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A B S T R A C T

Despite the increasing importance of studies dealing with acceptance in the field of land use, few theoretical-
conceptual reflections and reviews have been published. To address this gap, this paper offers a critical and
systematic review of recent literature regarding acceptance and land use. Our aim is to synthesise the con-
tributions of these publications in order to advance scientific debate on this topic. The data set consists of 132
peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters and is dominated by empirical papers (mostly quantitative
studies) and European case studies. Renewable energy appears as the most important thematic issue, followed by
sustainable land use. In these studies, many researchers did not define acceptance or apply a theory. It seems to
be perceived as an everyday term with a clear meaning. However, this review reveals that there is no common
understanding of acceptance; instead, the given definitions and characteristics are sometimes even contra-
dictory. Acceptance is often considered a positive and desirable outcome of planning projects. Only a few authors
understand acceptance as a complex phenomenon. As a cross-sectoral research topic, it applies theories from
different disciplines and research fields (psychology, sociology, and innovation research), even though the use of
these theories within disciplines is not consistent. Most empirical studies address influencing factors with the aim
of explaining decisions about acceptance. However, the theoretical foundation underlying the selection of factors
is often weak. Therefore, we recommend that researchers engage in a thorough reflection of notions and con-
cepts, suitable and sound identification of influencing factors. In concluding with our own theoretical-conceptual
reflections, we support the idea that acceptance and acceptability should be distinguished to gain more clarity in
the use of terms. Thus, acceptability encompasses actor-based and dynamic decision processes. The decisions are
products of interactions among the actors, the object, and the context. They can be assigned to a particular
degree (from rejection to acceptance or engagement) and made at the attitude, action, or utilization level.
Finally, we believe that further research can benefit from this advanced concept of acceptability.

1. Introduction

When developing a successful planning, decision-making, and im-
plementation process, it seems essential to consider the acceptance of
innovations, measures, or projects (e.g., Stigka et al., 2014; Hitzeroth
and Megerle, 2013). Consequently, acceptance has recently become an
important issue in the research field of land use and sustainability
science. The increasing importance of this issue is reflected in the
growing number of publications concerning acceptance and land use in
recent years. These publications are mainly empirical case studies with
different foci covering a broad range of subjects (Schenk et al., 2007).
Each publication contributes its specific aspects and perspectives to the
application-related debate about acceptance. Only a few theoretical and
conceptual reflections and reviews of acceptance have been published.
Existing (bibliometric) reviews focus only on energy issues and do not

include other land use issues (e.g., Gaede and Rowlands, 2018; Rand
and Hoen, 2017; Fournis and Fortin, 2017, p. 5). Furthermore, the
terminological, ontological, and theoretical bases of studies are rarely
analysed. To fill this research gap, a comprehensive and broad review of
literature related to acceptance and land use is long overdue.

This paper offers a critical reflection on the current state of accep-
tance studies regarding land use changes that encompass a broad range
of topics. It aims to reflect and synthesise publications’ contributions to
the theoretical-conceptual understanding of acceptance and their rela-
tion of those contributions to each other in order to advance the debate
on acceptance. Therefore, we systematically reviewed scientific pub-
lications that address acceptance issues within the field of land use. We
analyse and discuss their research topics and intentions, epistemolo-
gical and ontological foundations and linkages (definitions, theories,
and concepts), applied methods, and the role of factors in acceptance
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studies. We conclude with our own theoretical-conceptual reflections
about acceptance.

In this review, we include the following questions:

• What are the main research topics and intentions?

• Is there a common understanding of acceptance? What definitions
are used in publications?

• How are other frequently used concepts (acceptability, perception,
attitudes, etc.) distinguished from the concept of acceptance in the
literature?

• In which disciplines are acceptance studies based? Which dis-
ciplinary theories have been used to explain acceptance?

• What role do factors play in explaining the acceptance phenomena?

2. Methods

2.1. Systematic literature review

We systematically reviewed the peer-reviewed scientific literature
that addresses acceptance issues within the field of land use. Systematic
literature reviews seek “comprehensively identify all relevant studies to
answer a particular question, and assesses the validity (or ‘soundness’) of
each study taking this into account when reaching conclusions” (Petticrew
and Roberts, 2006, p. 39). To deliver clear scientific communication
and produce valid results, literature reviews must be systematic, ex-
plicit, transparent, and reproducible in their methods (Fink, 1998;
Booth et al., 2012). Following these core principles, we designed and
documented the methodological procedures that were used for this
review, which we detail below.

2.2. Literature search and selection, framework for analysis

We performed an online literature search to identify publications on
acceptance in the context of land use. First, we used the major digital
bibliographic databases Web of Science (formerly ISI), Science Direct,
and Springer Link to search for scientific peer-reviewed publications
from 1995 to December 2017. We limited the literature search to
English-language publications. In an advanced search, we used the
following search terms in each database: “acceptance” AND “land use” /
“land management” / “sustainable land use.” We checked the relevance of
the articles by screening the titles, abstracts, and keywords. The pub-
lications identified as relevant were added to an Excel database. The
publications were analysed quantitatively in terms of absolute and re-
lative frequencies. They were also analysed qualitatively. The quanti-
tative analysis criteria included the article type, land use type, year of
publication, case study area, and frequencies of the use of definitions
and theories. Additionally, the content of used definitions, the con-
ceptual characterization of acceptance, the use of theories, and the role
of acceptance factors were qualitatively analysed to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of the theoretical-conceptual foundation of acceptance
studies. When the study began, the analysis criteria were determined to
provide an overview of the body of literature. After an initial analysis,
the criteria were revised and refined based on the information provided
in the articles.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Description of the data set

The data set consists of 132 publications, including articles in
journals and book chapters. The vast majority of them are empirical
papers with their own research data (102 papers,). The remaining
publications are empirical plus conceptual (9), theoretical plus con-
ceptual or viewpoint papers (short articles on opinions) (11), or the-
matic reviews regarding meta-studies (10). The results reveal that the
field of scientific acceptance publications is strongly dominated by

empirical studies with quantitative data generation and analysis. More
than half (68 papers,) of the empirical papers (111 when the empirical
plus conceptual papers are included) used quantitative methods, such
as surveys, experiments, and modelling. Only 19 empirical papers ()
used qualitative methods in terms of interviews and group discussions.
In all, 18 papers () applied a mix of qualitative and quantitative
methods, and 5 comparative case study analyses were carried out.

Analysing the geographical distribution of the case study areas re-
veals that most research was conducted in Europe (61 case studies,).
Asia (19 case studies,), North America (17 case studies,), and Australia
(13 case studies,) have roughly the same number of case studies. Little
research data was gathered from Africa (6 case studies) or Latin
America (3 case studies). The remaining studies were either inter-
continental (6 case studies) or not locatable (7 case studies). We did not
consider the geographic distribution of research institutions and au-
thors.

Fig. 1 shows that the thematic focus of these studies is clearly re-
lated to renewable energy issues, such as projects wind turbines,
bioenergy plantations, biofuel, biogas or geothermal power facilities,
waste to energy, and photovoltaics. The second most important issue is
sustainable land management, which includes research on landscape
and nature conservation measures, the maintenance of ecosystem ser-
vices (including biodiversity), agri-environmental schemes, soil and
water conservation measures, and dry-land farming. Each of the re-
maining thematic categories only covers a very small number of pub-
lications (Fig. 1).

The range of specific issues within these topic categories is broad,
but many of them can be subsumed under innovative technologies and
land use and management practices. Regarding research intentions and
priorities, the majority of publications aim to assess the degree of ac-
ceptance and to identify explanations for specific acceptance outcome
in terms of fostering and inhibiting factors. These publications also seek
to provide recommendations for increasing acceptance outcomes. In
addition to these research intentions, some papers deal specifically with
trade-offs between different land uses (e.g., Caporale and de Lucia,
2015) and affected actor groups (e.g., Tudor et al., 2015), acceptance
type classifications (e.g., Wüstenhagen et al., 2007), specific links be-
tween selected acceptance factors (Wolff and Herzog, 2014), and the
assessment of acceptance-enhancing measures (Anderson et al., 2012).
The result of screening research intentions is congruent with the high
number of empirical publications.

In the last 10 years, acceptance has received increasing attention, as
depicted in the graph of chronologically ordered publication dates
(Fig. 2). The vast majority of papers () have been published since 2010.

Fig. 1. Publications systemized according to thematic foci (n=132).
* Land use (general) includes intensively used arable land, agricultural land-
scapes, land consolidation, and rural landscapes.
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3.2. Definitions of acceptance and distinction from related terms

More than half of the analysed studies do not offer a definition of
acceptance. The observation of Wüstenhagen et al. (2007, p. 2684) that
“clear definitions are rarely given” in the “practical policy literature” is
still true for the analysed publications in this review. For the authors of
those studies, which include researchers, planners, and policy makers,
the term acceptance seems to be a practical, everyday term that is
commonly understood and does not require any explicit definition (e.g.,
Lucke, 1995; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). This review instead reveals
that there is no common understanding of acceptance (Wolsink, 2012)
but that there is a rather broad diversity of definitions with regard to
different dimensions (e.g., public, social), including different aspects
and characteristics of acceptance. When compared, the definitions are
often inconsistent with each other, and their formulation is sometimes
vague. These definitions of acceptance, which sometimes overlap or
even contradict each other, are summarized in Table 1 and discussed in
Section 3.3. The most cited definition in the reviewed publications is
that given by Wüstenhagen et al. (2007). This applies in particular to
papers on renewable energy issues (Raven et al., 2009; Huber et al.,
2012; Sovacool and Ratan, 2012; Chin et al., 2014; Hammami et al.,
2016; Höltinger et al., 2016), as well as other issues such as carbon
dioxide capture and storage (CCS) (van Os et al., 2014; Haug and
Stigson, 2016) and afforestation (Williams, 2014). The definition of
Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) contributes to the classification of different
types of acceptance rather than to the characterization of the phe-
nomena. These types, including socio-political acceptance, community
acceptance, and market acceptance, are further explained in Subsection
3.3.2.

In our opinion, presenting one generalized and integrative defini-
tion of acceptance is challenging. The intention and usage of a concept
depends on its thematic and disciplinary context. Acceptance as re-
search area has various disciplinary relations (see also Subsection 3.4).
However, we are convinced that defining the key terms and concepts is
generally necessary to make one’s own work comprehensible to others,
to provide guidance for the logical structure of the paper and to reflect
on one’s own understanding of a concept. Definitions are also an ele-
mentary component of theories (Turner, 1991) and therefore a prin-
ciple of good scientific practice, especially in an interdisciplinary or
transdisciplinary context.

Furthermore, defining acceptance helps to distinguish acceptance
from related terms and concepts. In this review, we identify and analyse
the most frequently used terms and concepts related to acceptance, such
as acceptability, legitimacy, attitudes, and perception.

The term acceptability is mentioned in only some publications (e.g.,
Easterling and Kunreuther et al., 1995; Fournis and Fortin, 2017;
Shindler et al., 2002; Williams, 2014). By focussing on renewable en-
ergy projects, Fournis and Fortin (2017, pp. 5) offer an elaborate and

comprehensive definition of acceptability and underscore the multi-
farious processes of interactions between technology and social actors
on different spatial scales. They distinguish between micro-social,
meso-political, and macro-economic levels. Similarly, Shindler et al.
(2002) define social acceptability as a process recognizing its socio-po-
litical dimension. Additionally, they highlight the existence of different
degrees of acceptability. In both publications, acceptability is contrasted
with social acceptance, and the latter is seen as a positive degree of
acceptability and a desirable outcome for planning projects. Heldt et al.
(2016) understand acceptability as a property of an object to be accepted
and acceptance as a result that is influenced by several factors. Dzidic
and Green (2012), Easterling and Kunreuther et al. (1995), Lee et al.
(2017), and Strazzera and Statzu (2017) use acceptance and acceptability
for similar meanings without providing a definition of either term.

The term legitimacy only appears in Gross (2007) and has the same
meaning as acceptance.

The term attitude is often used in the context of acceptance studies.
Several publications explain attitudes as one aspect of acceptance
without specifying this link in detail (Mann and Kögl, 2003; Gross,
2007; Mante and Gerowitt, 2007; Leitinger et al., 2010; Suškevičs and
Külvik, 2010; Williams, 2011, 2014; Emmann et al., 2013; Liu et al.,
2013; Stigka et al., 2014; van Os et al., 2014; Tohidyan Far and Rezaei-
Moghaddam, 2017). In two of the analysed publications, public ac-
ceptance has the same meaning as public attitudes (Hitzeroth and
Megerle, 2013; Enevoldsen and Sovacool, 2016). Accordingly, to
Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013, p. 577): “…’ acceptance’ refers to a range
of positive attitude parameters …” and is different than behaviour.
However, Wolsink (2010, p. 303) provides a clear distinction between
acceptance and attitudes: “Social acceptance is not simply a set of static
attitudes of individuals; instead, it refers more broadly to social re-
lationships and organizations, and it is dynamic as it is shaped in
learning processes.” A third category of studies claims to analyse atti-
tudes but offers no clear explanation of what attitudes are in contrast to
acceptance (e.g., Kamal et al., 2015; Ladenburg, 2008; Tapsuwan et al.,
2011; Veidemane and Nikodemus, 2015).

Similar issues surround the term perception, which many authors,
including Bewket (2007), Easterling and Kunreuther et al. (1995), Gross
(2007), Hall et al. (2013), Hemström et al. (2014), Leitinger et al.
(2010), Liu et al. (2013), Schenk et al. (2007), Tokushige et al. (2007),
Toma et al. (2014), Schrader (1995), Spartz et al. (2015), Specht et al.
(2016), Stringer et al. (2014), and Zhao et al. (2015), understand as a
specific element of acceptance. Perception seems to be a core, broadly
influential factor associated with acceptance that can be related to its
different aspects, such as the perception of benefits (e.g., Specht et al.,
2016), the perception of risks (e.g., Ren et al., 2016; Robinson et al.,
2012; Specht et al., 2016), and the perception of specific measures (Hall
et al., 2013; Toma et al., 2014). In particular, Bastian et al. (2017), Gilg
(2009), Kupidura et al. (2014), and Lokocz et al. (2011) conducted
studies of perceptions. These studies defined neither acceptance nor
perception. Some studies view perception as a synonym for acceptance
(Zoellner et al., 2008; Jones et al., 2012; Schroeder et al., 2013;
Eswarlal et al., 2014). While conducting an acceptance study, Zoellner
et al. (2008, pp. 4137) use a definition of perception but do not provide
a definition for acceptance or describe the relationship between ac-
ceptance and perception. According to Zoellner et al. (2008, p. 4137),
perception is an “active, subjective and transforming” process. This
definition presents characteristics that are similar to those of accep-
tance in the literature (cf. following paragraph).

To sum up, in the analysed literature, the distinction between ac-
ceptance and its related concepts is largely unclear, and the use of these
terms is often imprecise. Nonetheless, Fournis and Fortin (2017) make a
valuable theoretical contribution by distinguishing between acceptance
and acceptability.

Fig. 2. Accumulated publications on acceptance over time (n=132).
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3.3. Characteristics and structuring features

In this section, we summarize the variety of characteristics and
structuring features of acceptance in the analysed body of literature.
Acceptance is a very complex phenomenon that offers different inter-
pretations, as has already been made clear by the various distinguishing
features and components mentioned above.

3.3.1. Characteristics
In the following section, we illustrate and contrapose characteristics

of acceptance based on their definitions from the literature (Table 1).
Due to diverging understandings in the literature, these characteristics
are sometimes contradictory. In some cases, differing interpretations of
statements about characteristics are also possible.

Process-orientation vs passiveness: Raven et al. (2009), Sattler and
Nagel (2010), Shindler et al. (2002), Specht et al. (2016), Williams
(2011), and Wolsink (2010) attribute a dynamic and process-orientated
component to acceptance. In our interpretation, this means that ac-
ceptance can change in both directions (positive or negative) over time
as it is proactively influenced by subjects. In contrast to this position,

Table 1
Definitions of “acceptance” and “acceptability” used in the literature.

Author/Year Definitions

Anderson et al. (2012) “Acceptance implies passivity and as such does not necessarily reflect community approval or support.” (p. 687)
Bewket (2007) " … acceptance refers to the farmers’ evaluation of the introduced technologies in terms of their effectiveness in arresting soil erosion and their

potential to improve land productivity, while adoption refers to the farmers’ expression of commitment for a sustained utilization of the technologies
as part of the local agricultural system after the external assistance is withdrawn." (p. 409)

Chin et al. (2014) “… social acceptance can be defined as a parameter to indicate public support towards an innovative technology for a sustainable development
pathway” (pp. 31). (This is an amalgamation of several definitions).

Emmann et al. (2013) “Farmers' investments in biogas plants can be interpreted as the outcomes of their acceptance of a new technology (Heyder et al., 2012).” (pp.
373)

Engen et al., 2018, 2017 online first “Social acceptability is a loosely applied concept in the social sciences that describes the extent to which a group of people prefer a given situation
(Brunson, 1996)." (pp. 27)

Fournis and Fortin (2017) “… in order to distinguish social acceptance, seen as one of the possible results (. non-acceptance) of a complex process of social acceptability” (p.
5) “… we define acceptability as a process of collective assessment of a given project (understood as the specific embodiment of complex
interactions between technology and society within a given socio-technical project), integrating plurality of actors (stakeholders) and spatial scales
(from global to local) as well as involving the specific trajectory (past and future) of a political group or policy (community/society).” (pp. 5)

Heldt et al. (2016) “While acceptability is ‘an objective property’ (Lucke, 1995) of a technique that could be ‘determined in a verification procedure’ (Tschiedel,
1989), acceptance can be influenced by generating trust and sharing responsibilities in public participation processes.” (pp. 1052, 1053)

Hemström et al. (2014) “… degree to which the public accepts (favors or opposes) intensive forestry practices can be interpreted as adoption of the idea that intensive
forestry is used by a forest owner or society. This is a type of non-activist, environmentally significant behavior (Stern, 2000) which, whether the
public accepts intensive forestry or not, has implications policy and management.” (pp. 198)

Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013) “… the present work clearly distinguishes between “attitude” and “behaviour”. (pp. 576, 577)
“…’ acceptance’ refers to a range of positive attitude parameters adopted by subjects of acceptance (parties concerned by planning) as to an object
of acceptance (planning project).” (pp. 577)

Langer et al. (2016) “We focused in this study on the socio-political and community acceptance dimensions according to Wüstenhagen et al. (2007). These dimensions
refer to the general and local view of the public towards wind energy.” (pp. 251)

Raven et al. (2009) “… societal acceptance as a process of negotiating expectations; Societal acceptance is not just about the acceptance by the general public. In our
view it is important to distinguish between the acceptance by different social groups (Wüstenhagen et al., 2007) and acceptance on different
societal levels (Rohracher et al., 2004).” (pp. 565)

Sattler & Nagel (2010) “…acceptance is the result of an interrelated decision making process depending on the subject of acceptance (the farmer), the object of acceptance
(the conservation measures), and the surrounding context (the frame conditions).” (pp. 70)
“… acceptance of an innovation is the result of the interaction and mutual learning within a group of individuals or a community rather than the
outcome of an one-to-one interaction between a single adopter and an innovation...” (pp. 71)

Schumacher and Schultmann (2017) “… the present paper defines local acceptance as positive appraisal by direct residents (subject of acceptance) of a local biogas plant (object of
acceptance) in the trinational URR (context of acceptance), including both passive approval and active support.” (pp. 2395) (This is a conclusion
of the definitions by Lucke (1995) and Wüstenhagen et al. (2007).

Shindler et al. (2002) “By its nature, social acceptability is a process rather than an end product” (pp. 1) “recognizing that varying degrees of acceptability likely exist.”
(pp. 3)
In accordance with Brunson (1996) acceptability is "a condition that results from a judgmental process by which individuals (1) compare the
perceived reality with its known alternatives; and (2) decide whether the ‘real’ condition is superior, or sufficiently similar, to the most favorable
alternative condition … Thus, the term ‘social acceptability’ could be reserved for references to some aggregate form of public consent whereby
judgements are shared and articulated by an identifiable and politically relevant segment of the citizenry. As we discuss later, this distinction also is
important for assessing the merits of individual evaluations (the type most associated with personal interests) versus socio-political processes for
developing a broader shared agreement about what should occur for the larger community of interest.” (pp. 4)

Sonnberger and Ruddat (2017) "… acceptance can […] be characterized by a positive attitude of an acceptance subjecta specific acceptance object (Upham et al., 2015Upham
et al., 2015). When this positive attitude is paralleled by supportive actions, some scholars speak of support or behavioral acceptance, rather than
acceptance (Batel et al., 2013Batel et al., 2013; Upham et al., 2015).” (pp. 57).

D’Souza and Yiridoe, 2014 “Williams and Mills (1986) examined social acceptance in the context of a broad continuum, including the degree or strength of acceptance, and
consideration of various social groups.” (pp.263)

Specht et al. (2016) “Acceptance in this context describes the process or fact of something being perceived as adequate, valid, or suitable. (Oxford dictionary,
2015Oxford dictionary, 2015). The opposite of acceptance would be non-acceptance or rejection, whereby rejection linked to an action can lead to
active resistance or responses (Dethloff, 2004Dethloff, 2004; Wüste and Schmuck, 2013Wüste and Schmuck, 2013).” (pp 755.)

Western et al. (2017) “… social acceptability is a judgement people make about whether an action, attribute, or condition is rated as superior or relatively neutral when
compared with potential alternatives (Brunson and Shindler, 2004Brunson and Shindler, 2004)." (pp. 531)

Williams (2011) “Brunson (1993, p. 9) defines acceptance as : ‘a condition that results from a judgemental process by which individuals (a) compare the perceived
reality with its known alternatives, and (b) decide whether the ‘real’ condition is superior, or sufficiently similar, to the most favourable alternative
condition’.” (pp. 56)

Wolsink (2010) “Social acceptance is not simply a set of static attitudes of individuals; instead it refers more broadly to social relationships and organisations, and it
is dynamic as it is shaped in learning processes.” (pp. 303)

Wolsink (2012) “Following definitions from psychology on the social acceptance of individuals, social acceptance of a phenomenon like the implementation of wind
power is the degree to which people like or dislike the phenomenon. The concept includes all degrees, from full refusal to total adoption.” (pp. 1786)

Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) “We intend to contribute to the clarity of understanding by distinguishing three dimensions of social acceptance, namely socio-political acceptance,
community acceptance and market acceptance.” (pp. 2684) Explanations of these dimensions are given on pp. 12.
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Anderson et al. (2012) state that acceptance implies passiveness.
Intra-personal vs. intersubjective judgement processes: Bewket (2007),

Williams (2011), and Schumacher and Schultmann (2017) describe
acceptance as the outcome of an evaluation and judgement process. In
our interpretation, the authors focus with this statement on intra-per-
sonal (conscious or unconscious) processes, which are not necessarily
based on interactions with others. However, this process requires self-
active engagement with the issue of acceptance. According to Hitzeroth
and Megerle (2013), the evaluation and judgement process is limited to
attitudes or personal judgements and does not include the process of
acting. Thus, acceptance is not focused on behaviour, even though it is a
(pro)active opinion-forming process in terms of an intersubjective or
intra-personal engagement from a psychological and sociological point
of view (Lucke, 1995). Following Anderson et al. (2012), a third in-
terpretation is that the evaluation and judgement process is generally
passive as only acting or behaviour can be seen as activities. In contrast
to the intra-personal perspective, Raven et al. (2009), Sattler and Nagel
(2010), Shindler et al. (2002), and Wolsink (2010) emphasize interac-
tions and relationships between individuals, groups, and institutions.
Thus, acceptance is intersubjective and not an isolated and silent issue.
Communication and participation are important impact factors. The
decision process depends on interactions with others.

Excluding vs. including rejection: Chin et al. (2014) and Williams
(2014) consider acceptance to be the (public) support of an idea or a
technology. Thus, acceptance only has a positive connotation as it does
not have a negative side/“charge” in terms of rejection. Hitzeroth and
Megerle (2013), Schumacher and Schultmann (2017), Specht et al.
(2016), and Shindler et al. (2002) also share this opinion. In contrast,
Anderson et al. (2012) believe that acceptance does not automatically
equate to approval or support. The phenomenon also covers non-ac-
ceptance or rejection. D’Souza and Yiridoe, 2014 and Wolsink (2012)
advocate for a similar understanding.

Adoption vs. acceptance: According to Bewket (2007), acceptance is
not the same as adoption. Whereas acceptance refers to personal jud-
gements concerning farming technologies, adoption is an “… expres-
sion of commitment for sustained use of the technologies …” (Bewket,
2007, pp. 409). Other authors have an opposing understanding, stating
that acceptance “…. can be interpreted as adoption of the idea …”
(Hemström et al., 2014, pp. 198) or as “investment of technology”
(Emmann et al., 2013, pp. 373).

Finally, some authors understand acceptance only as a positive re-
sult or condition (Shindler et al., 2002; Hitzeroth and Megerle, 2013;
Chin et al., 2014; Specht et al., 2016; Fournis and Fortin, 2017;
Schumacher and Schultmann, 2017), whereas other authors believe it
to be a complex phenomenon that is compound, many-faceted, multi-
layered, and affected by various conditions (e.g., Wolsink, 2012;
Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). To achieve more clarity concerning these
two positions and to prevent misunderstandings, Fournis and Fortin
(2017) suggest the differentiation between acceptance and accept-
ability.

3.3.2. Intentions of structuring acceptance
Various approaches to conceptually structuring acceptance can be

found in the literature. These structuring elements are sometimes based
on the abovementioned characteristics.

Types: The analysed literature offers various types of acceptance,
e.g., public acceptance, social acceptance, local acceptance, community
acceptance, or acceptance of specific affected groups (e.g., landowners,
farmers, and tourists). The type of acceptance is mainly connected to
the subject of acceptance and possibly to spatial levels. Thus, each type
can be associated with certain subject groups (Wüstenhagen et al.,
2007; Wolsink, 2012; as well Lucke, 1995). A review of the body of
literature shows that a clear differentiation between the types of ac-
ceptance cannot be found in all cases. In some publications, different
terms (e.g., community, local, social, public) have the same meaning
and are used confusingly. Enevoldsen and Sovacool (2016) use the

terms public and community acceptance synonymously. Achillas et al.
(2011), Chin et al. (2014), Liu et al. (2013), and Stigka et al. (2014) use
social and public acceptance interchangeably. Petrova (2016), Williams
(2011, 2014), and Zoellner et al. (2008) apply the term public accep-
tance to refer to specific case study areas and not the public in general.
Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) and Wolsink (2012) clearly emphasize that
public acceptance, local acceptance, and social acceptance do not have
equivalent meanings and cannot be used interchangeably. In their de-
finition and conception of social acceptance, they articulate the fol-
lowing types of social acceptance: (1) social-political acceptance, (2)
community acceptance, and (3) market acceptance. Within this ty-
pology, the subjects of acceptance and the social group also play an
important role. (1) Social-political acceptance is the general acceptance
of broad topics (e.g., renewable energy or nature conservation laws)
without referring to a site-specific project. The social groups involved in
this type include the general public, key stakeholders, or policy makers.
(2) By community acceptance, Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) refer to a
specific (energy) project to be implemented in a defined location. In this
case, the local stakeholders and residents are the subjects of acceptance.
(3) Market acceptance refers to Rogers’ (2003) market adoption of in-
novations by customers “through a communication process between
individual adopters and their environment” (Wüstenhagen et al., 2007,
p. 2685). Embracing the possibility of categorizing a broad range of
acceptance phenomena into differentiable types, many other authors
have referred to and apply this classification (cf. 3.1; 3.4). Scherhaufer
et al. (2017, pp. 864) rejects the rigorous differentiation between socio-
political, market, and community acceptance by advocating for a more
integrative perspective that considers interdependencies between the
three types.

Dimensions: In her theoretical approach to acceptance, the German
sociologist Doris Lucke (1995) developed a relation triangle as an or-
ientation guide. It consists of three dimensions: (1) the acceptance
object, (2) the acceptance subject, and (3) the acceptance context. The
acceptance object is the thematic reference (1) of what should be ac-
cepted to a certain extent by a subject. This acceptance subject can be
an individual or a group (2) who constantly interacts with other actors.
Thus, the process of evaluations and decisions happens not only as a
reflection of the thematic issue but also with regard for personal beliefs,
norms, and values and in the interplay with positions of others (e.g.,
society and political actors). Lucke (1995) labels the object-related and
subject-related framing conditions (political, institutional, legal, his-
torical setting, etc.) as the acceptance context (3). By determining the
dimensions of the given acceptance phenomenon, the researcher can
structure the problem and gain more clarity regarding the boundaries of
the issue. Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013), Sattler and Nagel (2010), and
Schumacher and Schultmann (2017) refer to this relationship triangle,
although Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013) do not explicitly mention in
their definition the acceptance context as an important and double-
constituted reference point in the triangle. The importance of distin-
guishing between object, subject, and inter-subject dimension as ana-
lytical categories is stated in van Os et al. (2014). Referring to Roo and
Porter (2007), a publication about the role of actors in a fuzzy gov-
ernance environment, van Os et al. (2014) adopt this distinction pro-
cedure in their acceptance study. As mentioned in the previous para-
graph, Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) also emphasize the specific roles of
different subjects, objects, and contexts in their typology. Lucke goes
beyond a type assignment by explaining that acceptance decisions are
made in the interaction between different actors by considering the
conditions of the specific object and their framing conditions. Lucke
focuses on mutual negotiation and communication processes, value-
oriented decision making, active reflection on issues, and circum-
stances. Thus, the perspective of Lucke (1995) is a more sociological
(and social-psychological) perspective than that of Wüstenhagen et al.
(2007). Such social-psychological aspects concerning the relation be-
tween subjects, objects, and contexts can also be identified in the
concepts described by Fournis and Fortin (2017) and Wolsink (2012).
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Levels: Another division of the acceptance phenomena includes at
least two action levels: the level of attitudes and the level of acting
(Raven et al., 2009; Sattler and Nagel, 2010; Wolsink, 2010, 2012). At
the non-proactive level of attitudes, the subject offers an internal jud-
gement before acting. At the next level, the subject alters his judgement
into an action, and his behaviour is an expression of his attitudes.

Degrees: Different degrees of decisions about acceptance exist on a
quality axis with possible positions on the positive or negative side (cf.
Sauer et al., 2005). Ranging from negative grades to positive grades,
these degrees include non-acceptance (rejection), low acceptance, in-
difference, high acceptance, approval, proactive support, and active
ownership (Wolsink, 2012; D’Souza and Yiridoe, 2014). Hitzeroth and
Megerle (2013) involve the range of rejection, range of risk, and range
of acceptance in their model of the evolution of attitudes. This inclusion
provides the opportunity to analyse the factors underlying critical de-
grees, and this might be important for project success.

In summary, very few publications recognize the enormous com-
plexity of the structuring elements regarding acceptance or accept-
ability. The conceptual efforts made byWolsink (2010,2012) should be
mentioned as a noteworthy exception.

3.4. Disciplinary relations and theories

Acceptance is generally a cross-sectoral research topic in different
disciplines or areas of applied research with their own perspectives on
and understandings the issue (Lucke, 1995; Schenk et al., 2007).1With
regard for land use changes, acceptance is mostly an application-or-
iented or even an interdisciplinary issue. Therefore, the analysed stu-
dies contain different disciplinary relations. These disciplinary relations
are reflected in the use of theories and theoretical constructs to design
the research frameworks or/and to explain acceptance phenomena. The
application of the theory can vary in its extent, ranging from explicitly
theory-based by testing deducted hypotheses to less strict forms of
theory use (Davies et al., 2010). The disciplinary relations and the use
of specific theories are obviously strongly connected to the particular
research issue (especially the acceptance objects), the research interest
and intention, and the academic background of the researcher. In terms
of the analysed body of literature, the frameworks used for data gen-
eration and analysis are based either on single theories or a combina-
tion of several theories. Although research generally requires a sound
theoretical foundation (Udo-Akang, 2012), we found 32 empirical
studies that do not use any theory or concept for their empirical re-
search. At the same time, these publications failed to apply an inductive
methodology where theory building is the outcome of the empirical
analysis.

Schenk et al. (2007, p. 68) state that, “Until now there has been no
real theory of acceptance available.” We assume that a generally valid
and interdisciplinary theoretical explanatory model for a broad range of
acceptance phenomena and issues is difficult to establish if acceptance
cannot be assigned to a single discipline. This assumption has been
confirmed by the analysed publications. In our opinion, no “real theo-
ries”2have been offered until now, only contributions to a theoretical
understanding of acceptance phenomena in land use from different
disciplinary perspectives. The most important contribution found in the
body of literature is the typology of acceptance of renewable energy
suggested by Wüstenhagen et al. (2007). This typology is more of a
problem structuring model than a “real theory” of acceptance because it

is not capable of explaining or predicting how acceptance is constituted
or why individuals or groups accept or do not accept ideas, practices, or
innovations. Several publications on renewable energy also reference
Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) in explaining their research framework and
study design (Huber et al., 2012; Sovacool and Ratan, 2012; Chin et al.,
2014; Eswarlal et al., 2014; Ganzevles et al., 2015; Yuan et al., 2015;
Hammami et al., 2016; Höltinger et al., 2016). Even studies focussing
on others issues (but similarly structured) have adopted the typology of
Wüstenhagen et al. (Williams, 2011; van Os et al., 2014; Williams,
2014; Zhao et al., 2015; Haug and Stigson, 2016).

A popular and often cited but nonetheless controversial explanation
for non-acceptance or rejection of local projects (e.g., wind turbines,
power plants, waste management) is the so-called “Not In My Back
Yard” (NIMBY) syndrome. Originally suggested and described by Dear
(1992), NIMBY has long been used by project developers and policy
makers, though today, many researchers agree that it is more of “a
normative label” than a serious and scientifically sound explanation
(Devine-Wright, 2009; Wolsink, 2012, pp. 1797; Petrova, 2016;
Wolsink, 2006). Thus, within the scientific community, NIMBY’s ex-
planatory power has been widely discarded due to its limitations given
the negative attribution of human attitudes and its tendency to obscure
the actual reasons for rejecting land use changes (e.g., Enevoldsen and
Sovacool, 2016; Petrova, 2016; Wolsink, 2012; Wüstenhagen et al.,
2007).

Fournis and Fortin (2017) have developed a new and promising
concept that distinguishes the notions of acceptance and acceptability.
The authors enrich the recent theoretical-conceptual debate by ad-
vocating the conscious use of these terms and proposing three analy-
tical levels (micro-social, meso-political, and macro-economic). While
this concept was developed as a result of a literature review in the field
of wind energy projects, it has the potential to be applied in a broader
context.

The most extensive and comprehensive sociological contribution to
a theoretical understanding of acceptability comes from Lucke (1995).
Beyond the acceptance subject, object, and context dimensions already
mentioned in Section 3.3, Lucke addresses mutual process orientation,
the concept of values, acceptance action levels, sociological acceptance
types, etc. Very few aspects of Lucke’s reflections on acceptance are
considered in the analysed literature, and what does appear is only
presented by German-speaking researchers (Hitzeroth and Megerle,
2013; Schenk et al., 2007; Schumacher and Schultmann, 2017; Specht
et al., 2016).

Generally, if no established theory exists, applying theories of re-
lated subject areas is often appropriate (Schnell et al., 2013). This
practice can also be observed in the case of acceptance studies. Our
analysis reveals many uses of theories and theoretical constructs from
other disciplines, subject areas, and research fields. However, the terms
and concepts within these disciplines are not used consistently. Table 2
presents the disciplines and research fields with the embedded theories
that are used to design the framework for the empirical work in the
analysed acceptance studies.

A diverse array of psychological theories are used in acceptance
studies. Due to the essential role that psychological processes of human
thinking and acting play in acceptance decisions, psychology is un-
surprisingly the most prominent discipline when considering accep-
tance from a theoretical perspective. Personal values, attitudes, and
behaviour are psychologically constituted constructs and thus funda-
mental topics in psychology. None of the applied psychological theories
are dominant or used particularly often.

For numerous definitions (cf. Subsection 3.2), acceptance is there-
fore constituted in a social space and depends on social interactions
between people and social groups: so-called social acceptance. The
discipline that investigates social behaviour – sociology – thus has the
second most important role in acceptance research. In addition to the
aforementioned theoretical contribution of Lucke (1995), theories re-
garding essential communication requirements (Habermas, 1997), the

1 Beyond topics related to land use, acceptance studies are well known in (clinical)
psychology, food science, technology assessment, and product marketing.

2 Schnell et al. (2013) and Turner (1991) define a theory as a system of statements that
explains a part of reality. Despite an on-going discussion of what theories are and of what
they consist (Sovacool and Hess, 2017), Udo-Akang (2012) mentions the following gen-
erally established characteristics of theories: descriptive ability, explanatory power,
heuristic value, testability, integration, parsimony, clarity, comprehensiveness, and de-
limitation.
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symbolic value building of “things” through continuously occurring
interactions (Blumer, 1992 in Schenk et al., 2007), and social capital
“as a multi-dimensional concept” (Jones et al., 2012, pp. 56) have been
applied in the analysed literature.

A third source of important theories is innovation research. The
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989), the theory of dif-
fusion of innovation (Rogers, 2003), and organizational innovation
adoption (Frambach and Schillewaert, 2002) are models restricted to
explaining the acceptance behaviour of technical innovations or/and
specific products. In TAM, acceptance is synonymous with innovation
adoption by users. Rogers’ theory of acceptance includes one step in an
idealised innovation adoption process. The main acceptance factors in
both theory models are similar: relative advantage, compatibility,
complexity, traceability, observability (Rogers, 2003), perceived use-
fulness, and perceived ease of use (Davis, 1989). Although both theories
are highly appreciated by a large community of technical innovations
researchers, the acceptance of technical innovations in the field of land
use is rarely explained by these theories.

Considering the reviewed literature, landscape planning,3 sustain-
ability research, and agroeconomics are (sub)disciplines in which ac-
ceptance studies are frequently conducted but which have not created
their own theories. A possible exception to this is the unacceptance-

acceptance spectrum designed by Sauer et al. (2005; cited in Hitzeroth
and Megerle, 2013) for a landscape planning and nature conservation
study. This spectrum contributes to the definitional understanding of
acceptance. However, its contribution is mainly based on theoretical
considerations from environmental psychology and sociology.

The included publications reveal that theories of justice are an issue
of increasing importance with disciplinary bases in social psychology,
law, (political) philosophy, and ethics. Gross (2007) stated that general
justice principles, including fairness regarding distribution and out-
come and the fairness of processes and decision-making procedures,
exist across these disciplines. Thus, justice consists of distributional and
procedural justice as its two main pillars, and these two forms find
expression in individual perceptions. These principles of justice are
applied in the studies of Gross (2007), Walker et al. (2014),
Wüstenhagen et al. (2007), and Zoellner et al. (2008). With the in-
troduction of the concept of environmental justice, a link between
justice principles and environmental planning has been established.
Environmental justice stresses the importance of proactively including
justice principles in environmental planning processes and environ-
mental policies to enhance the acceptance of land use measures (Gross,
2007; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007).

In conclusion, the theoretical foundations of acceptance studies in
general still remain poor and in need of further development. To wit,
only one-third of the analysed literature uses a theoretical approach for
their studies.

Table 2
Theories and theoretical constructs in the literature.

(Sub)Disciplines /research areasa Embedded theories or theoretical constructs References

Acceptance of renewable energy Typology of acceptance (Wüstenhagen et al., 2007) Chin et al. (2014), Dermont et al. (2017), Ganzevles et al. (2015), Hammami
et al. (2016), Huber et al. (2012), Eswarlal et al. (2014), Langer et al. (2016),
Rand and Hoen (2017), van Os et al. (2014), Williams (2011, 2014), Sovacool
and Ratan (2012), Sonnberger and Ruddat (2017), Schumacher and Schultmann
(2017), Yuan et al. (2015); Zhao et al. (2015)

From social acceptance to acceptability (Fournis and
Fortin, 2017)

Fournis and Fortin (2017)

(Environmental) Psychology and
Behavioural Studies

Theory of valuing environmental and natural
resources (Haab and McConnell, 2003)

Caporale and de Lucia (2015)

Cognitive and behavioural theories (without
bibliographical reference)

Walter (2014)

Theory of reasoned action (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980) Stigka et al. (2014), Emmann et al. (2013)
Theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) Stigka et al. (2014), Price and Leviston (2014), Wolsink (2012)
Value-Belief-Norms (Stern, 2000) Price and Leviston (2014)
Attitude of confidence (Adrian et al., 2005) Tohidyan Far and Rezaei-Moghaddam (2017)
Environmental-psychological approaches (based on
various sources)

Zoellner et al., 2008

Theory of psychological reactance (Brehm, 1966) Schenk et al. (2007)
Attitudes in social psychology (Rajecki, 1990) Mann and Kögl (2003)

Sociology “Acceptance theory” (Lucke, 1995) Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013), Schumacher and Schultmann (2017), Specht et al.
(2016), Schenk et al. (2007), indirectly: Sattler and Nagel (2010), Suškevičs and
Külvik (2010)

Theory of communicative behaviour (Habermas,
1997)

Schenk et al. (2007)

Theory of symbolic interactions (Mead, 1968;
Blumer, 1992)

Schenk et al. (2007)

Social capital (Putnam, 2000; van Oorschot et al.,
2006)

Jones et al. (2012)

Framing theory (Goffmann, 1974) Spartz et al. (2015)

Ethics “frame of reference” concept (human-nature and
human-animal relationships, Te Velde et al., 2002)

Boogaard et al. (2011)

Innovation research Technology Acceptance Model - TAM (Davis, 1989) Emmann et al. (2013), Sharifzadeh et al. (2017), Tohidyan Far and Rezaei-
Moghaddam (2017)

Diffusion of innovation (Rogers, 2003) Sattler and Nagel (2010), Hemström et al. (2014)
Organizational innovation adoption (Frambach and
Schillewaert, 2002)

Emmann et al. (2013)

a Generally, academic disciplines have the following common elements: a particular object of research; a homogenous communication context; an accepted
knowledge corpus; a set of research methods, concepts, and theories; and, to a certain extent, a manifestation at scientific institutions (e.g. Krishnan, 2009). Thus,
acceptance and innovation research are more research areas than definable disciplines.

3 In its origins, landscape planning is the planning instrument of nature conservation.
In the course of its scientification, landscape planning has also become a planning dis-
cipline.
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3.5. The role of factors influencing acceptance

The majority of the investigated studies mention the importance of
factors influencing acceptance. These factors can be described as the
specific conditions and driving forces that positively or negatively im-
pact the degree or quality of acceptance in each case. Therefore, these
factors are essential for studies that aim to analyse reasons for accep-
tance and go beyond describing the degrees (from low to high accep-
tance). Only by identifying the influencing factors is it possible to im-
prove acceptance and successfully manage projects.

In the analysed publications, the use and handling of factors differ
depending on the applied research method (quantitative or qualitative)
and the researchers’ individual theoretical comprehension of accep-
tance and/or acceptability. In this sense, Sovacool and Hess (2017, pp.
740) acknowledge that “… different theories accommodate (and may
incentivize) different methods”. In several studies, the sources of factors
for empirical work are neither clearly nor explicitly described in the
research methodology (Schrader, 1995; Janikowski et al., 2000; Luz,
2000; Mante and Gerowitt, 2007; Tumuhairwe et al., 2007; Ladenburg,
2008; Leitinger et al., 2010; Qiu et al., 2014; Ruggiero et al., 2014;
Kendal et al., 2015; Ren et al., 2016). In these cases, identifying the
researcher’s perception of relevant factors is difficult, and the theore-
tical basis appears to be weak. Another factor selection strategy is the
adoption and adaptation of factors used by other published case studies
as a basis for their research design in order to quantitatively measure
the evidence and specific manifestation of those factors (e.g., Bewket,
2007; Que et al., 2015; Robinson et al., 2012; Veidemane and
Nikodemus, 2015; Williams, 2014; Yuan et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2015).
Examples of applying of theory-based factors include the studies of
Achillas et al. (2011), Boogaard et al. (2011), Chin et al. (2014),
Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013), Jones et al. (2012), Liu et al. (2013),
Musall and Kuik (2011), Sattler and Nagel (2010), and Spartz et al.
(2015). In this category, the extent to which theory guides the research
differs, ranging from a rigorous adoption of predefined factors (e.g.,
Sattler and Nagel, 2010) to a more open interpretation and application
of theories or theoretical constructs (e.g., Hitzeroth and Megerle, 2013;
Musall and Kuik, 2011) and a partially theory-based factor use in which
theory-based factors are just one part of the factor set (Jones et al.,
2012). The studies conducted by Emmann et al. (2013), Hemström
et al. (2014), Suškevičs and Külvik (2010), and Thøgersen and Noblet
(2012) use a mix of theory-based factors as well as factors from other
empirical studies. All of the studies in the abovementioned categories
(excluding some studies with unclear factor selection sources) have the
common characteristic in that they select the acceptance factors before
quantitatively gathering empirical data.

Another smaller category of studies neither determined nor fixed
factors before gathering empirical data. These include studies by Gross
(2007), Hall et al. (2013), Hammami et al. (2016), Schenk et al. (2007),
Schröter et al. (2015), and Sovacool and Ratan (2012). In these cases,
factors were not the starting point, but instead the outcome of a theory-
based data analysis. The theories served as analytical frameworks and
explanation models to varying degrees. Factors were later discussed and
compared with findings from other studies. From our point of view, the
openness related to factors provides the advantage of a direct relation to
a specific case. Additionally, compared to previously fixed factors, all
aspects mentioned by interviewees during data collection can be con-
sidered in the analysis phase. These strong, qualitatively oriented re-
search methods are suitable for explorative studies in which not all
factors are already known.

Generally, the factors vary between cases. Thus, a simple adoption
of factors to other cases bears the risk of disconnecting the empirical
work from theory and excluding important acceptance factors. The
question that arises is whether common/universal and transferable
factors exist. Schenk et al. (2007) state that regardless of the acceptance
object, there are some similar factors, but no evidence exists for the
most important ones, “especially in the context of nature and landscape

conservation measures” (Schenk et al., 2007, pp. 67). Indeed, after
analysing the body of literature, some similar factors are apparent. For
example, trust, participation, knowledge, prior experiences, and eco-
nomic and visual aspects are frequently cited as influencing factors.
However, researchers´ opinions and scientific evidence regarding the
most important factors strongly depend on the theoretical foundations
of each study.4 Furthermore, factors in form-driving forces are rarely
clearly defined entities across the range of studies and are per se not on
the same level. More general or unspecific factors often encompass a
bundle of specific factors (economical aspects, justice, communication,
perceived (dis)advantages, general attitude, etc.). Due to their lack of
specificity, these general factors are often used. However, factors can
also be of a specific character describing a narrow issue, a particular
situation, or specific circumstances (e.g., production costs, job creation,
perceived procedural justice, prior experiences, or attitudes towards
technology or towards the innovation initiator). In conclusion, creating
a complete list of all factors and determining which are most crucial
seems to require a disproportionate amount of effort and is likely to be
less useful.

4. Conclusion

In this literature review, we sought to synthesise publications’
contributions to the acceptance phenomena in order to advance the
theoretical-conceptual debate on this topic. Therefore, we discussed its
epistemological foundations and linkages and analytically revealed its
weaknesses. In summary, the lack of definitions and theories of ac-
ceptance and acceptability as well as an insufficient theoretical foun-
dation regarding the selection of explanatory factors are widespread
among studies. Many consider acceptance only as a positive outcome
that should be achieved when planning projects (e.g., Specht et al.,
2016). Few publications acknowledge the complexity of these issues
and the need for a theoretical-conceptual foundation (e.g., Fournis and
Fortin, 2017).

4.1. Recommendations for further research

1) Authors of scientific publications should always clarify their un-
derstanding of acceptance or acceptability to make their work more
comprehensible to others, to provide guidance for the logical
structure of the paper and to reflect on their own concepts. In this
sense, it is also important to distinguish acceptance from related
notions and concepts (e.g., acceptability, perception, attitudes, etc.)
or to include them in a meaningful way.

2) From a theoretical point of view, it is worth incorporating a broad
range of degrees, including non-acceptance and rejection, into
analyses. This has been recommended not only in the literature we
reviewed about land use issues, but also by Kahma and Matschoss
(2017) and Sovacool et al. (2017). It should be taken into account
that degrees of negative acceptance can reveal important findings
for the implementation of projects and the diffusion of innovations.
The timely exposure of active resistance allows the consideration of
alternative solutions in early stages of the process (Sovacool et al.,
2017). According to Kahma and Matschoss (2017), it is improper to
conclude that non-acceptance can be explained by opposite influ-
encing factors other than acceptance. Both outcomes are based on
different factors and explanations worthy of analysis (Kahma and
Matschoss, 2017). Hitzeroth and Megerle (2013) suggest paying
special attention to critical degrees and acceptance risks such as
doubt or conditional acceptance. Knowledge about these degrees is

4 The rational choice approaches or contingent valuation (e.g., willingness-to-pay
studies) mainly focus on individual behaviour decisions based on individual perceived
(economic) benefits. In these approaches, economic factors have an outsized importance.
Approaches that are strongly influenced by cultural and social norms centre more on
norms and value-related factors.
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crucial for successful project implementation because it enables
reaction to and management of potential threats.

3) As a methodological recommendation, we advocate a sound analysis
of factors. Qualitative analyses in terms of explorative or in-depth
studies are suitable for cases when factors are previously unknown.
The use of factors from other sources (e.g., established literature) is
only advisable if comparable cases exist. Such is the case for widely
analysed and discussed topics, e.g., wind turbines. Hence, factors
from other studies could be used to conduct own surveys, but only if
the framing conditions and settings are similar.

4) Dealing with land-based issues, especially when policy makers are
involved, requires careful reflection upon and spatial framing of
acceptability studies. This means considering not only assigning the
issue to a spatial level (local, regional, national, etc.) but also em-
bedding the findings into a broader spatial implementation context
(e.g., in regional planning and landscape development).

4.2. Redefining acceptance and acceptability

Based on the analysed literature, we conclude with our own re-
flections in order to advance the scientific understanding of the con-
ceptualization of acceptance. To prevent misunderstandings related to
the use of terms (as outlined above) and to thereby achieve more
clarity, we advocate differentiating between acceptance and accept-
ability, as suggested by Fournis and Fortin (2017). This enables the
recognition of acceptability as complex scientific concept and the si-
multaneous recognition of acceptance as positive outcome of a judge-
ment processes and everyday term. To conclude for this review, this
differentiation means that most analysed studies deal with acceptability
rather than with acceptance.5 According to our understanding, ac-
ceptability encompasses: (a) actor-based and dynamic decision pro-
cesses that are supported by value-based arguments and formed in in-
trapersonal and intersubjective judgement processes. These decisions,
so-called acceptability decisions, are (b) the products of the interactions
among the acceptability actor, the specific acceptability object, other
actors, and the context. Furthermore, the (c) acceptability decisions can
be assigned to a particular degree (from opposition and rejection to
high acceptance and engagement) and can be made on a certain level,
including (d) attitude, action, or utilization. At the non-proactive level
of attitudes, the subject offers an internal judgement before acting. At
the next level, the subject alters his judgement into an action that is the
expression of his attitudes. The utilization level refers to assessing the
long-term use of an innovation. This definition of acceptability is based
on theoretical reflexions from Fournis and Fortin (2017), Lucke (1995),
and Wolsink (2012, 2010). Applying this understanding of acceptability
offers the possibility of decoding and structuring very different (re-
garding issues and spatial scales) cases while considering the main
characteristics and elements of acceptability. Furthermore, it supports
an open, case-oriented, and explorative analysis in which not all drivers
and influencing factors are already known. In summary, we believe that
land use and social research can benefit from this advanced under-
standing of acceptability.
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