any group discussion 
may be steered by unilateral agendas with strong voices 
instead of a constellation of values. Therefore, we question 
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the efficacy of efforts that exclude these underlying elements 
bringing silence to values. To add to the general challenge and 
viable solutions, we identified the expected amplification of 
wolf discourses in the news media and its potential link to a 
nascent ‘wolf fatigue’ in the region, and the possible role they 
are playing in a ‘wolf silence’. We recommend studying these 
potential phenomena to be able to navigate silence in discus-
sions, (skewed) amplification of voices and discourses, and 
‘wolf fatigue’. The application of different methods supplied 
a wealth of information on the particular topic we set to ana-
lyze but not directly and originally planned to study. It was, 
therefore, critical to understand the issue from different per-
spectives. The use of these methods and a triangulation pro-
tocol to reveal the social values, perceptions, and discourses 
connected to the wolf proved more helpful to understand a 
sensitive topic that a method may be amplifying or mask-
ing (silencing). We show the importance of acknowledging 
silence in human–wildlife discussions, which should inform 
policy, management, and communication strategies. Our 
findings stress the importance of illuminating silence as a way 
to capture unheard or suppressed social values, which is vital 
to push for transformative change in nature conservation.
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