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Abstract: Traditional forest-management practices are currently being scrutinised. Forest certification
may verify sustainable development practices in primary forest production. However, certification
of privately owned forest lands cannot be taken for granted, as it is associated with the demands
and challenges of forest management. Despite these challenges, some private owners of forest
lands chose to certify their operations. The aim of this study is to explain these motives for certi-
fication. A qualitative approach, based on thematic interviews with selected forest owners, offers
a context-bound and contemporary understanding. The implications of this research are seen in
market development for certified forest resources and policy adaptations to support voluntary
certification schemes.

Keywords: forest certification; means end; small private forest owners; standard; sustainable
development

1. Introduction

The increased focus on sustainable development points to the need to develop cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR). For the forest industry, corporate responsibility means
managing resources with environmental, economic and social value dimensions in mind
in a circular bioeconomy [1,2]. Managing forestry resources is a shared responsibility for
different kinds of forest owners, privately owned industrial or family, and state-owned
forest land. In Sweden, a large portion of forest land is owned by small private forest own-
ers, referred to as family forest owners or non-industrial forest owners. A forestry smallholder
in Sweden is defined as owning a maximum of 1000 hectares forest land according to the
Swedish Forest Agency [3]. All these forest owner constellations face increased expectations
of responsible resource management.

CSR in forestry management manifests in several ways, for example several of the
United Nations sustainable development goals (SDGs) can be applied to forests and
forestry [4]. However, the certification of forestry management is the most common
way to structure the management of a continuous CSR improvement process [5]. It also
serves as the grounds for communicating these efforts. A number of Swedish forest own-
ers are involved in one of the two forest certification schemes for smallholders through
either the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and/or the Program for the Endorsement of
Forest Certification (PEFC) [6,7]. They have thereby committed to sustainable development
through their certification, and they are responsible to meet certain forest management
requirements. Small private forest owners are often included in group certification through
their membership in forest owners’ associations. The group certification offers advantages
in the certification procedures in shared learning and lowered costs. However, group certifi-
cation does not always require strong intrinsic motives to be certified [8]. As a consequence,
sustainable development is often considered to be less prioritised by this category of forest
owners [9]. Given the proportion of privately owned forest land and the fact that these
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forests may provide services for many stakeholders above and beyond that of providing
timber for the forest owner, this forest owner group is very important for the development
of sustainable forest-management procedures.

Sustainability worldviews can influence forest management activities [10]. This is the
case for community-based forest value alignment that has been proven to be an important
factor for forest certification [11]. It points to the fact that small private forest owners may
enrol in certification programs due to the fact that they already manage their forest in line
with certification requirements [12]. However, environmentally focused policies can have
an impact on forest-management behaviour, but they do not alter inherent values and
objectives [13].

CSR motives for certification are complex, and the consequences of certification are
uncertain [5]. While the expected economic and social benefits are strong motivational
factors to adopt to certification programs for protecting biodiversity, intrinsic motives can
reduce the importance of financial motives [14]. Forest certification may lead to decreased
harvesting due to the environmental and social restrictions associated with the certification.
However, forest certification can also lead to increased harvesting [15]. Forest owners with
multiple objectives have been found to be less involved in forest certification due to lower
financial incentives [16].

If forest-management certification is seen from a neoliberal perspective [17], it is a
market-driven mechanism that considers the environmental, social and economic dimen-
sions of value creation that raise the awareness of sustainable forest management [18].
Compliance with certification requirements is seen as a voluntary commitment that goes
beyond legal requirements. Voluntary forest conservation is expected to increase among
small private forest owners [19]. Policy pressures and market demands therefore lead to
small private forest owners experiencing an increased pressure from society to consider
sustainable development in their management practices [20].

Scientific studies of the adoption of standards are bound to changes in contexts.
These changes in contexts are seen in developments in institutional conditions, as well
as in changes in ownership demographics [21]. They point to the need to update our
understandings of motives for forestry sustainability certifications. Most studies of forestry
certifications are of quantitative nature. Previous qualitative studies focused on in-depth
and context-based knowledge of forest owners and certifications have been used to study
drivers and barriers for smallholder certification [22], forest owners’ interest and perception
prior certification [23], and the role of intermediary organisation [24]. These studies have
contributed to the identification of a research gap that relates to the demographics of
current small forestry owners and their motives to certify their forestry operations. This
study focuses on certified small private forest owners’ motives and experiences of being
certified. The project contributes to a contemporary understanding of motives for corporate
responsibility, which, in this case, is a certification that contributes to national goals of
sustainable development [25]. By gaining an in-depth understanding of the role of forest
certification in small-scale forest management and how it affects forest owners, this can
further guide actors developing policies to support forest owners’ involvement in and
contribution to sustainable development. The aim of this study is to explain forest owners’
motives and the objectives for forest certification as part of sustainable development. It
focuses on how the experience of certification is aligned with their goals and objectives for
forest ownership. Research questions of particular interest relates to motives and perceived
influential factors are:

- What are the motives and objectives for forest certification?
- How do forest owners experience the influence of certification on their forest manage-

ment strategy?

This paper starts with an introduction to forest certification and environmental respon-
sibility. In chapter two, the materials and method used for data collection are described.
Chapter three presents the findings of this study followed by the discussion and conclusions
in chapters four and five.



Forests 2022, 13, 790 3 of 20

Forest Certification and Contribution to Environmental Responsibility

The concept of forest certification was developed through a multi-stakeholder dialogue
that was initiated in the early 1990s. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs), local forestry
industry actors and global processing and retail companies were concerned about the lack
of legal requirements and global coordination in forestry [26]. Forest certification was
seen as a solution, a market driven voluntary tool that goes beyond legal requirements.
From a forest owner’s perspective, the purpose of certification was assumed to be to gain a
competitive advantage in line with market development based on customers preferring
more sustainable practices [27]. In Sweden, there are two dominating forest certification
schemes FSC, founded by NGOs and global companies, as well as PEFC established by
forest owners’ associations in Europe [15].

Looking at forestry certification in Sweden with a historic perspective, Swedish forest
companies with timber processing were early adopters of forest certification, which paved
the way for one of the first national standards [13]. However, the adoption of certification
programs among primary producers and forestry owners did not follow the same quick
adoption of certification schemes. It was not until the forest owners’ association started to
offer certification to their members, around the year 2000, that the forestry certification was
established as a procedure among small private forest owners [15,28]. The format for the
certification was that of group certification, managed by forest companies or certification
organisations. This meant that the motives for certification for the forest owners were
altered; peer pressure, benchmarking and group practices may have lowered the threshold
for certification [24].

In previous studies of forest management, the personal characteristics of the owners
were assumed to influence their forest management and conservation practices. Variables
and characteristics that have shown to have explanatory value for management practices
are related to property size [29,30], financial dependence of income from forest manage-
ment [31] and gender—female forest owners value environmental and social aspects of
forest management higher than male forest owners [32]. Male forest owners, on the other
hand, are more prone to engage actively in forest management, such as forest certification
activities [30,33]. These variables may be interdependent, and they also vary over time, as
ownership changes and institutional conditions change.

Interest in forest management planning can influence forest owners towards steward-
ship or certification programs [29]. Developing a forest-management plan is an important
factor that indicates active forest owners [34]. On the other hand, forest certification can
also encourage forest owners to become more active when they obtain a forest management
plan through the certification process, thereby decreasing conservation values [15]. Active
forest owners are more responsive to information regarding voluntary conservation. There-
fore, the challenges relate to reaching passive forest owners [35]. Creamer et al. conclude
that forest owners who focus on values other than income from production are less aware
of forest certification, and further studies are needed to estimate how the forest owner’s
specific context impacts their understanding of certification [16]. Today, forest certification
is well-established in the Swedish forest context, and forest owners with multiple objectives
are just as likely to be aware about forest certification. Forest owners that don’t experience
the financial benefits of forest certification can still be interested in certification due to value
alignment [24]. Contributing to environmental responsibility through certification is an
important motive [11,36].

Knowledge about forestry can influence forest management strategy [31]. Many small
private forest owners are assumed not to have the knowledge required to make an informed
decision about forest certification. The knowledge exchange between forest owners and
actors involved in the certification process is necessary for understanding the costs and
benefits associated with forest certification [23]. The forest owners’ association and other
intermediary organisations are therefore important actors for enrolling and reaching out
to forest owners [24,31]. Personal advice and information from government or forestry
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professionals have also proven to be an effective way to promote more sustainable forest
practices and policy [13].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Means–End Chain Theory

In order to understand small private forest owners’ motives to adapt their forest
management to a standard, it is assumed that they are aware of why they made the decision
to become certified and also what the outcome of this decision has brought. A theory that
helps us understand motives and objectives is the “Means–end chain theory”; the laddering
technique is commonly the way to collect data when this theory is used [37].

Means–end theory is often applied to understand consumers’ sustainable choices [38,39]
and has also been used to study the adoption of sustainable agricultural practices [40,41].
People often makes decisions based on how well objects or activities (means) fulfil their
inherent values (ends) [42]. Means–end chain theory is useful to understand how the
attributes of used products or services are linked to perceived consequences and realised
personal values [43]. Relationships are presented in a hierarchical value map [44]. The
relationship among attributes, consequences and values can also be considered to be
symmetrical instead of asymmetrical; therefore, van Rekom and Wierenga [45] recommend
presenting the results as networks.

Reynolds and Olson (2001) suggest a subdivision of attributes into concrete and
abstract, consequences into functional and psychological, and values into instrumental and
terminal [43]. This study regards consequences as perceived benefits and disadvantages as
well as emotions, and values as objectives or goals of the certification.

In this study, means–end theory helps explain motives for forest owners to become cer-
tified. The perceived attributes and consequences serve as indicators of forest owners’ value
fulfilment. The theory helps researchers to further understand why forest owners decide
on forest certification. In this paper, forest certification is an activity with certain attributes
that results in consequences which in turn can satisfy forest owners’ personal values.

2.2. Laddering Interviews

Laddering interviews is an approach to utilise the means–end theory and gain an
in-depth understanding [37]. The interviews are conducted with the intent to understand
how attributes lead to the fulfilment of inherent values [43]. Laddering techniques differ
from soft to hard laddering [46], where soft laddering is flexible and encourages the natu-
ral flow of the respondent through open-ended question, similar to in-depth interviews.
Hard laddering, on the other hand, is a structured form of questions that impel respon-
dents to construct ladders with more abstraction through, for example, self-administrated
questionnaires. This project uses soft laddering, since it is recommended for a sample of
approximately 20 respondents [47]. Empirical saturation can be achieved at an earlier stage,
and smaller samples have been applied successfully in exploratory studies [48,49], which
further supports the use of soft laddering in our project.

Attributes that are revealed are followed with probes about consequences and, later,
how personal values are achieved by the presented consequences [44]. The interview
therefore focuses on asking questions such as “How does this affect you?” and “Why is
this important to you?”. Thereby, the interviewer aims at an increased abstraction level in
answers and understanding the reasons behind a decision [50].

2.3. Data Collection

The interviews started with an introduction to the study explaining the purpose,
method (means–end and laddering) and why the participant had been contacted and
asked to participate. This was followed by background questions about forest ownership,
such as questions about the size of forest property, if forestry is the main occupation,
possible co-ownership and membership in forest owners’ association. The participants
were also asked to elaborate on their forest ownership objectives. Then, questions related to
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certification focusing on laddering were asked. Examples of questions to find attributes and
consequences are: “Do you remember your experience of the certification process?”, “How
come you choose to join this group certificate?” and “Do you believe there is a difference
between a certified forest owner and a non-certified forest owner?”. Probes later used in
relation to answers included: “What does this means for you?”, “How does this affect
you?” and “Why is this important for you?”. The main elicitation technique used was free
elicitation [46]. When respondents found it difficult to answer any questions, strategies for
further probing, such as situational context: how they act in specific management situations
considering the certification; third person: how other forest owner might view a specific
problem; and absence of certification, would lead to other decisions; ‘how would you have
acted if you weren’t certified?’, was used [44].

Interviews (14) were carried out over the course of three months, December
2021–February 2022, with certified forest owners (Table 1). During the interview pro-
cess, it became clear that that the participants were a relatively homogenous group, and
information-rich interviews that led to empirical saturation could be achieved [48].

Table 1. Interviews carried out with certified forest owners.

Interview No. Date Data Collection Gender Certification

A 6 December 2021 Telephone Male PEFC
B 22 December 2021 Face to Face Male and female PEFC
C 7 January 2022 Face to Face Male PEFC
D 21 January 2022 Telephone Male and female PEFC
E 24 January 2022 Video call Female PEFC
F 27 January 2022 Telephone Male FSC & PEFC
G 31 January 2022 Video call Male FSC & PEFC
H 1 February 2022 Video call Male FSC & PEFC
I 3 February 2022 Video call Male FSC & PEFC
J 3 February 2022 Video call Female FSC & PEFC
K 8 February 2022 Video call Female FSC & PEFC
L 9 February 2022 Telephone Female FSC & PEFC
M 10 February 2022 Telephone Female FSC & PEFC
N 14 February 2022 Video call Female FSC & PEFC

Each interview lasted between 40–70 min and was conducted face to face, over the
telephone or as video calls depending on the participant’s request. The sampling was
based on a procedure to find variation among participants in relation to factors such as
property size, gender and whether the owners are living on the estate and list forestry
as a main income. This can also be described as a sampling for maximum variation that
aims at finding participants that reflects different perspectives based on the investigated
criteria [51]. Sampling occurred through contacting possible participants from contact
lists received from forest owners’ associations (Norra Skog and Södra) and permission to
advertise in Facebook groups for forest owners (Spillkråkan and Skogens Mångbruk) for
the purpose of reaching different categories of forest owners. An introduction email was
first sent out informing potential participants about the study and asking for participation
in the study. The participants that agreed were asked to sign a consent form informing
them about their rights in this study. Permission to record and transcribe the interview was
requested, and confidentiality was assured during the data collection, analysis and writing.

2.4. Data Analysis

The recorded interviews were transcribed and imported to NVivo for thematic analysis.
The most common way to produce codes of laddering interviews is through content
analysis [44]. Due to this study’s explorative and qualitative approach, thematic analysis
was deemed appropriate to analyse this context-based data [52]. The different themes
found were considered to include the same meaning and were coded to specific elements.
These elements were related to the means–end chain by deciding if they were an attribute,
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consequence or value. The coding process was completed in an iterative manner, where
the text was first coded as an element, and then text passages were read through several
times for consistency [44]. Codes with similar content and meanings on the same level were
merged for a descriptive but manageable number of elements. The taped and transcribed
interviews made it possible to understand answers’ and ladders’ context dependency [46].
The context therefore determines an element assignment as an attribute, consequence or
value and is based on the inherent meaning of answers by participants [44].

NVivo was used to find the frequency of the codes related to each respondent, using
the tool for Matrix Coding Query. Ladders could then be found for each respondent going
through the transcribed interviews using NVivo coding tools for queries and coding stripes.
Found ladders were given a value for a direct (1) or an indirect (0,1) relationship in the
implication matrix for each respondent. The individual ladders were aggregated in a
summarised implication matrix, displaying ladder relationships for all respondents. The
ladders demonstrate if a relationship is found between the elements among the whole
population of participants. Ladders and relationships that are traced in the interview
can occur several times for one participant; this depends on the length of the interview
and the use of particular wordings. For that reason, a concept is only counted once in
the implication matrix of this project to avoid distortion in the hierarchical value map as
suggested by Reynolds and Gutman [44]. Based on the summarised implication matrix (for
different groups), hierarchical value maps were constructed. Reynolds and Gutman [44]
recommend trying several different cut-off levels to find the most informative and stable
value map. A cut-off level of two was chosen, excluding any relationship that was not
mentioned by at least two participants. The aim with the chosen cut-off level was to find
a descriptive but not to complex value map [53]. Hierarchical value maps for groups of
respondents that were considered to be relatively homogenous were constructed [46].

Grunert and Grunert [54] write that laddering either aims at capturing the motives
of the participants (motivational view) or at capturing the cognitive structure behind a
decision (cognitive structure view) [54]. The cognitive structure view includes presenting
different abstraction levels. Therefore, different measures for ensured validity are necessary
during data collection and analysing and presenting the results; in Table 2, the measures
taken in this study are presented based on Grunert and Grunert [54].

Table 2. Criteria for validity in laddering data collection and analysis.

Criteria for Validity Adapted by Grunert and Grunert [54] Procedure for Ensuring Validity in this Study

The collected data are a result of the participants cognitive
structures and processes and not the researchers.

Open-ended question started the interview that was flexible and
followed the participant’s lead based on an exploratory

approach.

The data collection should only use processes that are familiar
and well-known by the participants.

All participants in this study had gone through the certification
process and had experience of being a certified forest owner.

Coding should preferably be based on established cognitive
structures from previous research and study participants.

The coding is based on themes found in the literature review
divided into attributes, consequences and values.

The algorithm for aggregation should be based on relevant
theories.

NVivo was used for analysing, finding ladders and describing
the data.

Since the aim of this study is to explain motives and objectives, it utilises a combination
of the motivational and the cognitive structure view. However, because the result aimed
at presenting hierarchal value maps, following the procedure for cognitive structure was
deemed as most appropriate. Thematic coding and NVivo were used for analysing the data
with the main purpose of maintaining the qualitative aspects of the study when aggregating
and presenting the data.
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3. Results
3.1. Elements

The interviewed forest owners were either PEFC or FSC and PEFC certified, two were
not members in forest owners’ associations and 12 were members. Six women, six men and
two couples participated. Six forest owners had forestry as a primary occupation and eight
had other occupations. The group of forest owners participating owned larger forest areas
and included more female forest owners than to the general population of Swedish forest
owners according to statistics from the Swedish Forest Agency (Table 3) [3].

Table 3. Description of participants in this study compared to Swedish forest owners’ statistics [3].

Study Participants Swedish Forest Owners

Female and male forest owners’
distribution 43% men, 43% women and 14% couples 60% men and 38 % women

Mean age (years) 59 61

Mean forest areal size (hectares) 233 34

Forest owners living close, respectively,
within a distance to their forests

64% living close to their forest, and 36%
living in distance to forest

68% living close to their forest, and 26%
living in distance to forest

The interviewed participants identified a variety of important aspects in relation to
forest certification. In total, 29 elements were found, consisting of seven attributes, fourteen
consequences and eight values or goals. Goals and objectives that forest certification was
considered to contribute to were classified as values, since they required a higher level of
abstraction of the participants and could, in some cases, be interpretated as being linked to
values that the participant in some cases found it difficult to express.

The number of participants mentioning an element or the frequency of a specific
element in the data set indicates the importance of the elements [39]. The frequency among
the responses shows that the attributes (element 1–8) mentioned by most participants were
rules and regulations (14), with a total frequency of 29 times; voluntary set-asides (13),
found 21 times; and price premium (11), a theme that was talked about 22 times (Table 4).

Table 4. Frequency of attributes mentioned in interviews with participants.

Element Number Attribute Number of Participants
Mentioning the Attribute

Frequency of Attribute
among Participants

1 Voluntary set-asides 13 21
2 Forest management plan 7 10
3 Continuous forest cover management 5 8
4 Ecolabel and traceability 7 8
5 Price Premium 11 22
6 Rules and regulations 14 29
7 Auditing 2 2

Consequences (element 8–21) mentioned by all participants were: market demand
and competitiveness and environmental considerations, with frequencies of 27 and 29,
respectively. The most frequently mentioned consequence was credibility and legitimacy,
mentioned 30 times by 13 of the interviewees (Table 5).

Values or objectives (element 22–29) that are important for the participants were
knowledgeable and accomplished forest owner, mentioned by 11 participants 28 times,
and the pride of being a good forest owner, mentioned by 10 participants 21 times. Eight
participants talked about environmental interest as important, resulted in a frequency of
32 times (Table 6).
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Table 5. Frequency of consequences mentioned in interviews by participants.

Element Number Consequence
Number of Participants

Mentioning the
Consequence

Frequency of Consequence
among Participants

8 Financial benefits 12 26
9 Difficult to comply with rules and regulations 6 16

10 Knowledge about forestry certification 8 16
11 Acknowledgment of doing the right thing 6 7
12 Easy to comply with rules and regulation 11 20
13 Market demands and competitiveness 14 27
14 Environmentally consideration 14 29
15 Decreased autonomy 5 11
16 Increased financial cost 5 16
17 Autonomy 4 5
18 Forest management tool 8 13
19 Social consideration 8 12
20 Solidarity with forest owners’ association 9 16
21 Credibility and legitimacy 13 30

Table 6. Frequency of values mentioned in interviews with participants.

Element Number Value Number of Participants
Mentioning the Value

Frequency of Value among
Participants

22 Pride of being a good forest owner 10 21
23 Environmental interested and motives 8 32
24 Emotionally connected to forest 3 8
25 Knowledgeable and accomplished forest owner 11 28
26 Long term perspective 8 20
27 Increased self esteem 2 2
28 Forest ownership as a lifestyle 3 5
29 Financial reasons to own forest 2 3

3.2. Hierarchial Value Map

The implication matrix summarises individual ladders that occurred among partic-
ipants for the purpose of finding relationships between the elements (Appendix A). A
hierarchical value map was created to identify the direct and indirect relationships illus-
trated in the implication matrix (Appendix B). Attributes, consequences and values or
objectives are represented by different forms in the map. The legends related to the thick-
nesses of the arrows representing the strength of the relationships; weak connections were
mentioned by two to four participants, medium connections by four to six participants
and strong connections by more than six participants are explained in Figure 1 to support
Figures 2–5.
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The hierarchical value maps (Figures 2–5) that were generated aimed at capturing
important demographic aspects of contemporary small forestry owners and, thereby, their
reasons to join a certification scheme. The literature review revealed that important aspects
related to certification were gender [32,33] and whether forestry was a primary occupation,
as well as property size [29,31]. Hierarchical value maps were therefore created for these
groups: women and men, respectively, forestry as a primary income and other occupation
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(Sections 3.2.1–3.2.4). The two interviewed couples were for simplicity reason excluded
from the hierarchal value maps for men and women.

3.2.1. Certified Female Forest Owners

For the group of women participating (N = 6) in this study, price premiums led to
financial benefits and were seen as an acknowledgement of doing the right thing as a forest
owner (Figure 2).

Being certified was something you did as a member of a forest owners’ association due
to market demand and competitiveness. Forest certification was also viewed to increased
credibility and legitimacy for forest owner as a group:

“The symbolic value of demonstrating environmental consideration while also producing
timber.” (Participant M)

The female respondents did not view the forest management plan as a strict tool that they
had to follow, instead some of them had other planned activities for increased environmen-
tal or social consideration. Certification was therefore seen as a forest management tool to
achieve fulfilment of environmental interest and motives. This was a goal and value also
linked to a long-term perspective and pride of being a good forest owner.

“To have guidelines for managing the forest closer to nature . . . . It feels good to know
that there are some areas that I care about that are protected. So, it helps to, a motivation,
for conserving areas that are special to me.” (Participant N)

“But with certification then they (the entrepreneurs) must be certified as well and then
you don’t have to discuss those aspects like not driving across streams or if a deciduous
tree should be left. So, I believe it is a support in forest management.” (Participant L)

Being a knowledgeable and accomplished forest owner was related to environmental and
social considerations and knowledge about forestry and certification. This, in turn, could be
achieved by understanding of the certification rules and regulations. Female participants
found it somewhat easy to comply with the rules and regulation of forest certification.
However, some participants described how it decreased autonomy and restricted some of
their plans for sustainability activities:

“It is not only about following the management plan according to environmental consid-
eration then you also have to consider timber production activities and that is not always
easy if you have other ideas.” (Participant J)

Interviewed female certified forest owners express environmental interest as part of their
understanding of what it means to be a good forest owner.

3.2.2. Certified Male Forest Owners

For the group of men (N = 6) participating, set-asides were viewed to result in envi-
ronmental and social consideration but also increased costs (Figure 3).

Men participating in this study differed in their views on how easy or difficult it was
to follow certification rules and regulations. Men that perceived the rules as complicated
and difficult questioned if the end result contributed to environmental consideration and
increased biodiversity:

“The latest changes mean a decrease in timber production without any environmental
benefits.” (Participant F)

Some men participating experienced increased forest and certification knowledge that led
to the goal of being an accomplished forest owner:

“As a certified forest owner, I have an increased understanding of the certification stan-
dard and its benefits . . . . I appreciate the associations business model that focus on
certification.” (Participant C)

Credibility and legitimacy were viewed as an important market aspect and dependent
on forest owners taking environmental consideration and being certified and able to sell
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certified timber. For men, price premiums result in financial benefits directly and indirectly
through market demand and competitiveness, and being certified is a result of market
demands and showing solidarity for the forest owners’ association:

“It is for the whole forest sectors sake and in the association, we own the industry so then
it is beneficial that our organisation and products has a good label.” (Participant F)

Moreover, the importance of having a long-term perspective as a forest owner resulted in
the pride of being a good forest owner and forest ownership as part of a lifestyle:

“I believe it is a quality-stamp that can let you rise above the rest . . . . For self-esteem!
But it doesn’t work without carrots, meaning money. I am not so naïve I believe that you
can live on feelings, but it makes you feel good.” (Participant G)

Male participants saw the importance of a forest-management plan as a tool for forest
management and part of the pride of being a good forest owner as being related to being
the steward of a well-managed forest. The pride of being a good forest owner also comes
from taking environmental and social consideration and having a long-term perspective.
These elements are important aspects when forest ownership is seen as part of a lifestyle
and identity.

3.2.3. Certified Forest Owners with Forestry as a Primary Occupation and Income

Hierarchical value maps were created for forestry owners where forestry was their
primary occupation and an important source of income (N = 6) and those forest owners
that that had other occupations and incomes (N = 8). Forest owners with forestry as their
main occupation owned forest property between 110–600 hectares with a mean value of
354 hectares, five of them also combined forestry with agricultural practices.

Although certification rules and regulations were considered relatively easy to follow
by this group, they were also considered to lead to decreased autonomy (Figure 4).

Set-asides imply increased financial costs, since areas are not available for timber
production. The strongest link was between the price premiums and financial benefits and
could be considered to somewhat make up for a loss of timber production. Price premiums
received for forest certification were seen as an acknowledgement of doing the right thing:

“That these aspects of forest ownership are now valued!” (Participants B)

It is important to be a knowledgeable and accomplished forest owner. Environmental inter-
est and motives are important and achieved through forestry and certification knowledge
and environmental consideration. Increased forestry certification and knowledge thereby
links knowledgeable and accomplished forest owners to finding environmental interest
and motives as important.

Forest certification can contribute to credibility and legitimacy through environmental
consideration, label and traceability, and market demand and competitiveness. Being
certified is also a part of being a member in a forest owners’ association and showing
solidarity with the association:

“It is part of the development in society, that you need to have paper traceability of what
you do and how it has been done.” (Participants D)

Solidarity with forest owners’ associations is related to a having a long-term perspective;
this is important when forest ownership is seen as a lifestyle and results in the pride of
being a good forest owner.

3.2.4. Certified Forest Owners with Other Occupation and Income

Forest owners with other occupations and incomes owned forest property of sizes
between 25–237 hectares, with a mean value of 143 hectares, thereby having smaller
properties to those that had forestry as a primary occupation. Five of the forest owners in
this group did not live in close proximity to their forest holdings (Figure 5).
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Forest management planning through certification was, for this group, an important
forest management tool that was utilised to achieve their objectives for environmental
interest and motives:

“It became clearer and easier to point out any (environmental and social) consideration.”
(Participant K)

A central concept for this group also related to the value of a long-term perspective and a
result of environmental considerations through set-asides:

“I must think about that the forest I own is the natural environment for animals and
plants and if I do a clear-cut how will this affects them . . . . So, there is not only financial
aspects of forest ownership, especially for a small forest owner.” (Participant E)

Set-asides also tend to be associated with social consideration and increased financial
costs through the loss of timber production. However, this group found it relatively
easy to comply with rules and regulations in many cases, since their forest management
and practices were already aligned with many of the standard rules, confirmed by the
certification process, related to the pride of being a good forest owner:

“I might have done these set-asides anyway, so it is a bonus to receive a price premium
. . . . It was just a feeling that I had, that it was the right thing to do.” (Participant H)

Rules and regulations also provide the forest owners with increased forestry and cer-
tification knowledge as part of the goal of being a knowledgeable and accomplished
forest owner.

Figure 5 shows how certification is a tool for the acknowledgement of being a responsi-
ble forest owner and important for credibility and legitimacy in the forest sector. Moreover,
the current market demands involve forest owners to show solidarity with forest owners’
associations in market development.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to explain the motives and reasons for forest certification
by further understanding forest owners’ objectives to forest certification and how they
experience the effect on their forest management strategy. Means–end theory and laddering
interviews were helpful for gaining in-depth context-based knowledge about forest owners’
views regarding forest certification. The interview showed that the participating certified
forest owners aspire to be educated and responsible forest owners and certification can
help with the fulfilment of several goals and objectives related to that aspect of being a
good forest owner. Forest certification is, therefore, seen as means to increase knowledge
about sustainable forest practices and to verify sustainability commitments, which support
findings by Paluš et al. [55].

The means–end theory and laddering method meant going from a qualitative approach
with in-depth interviews to a quantitative presentation of the findings with the aim to
create a visual for a presentable overview of the data analysis. This also means that
the significance of some of the qualitative aspects, such as nuances and context, were
diminished. To reduce the loss of qualitative characteristics, a qualitative analytic tool was
used, and complementary quotes were presented in the findings.

The use of different channels for sampling was completed with the aim to find partici-
pants with different motives to enrol in forest certification. As it turned out, the majority of
participants were members of forest owners’ associations and had often been encouraged
to become certified through their membership. However, the difference in the sampling
procedure when contacting forest owners directly from a contact list and advertising in
forest owners’ networks was that the forest owners themselves took initiative for the inter-
view provided in the study, with participants from groups with different interest in and
willingness to talk about forest certification. This also contributed to the aim of finding
participants with different perspectives.
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The participants owned considerably larger forest areas than the mean Swedish forest
area size, which can be explained partly by the fact that forest owners with smaller holdings
might not always see the benefits of forest certification and a forest management plan.

Intermediary organisations are important for the enrolment in forest certification
programs, as they build social capital and provide services and certification support at
low costs. These organisations also act as spokespersons for forest owners in standard-
setting programs reported by Boakye-Danquah and Reed [24]. This is can also be said to be
true for forest owners’ associations in this study. Forest owners here expressed solidarity
toward the forest owners’ associations as an answer to market demand and maintained
legitimacy and credibility. The role of forest owners’ associations to support organisation
for forest owners has been very clear historically for generations of forest owners that live
off the incomes from their forests. However, as more forest owners have income from other
sources and may not live near the forest they own, it becomes more difficult for forest
owners’ associations to reach these forest owners [56]. The combination of joining a group
certificate through a forest owners’ association and thereby creating the sense of belonging
and togetherness was attractive to forest owners. Forest certification can confirm that a
person, as a forest owner, is a good caretaker and steward of their forest. This can fulfil goals
and values that provide a sense of belonging and increased self-esteem and that that person
as a forest owner belongs to a group with shared responsibility for a nature-based resource.

Previous research by Umaerus et al. [32] has shown differences between how women
and men perceive environmental and social values; women are more prone to incorporating
multiple objectives in their forest management. In this study, environmental interest and
motives are shown as more central for women. Men participating in this study had
environmental interest and output-oriented motives with their forest certification. In terms
of finding relationships, women had a clearer cognitive path to how forest certification
could fulfil environmental goals and values. Both groups of participating female and male
forest owners connected financial benefits with receiving a price premium for being certified
and therefore might have financial reasons for being certified, which supports findings by
Lidestav and Berg Lejon [34]. This study also points to the fact that the interviewed women
did not see any connection between set-asides and expectations of increased financial
cost. Their intrinsic motive might therefore lead to more positive views towards forest
certification requirements. Contrary to previous studies by Polome and Rabotyagov and
Lin [14,57], this study shows that receiving a price premium was associated with ‘doing the
right thing’. That means that the intrinsic motives do not necessary reduce the importance
of the financial benefits from the certification of male or female forest owners.

The sense of being a good forest owner and taking pride in that was important for
many interviewed forest owners. However, what responsibility involves and the view
of what being a ‘good forest owner’ is differs among forest owners [17]. This is also the
case for the interviewed forest owners in this study. For female forest owners, being a
good forest owner is related to satisfying environmental interests and motives and having
a long-term perspective on forest ownership. Forest certification can function as a forest
management tool that helps with the fulfilment of environmental interests. For men, a
good forest owner is the result of considering environmental and social aspects, having a
long-term perspective and a well-managed forest achieved through a forest management
plan and not directly related to forest certification. Forest certification might not necessarily
lead to increased forest harvesting among female respondents’ based on the fact that they
had other expectations regarding their forest management than following the required
forest management plan. On the other hand, forest certification can confirm the status of
being an active and knowledgeable male forest owner, as suggested by Lidestav and Berg
Lejon [33].

For forest owners that had forestry as their primary occupation, taking pride in
being a capable forest owner was important; this understanding comes from a long-term
perspective, inheriting and passing the forest on to future generations aspects that increases
likelihood for viewing forest certification as important [30]. Thus, it can be important to
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be involved in a forest owners’ association, sharing a common view on what it means
to be a forest owner today. For this group, a forest-management plan as a tool for forest
management was not mentioned as important and is therefore missing in the hierarchical
value map. This indicates that the objective of this group is being self-sufficient and
knowledgeable forest owners as part of having forest ownership as a lifestyle.

For the group with other occupations and incomes, a good forest owner takes pride in
managing the forest in a way that makes it easy to comply with the rules and regulations of
the certification standard. Here, forest certification is an acknowledgement of doing the
right thing and points to value alignment by committing to sustainable development [11].
However, easy compliance with rules and regulations can also be a result that this group
of forest owners feels that they buy as service of forest certification provided by timber
procurers and certification organisations.

There is a delicate balance between being part of a voluntary organisation, a forest
owner organisation, and being told what to do, as in the case of a certification procedure.
Forest certification may decrease the autonomy of the forest owner, which is necessary for
validating consideration measures taken, thereby positioning small forest ownership in
society [58]. This is where a forest owners’ association may play an important role, as a
team coach where experiences are shared, and support is offered.

5. Conclusions

This paper resulted in findings that showed the cognitive structure of certified forest
owners through laddering aiming at finding attributes, consequences and values. In many
cases, values are represented by their motivations as goals and objectives, due to the fact
that intrinsic values were in some cases difficult to encourage the participant to elaborate
on. Objectives of forest certification are connected to objectives with the choice of forest
management strategy and therefore well suited to the aim of the study.

Being a certified forest owner is a formal acknowledgment of sustainable development
and a demonstration of the motives of being a responsible forest owner. Key contributions
from the empirical findings in this study relate to further understandings of the motives
for certification:

• Taking pride in being a forest owner is important to forest owners, and this study
shows that forest certification can be a part of that. Being proud of how the forest
is managed means different things to different forest owners. For the interviewed
women, the motives were associated with an internal understanding of doing envi-
ronmental good. The interviewed men, on the other hand, were motivated by the
external confirmation of being professional in environmental management. As forest
owner group characteristics shift towards more heterogeneity, they raise the need to
understand the different kinds of needs and support measures for taking pride in
forest management.

• Different groups of forest owners have different motives for and experiences of forest
certification. If forest certification is regarded as a service offered to forest owners,
there might be the need to differentiate between that offering and the type of service
that needs to be included. For interviewed forest owners that have the forest as a
primary income, the notion of a certification can be more of an infringement on their
management choices. For forest owners that are less dependent on the forest for their
livelihood, certification rules may serve as sustainable forestry management guidance.

• Independent of motives for forest certification price premiums is, today, in many cases,
an expected benefit of becoming certified. This price premium is also an acknowledge-
ment of and recognition for ‘doing the right thing’.

The implications of this study relate to the greater understanding of what forest owners
want to achieve when becoming certified and what they need in that process. Many forest
owners want to be knowledgeable and responsible forest owners; therefore, they need to
have enough information about certification to be able make the right decisions. During
the interviews, it was also clear that they wished for a better understanding of how they
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contribute to sustainable development. It is hard to see the connection between the effects
in society at a national level and the actions taken at a local level. In short, the importance
is attributed to the outcomes of certification. These needs point to the importance for
organisations involved in forest certification to be more visible and informative.

The motives for forest certification as well as the objectives of forest ownership depend
on factors related to the forest owner, such as gender and occupation. Forest owners as a
group are becoming more heterogenic and will have varied ideas about their forest owner
identity [59]. The new types of forest owners might not value forest certification for its
contribution to forestry income. Rather, the role of forest certification will depend on how
it is viewed in relation to sustainable development.

Many of the participants were glad to talk about forestry and forest certification, and
the interview often touched upon the subject of sustainable development in forestry and
the current debate about society’s view on forestry and how this affects small private forest
owners. There seems to be confusion concerning how to act responsibly as a forest owner.

Sincere interest in the subject matter in this project, and also for future research
concerning effects at the business, local, national and international levels of the effects of
certification, was expressed by the interviewees. Furthermore, the results of this study
point to the fact that the reasons behind forest certification might vary between members
and non-members of forest owners’ associations. Therefore, it would be interesting to
further investigate and compare these two groups.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Summarised implication matrix for all participants in this study.

C8 C9 C10 C11 C12 C13 C14 C15 C16 C17 C18 C19 C20 C21 V22 V23 V24 V25 V26 V27 V28 V29 Total

A1 1 1 8 1 4 1 3 1 1.2 1.3 1.1 1.1 0.1 24.8
A2 2 1 3 0.1 0.3 6.4
A3 1 1 1.1 1 1 5.1
A4 1 1 2 5 1 6 16
A5 10 3 2 1 16
A6 2.4 6.1 8.1 1 3 3.1 1 0.1 3.1 1 1 0.7 0.1 30.7
A7 1 0.1 1.1
C8 1 1 2
C9 1 1 0.1 2.1
C10 1 2 9.2 1 13.2
C11
C12 1 2 1 4
C13 2 1 4 4 1 0.1 12.1
C14 1 1 1 2 1 4 2.1 5.1 2 1.1 20.3
C15
C16 1 1 2
C17 1 1 1 1 4
C18 1 1 2 2 1 7
C19 1 2 2 1 6
C.20 1 2 3
C21 1 0.1 1.1
V22 1 1 2
V23 2 1 1 4
V24 1 1
V25 1 1 1 3
V26 2 2 1 2 7
V27
V28
V29
Total 13 4.4 11.1 7 9.1 9 13 7.1 9 2 3 4.2 8 21.1 15.3 18.5 6.1 17.4 7.3 2.1 3.1 3.1 193.3
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