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Abstract 
The Vredefort Dome was declared a World Heritage Site by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 2005. This status has 
led to an increase in tourism to the adjacent town of Parys and the Dome as well as an 
increase in developers that could change the character of the area. Therefore, the sense of 
place of the residents of, and tourists to the area requires consideration in order to find a 
balance when development takes place. Sense of place refers to the unique features that 
gives the area its character and the manner in which people relate to these features. This 
study investigated the participants’ understanding of sense of place of the area under 
study. The participants consisted of residents and tourists from Parys and the Dome. 
The non-probability sampling technique, amongst other, was used. The qualitative 
research method was utilised to gather data which was analysed through content analysis. 
Thereupon, themes were identified and interpreted. The connotation the participants 
attached to sense of place was categorised into three broad themes: affective, 
anthropogenic and the physical environment. The participants showed a special 
awareness towards protecting the character, nature and history of the area. Sense of place 
is rarely considered when development is considered. The findings of this study could be 
used as a guideline for developers in the area. A better understanding of the relationship 
between place and the attributes individuals assign to Parys and the Vredefort Dome 
World Heritage Site may help the stakeholders to acquire enhanced approaches to 
address, identify and engage the community (both residents and tourists) in conservation 
and future planning processes to ensure the well-being of all concerned. 
Keywords: Sense of place, place attachment, World Heritage Site, heritage, tourism, 
well-being, anthropogenic, environment 

 

1. Introduction 
The Vredefort Dome is the world’s largest and oldest meteorite impact crater. It is accessible 
to visitors and rich in biodiversity, archaeological and anthropological remains (UNEP, 
2006:1). It lies on the border of the North West and Free State Provinces. The Vredefort 
Dome was inscribed with UNESCO as a natural World Heritage Site (WHS) on 14 July 
2005. On 26 May 2012, the government and landowners of the Vredefort Dome signed a 
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Memorandum of Agreement, taking the area a step closer to becoming a new World 
Heritage Site, protected under South African law (SANews, 2012). 
According to Reimold and Coney (2001), more than seven hundred publications have 
appeared during the last decade with some reference to the Vaal River,  the scenic Vredefort 
Hills and the Vredefort Dome. Since 2005, there has been an increasing number of reports 
about the pollution of the Vaal River which has threatened the tourism industry. Tempelhoff 
(2008) posits that the future of the Vredefort Dome as a World Heritage Site was in danger 
of losing this status due to the sewage pollution of the Vaal River. In addition, the pollution 
of the Vaal River poses a great health risk to tourists and residents of the area (Van Riet & 
Tempelhoff, 2009:31). Apart from the polluted  Vaal River running through Parys and the 
Dome area, not many aspects threaten the integrity of the area at present (Puren, 2010). 
However, the anticipated increase in tourist numbers and facilities serving tourism, will need 
to be regulated  if this status is to be retained  (UNEP, 2006). 
The number of tourists to the Vaal River in Parys and the Vredefort Dome World Heritage 
Site (VDWHS) has increased significantly despite the polluted river.  Gouws (2013:9) asserts 
that since 2005, with the inscription of the Vredefort Dome as a World Heritage Site, 
tourism has become a profitable industry in the area. With regard to the planned 
developments and growth in tourism, Puren, Drewes and Roos (2006) argue that natural and 
rural spaces (such as VDWHS) are under constant pressure to develop,  especially in the 
developing  South Africa. Schoeman and Van den Berg (2010:3) are also of the opinion that 
it is a ‘constant struggle’ to protect and improve the natural and cultural environment of such 
areas. Moreover, they hold that “extra care should be taken for the Dome environment and 
future development to blend into nature”. The character of these natural areas must be 
maintained.  Consequently, it is important to consider the sense of place of the communities, 
which include both residents and the tourists in these areas. Furthermore, the ‘place image’ of 
tourists and the residents is also a significant consideration, especially for place marketing. 
No universal definition for ‘sense of place’ exists, although numerous academics and 
practitioners in various fields have contributed towards investigating  this subject (Puren, 
Drewes, & Roos, 2006:191). Sense of place is also known as place identity. Various authors 
have defined sense of place according to their own understanding. Puren (2010:15) defines 
sense of place of an area which is unique to a place and gives a certain character or identity to 
it. Nanzer (2004) explained sense of place as the manner in which humans relate to, or feel 
about, the environments in which they live. According to Hague and Jenkins (2005), since 
the 1960s, various publications have emerged, which included related concepts such as place, 
character and identity, often used to explain sense of place in respect of conservation and the 
impact of development on existing areas. The psychological relevance of place (and sense of 
place) has been extensively emphasised in research (Day, 1999; Korpela, Hartig, Kaiser & 
Fuhrer, 2001;  Holmes, Patterson & Stalling, 2003; Spencer, 2005). Since the area is 
awaiting its formal proclamation as a World Heritage Site, it has been noted with concern 
that sense of place is not taken into consideration in the National Heritage Resource Act of 
South Africa. According to Van Vollenhoven (2015:17-18), cultural significance is the 
determining factor in making any decision about the future of any heritage resource and this 
includes the area’s (VDWHS) social-, cultural-, historic-, scientific-, and aesthetic values. 
Place image refers to the mental pictures or perspectives that people hold of a place (Kotler, 
Haider & Rein, 1993) and is a key concept which underpins  place marketing research. Place 
image is important for various reasons, such as, attract  tourists and highly skilled employees, 
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encourage  government officials and investors to fund and develop as well as promote  civic 
pride among local residents (Stylidis, Sit & Biran, 2014). According to Stylidis, Sit and Biran 
(2014), place image studies have focused mainly  on tourists to determine their tourism 
destination image to comprehend how it influences people’s choice, experience and their 
behaviour associated with a tourist place. In addition, other stakeholders such as residents 
with their perspectives are equally insightful for development and marketing activities (Hall, 
2008; Stylidis, Sit & Biran, 2014).  

From the literature consulted, it can be inferred that sense of place is an important 
issue to consider with any type of development where communities are affected. Place 
image and sense of place is closely related, while place image focuses more on the 
branding and marketing of a particular place. Since people are unique beings and 
perceive experiences differently, they have different preferences towards their 
environment. Therefore, the experience of ‘place’ is likely to be private and distinctive 
from one person to the next (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 1996). To avoid landscape 
conflicts and enhance sustainable landscape development complying with tourists’ and 
locals’ requirements, the sense of place of members of both groups must be understood 
and evaluated with respect to differential meanings (Ewert & Stewart, 2004). With 
regard to the development that might be needed in the study area, the well-being of 
the environment itself has to be considered before over-development and globalisation 
takes place and possibly impact its sense of place.  Future marketing in the area should 
benefit the sense of place and place image of the community. The area also has a rich 
history and heritage value.  Therefore, the sense of place of the area should be 
included in the National Heritage Resource Act. In order for an area to be declared a 
national monument (or heritage area such as the VDWHS), it should be of cultural-, 
historical-, aesthetical-, and scientific or technological interest (Van Vollenhoven, 
2003:27). The VDWHS meets all of the criteria of which sense of place could form 
part of the cultural value. 
From the abovementioned it is clear the necessity exists to identify the sense of place of a 
certain area for both its residents and visitors as well as be aware the role it plays in the 
development and marketing of such an area for tourism purposes. The sense of place of a 
community also plays a part in the cultural value of the area. The objective of this study is, 
therefore, to get a better understanding of the meaning participants attach to their sense of 
place  in Parys and the VDWHS  as well as  discuss the extent to which they experience such 
attachment.  
2. Study area 
The study took place in Parys, which is situated on the outskirts of the VDWHS.  The latter 
section was selected as the second area of study. This area is situated in two provinces, 
namely: North West and the Free State province (Figure 1). 
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FIGURE 1: The location of Parys and the edge of the Vredefort Dome impact crater along the Vaal 

River (Lerm, 2014) 

3.  Methods 
The qualitative research design was adopted to determine the sense of place of the 
participants who comprised tourists visiting Parys or the VDWHS and permanent residents 
of the respective areas of study. The respondents selected for the study were eighteen years of 
age and older. The non-probability sampling technique was used, that is, purposive, 
convenience and snowball sampling. Data was collected until saturation was reached. Primary 
data was collected through interviews, semi-structured questionnaires and photographs over a 
period of four years (2011-2014).  Coding and content analysis were used to analyse the 
collected data (Jennings, 2001:84; Creswell, 2009:183). Triangulation3 was used to enhance 
trustworthiness (Maree, 2012). 

4. Results and discussion 
In order to get a clearer understanding of the participants’ sense of place, the study first 
endeavoured to determine the meaning of sense of place from the respective groups of 
participants. The participants comprised 60 tourists in Parys, 84 tourists in the VDWHS, 
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194 residents from Parys and 34 residents from the VDWHS. Saturation was reached when 
no additional or significant data emerged. 

4.1 Meaning of sense of place 

It was crucial to establish the participants’ understanding of the concept 'sense of place’, also 
referred to as 'place attachment' (Kaltenborn, 1998;Williams & Vaske, 2003; Legault, 2013).  
Pertinent dimensions of sense of place was identified by Gouws (2013:435) in previous 
research in this area of study. These were  (1) the objective (cognitive) dimension, which 
includes the visual quality and character of the environment and (2) the subjective (affective) 
dimension that refers to the feelings and experiences in the environment which is more 
symbolic or psychological in nature (Gouws, 2013:436). The data gathered in this study 
revealed three main themes within the abovementioned dimensions with each theme 
consisting of different categories (Table 1). 
TABLE 1: Themes and categories emerging from participants’ description of the meaning of sense of 

place  
Theme Category Verbatim quotes 

 
Affective 
(Subjective) 

 
1) Spiritual 
 
 
2) Psychological 
 
 
3) Attachment 
 
 
4) Belonging 
 

 

This is a good place to be, a place for spiritual fulfilment 
(Participant P27, 2013); ...just keep faith (Participant P2, 
2013); …to become deeply connected (Participant VQT64, 
2013) 
The feeling you have when you enter a space or area 
(Participant PQR33, 2012); …a place where I can have peace 
of mind (Participant PQR34, 2012); A place where I am 
happy (Participant PQR52, 2012) 
The longer I stay, the more I can’t leave (Participant PIR1, 
2011); …feeling at home (Participant PQR37, 2012; 
Participant PQR62, 2012); I was born here and my life 
evolve around here (Participant PQR134, 2013) 
Home is where the heart is (Participant PIR6, 2012); 
…experiencing a sense of belonging (Participant PQR116, 
2013); …it is where I want to be (Participant VQR7, 2012) 

Anthropogenic 
(Objective) 

1) Development 
 
 
 
2) Tourism 
 
 
 
3) Historical 
 
 

One should develop this area...a World Heritage Site is there 
for people to see (Participant VIR6, 2012); …develop to a 
certain level, blend it in with nature (Participant VIR9, 
2012); Certain buildings has significant value in the area and 
its character (Participant P42, 2013) 
It is very quiet and peaceful...must be fully utilised to attract 
tourists (Participant PQR39, 2012); …it has a holiday 
feeling (Participant PQR69, 2012); The geology is an 
attraction that the tourists would like to learn more about 
(Participant P22, 2013) 
Conserve the history of this part of the country (Participant 
VIR7, 2012); It offers more about the historical events that 
took place in recent years (Participant VQT84, 2013); The 
San rock engravings are significant (Participant P25, 2013) 
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4) Well-being 
 
 
 
5) Human 
interaction 
 

It is peaceful and quiet and little crime...you can raise children 
here (Participant PQR54, 2012); …higher quality of life 
(Participant VIR7, 2012); …a place where I can relax and 
rejuvenate away from the stress and noise of day to day life 
(Participant VQT43, 2012) 
Feeling at home with my family (Participant PQR175, 
2013); Sense of place is also about who you see there...whether 
it is a tractor on the road or donkeys next to the fence 
(Participant VIR8, 2012) 

Physical 
environment 
(Objective) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1) Care for the 
environment 
 
 
2) Natural features 
 
 
 
 
3) Use of senses 
 
 

 
 

The respect you show towards the area (Participant VQT39, 
2012; Participant PQR102, 2013); …keep the beautiful 
sounds of nature (Participant VIR9, 2012); …the place should 
be kept in a good condition or maintained (Participant 
VQR27, 2013) 
The unique character of the area consists of the plants, geology, 
topography and animal species (Participant VIR3, 2011); it is 
peaceful...it is magic! You can see the stars! (Participant VIR6, 
2012); You can hear the birds during the day and during the 
night you hear the frogs and owls... it makes this area so special 
(Participant VIR9, 2012) 
Being in touch with nature and feeling the breeze wherever you 
are (Participants PQR171, 2013); There is a harmony 
between what is inside me and what I see around with my eyes 
and hear with my ears (Participant VIR11, 2012);  …being 
able to use all my senses (Participant VQT35, 2012); one 
could feel the fresh air and relax listening to the sound of the 
flowing water and the different bird calls (Participant P20, 
2013) 

Each of the abovementioned themes will be discussed below: 
4.1.1 Affective 
The affective aspects refer to the subjective dimension of sense of place which includes the 
symbolic values, feelings and emotions experienced by people (Gouws, 2013). These 
experiences are not the same for all individuals because two people will experience one 
situation differently and will not have the same feelings (De Crom, 2005). The affective 
theme is, therefore, divided into the following categories in order to explain the 
understanding of sense of place by the participants: 
Spiritual 
In this paper the term 'spiritual' is used as a category in the affective theme because the 
participants ascribe sacred feelings, rather than an exclusive religious meaning to it.  A large 
number of the participants experienced spirituality on a deeply emotional level. Spirituality in 
this instance includes various aspects of the mind and soul and not necessarily refer to religion 
only, although religion is often included in the descriptions.  The participants frequently 
claimed to have experienced a certain heightened sensory awareness during a spiritual 
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experience. This was also highlighted in studies undertaken of people’s experiences in nature 
by Fredrickson and Anderson (1999:34) and confirmed by Sharpley and Jepson (2011).  
In the current study the participants pointed out that certain landscapes and natural features 
had both a symbolic and spiritual meaning, for example, a participant gave the following 
description of a photograph taken during a walk in the area of the Dome:   

This small green tree is still standing strong among large trees. To me it shows that no 
matter how small one can be, you can still survive and make it among the stronger ones. 
It indicates confidence and willingness to me. Everything starts small and grows bigger 
and stronger, just keep faith (Participant P2, 2013). 

The vast open spaces and nature was symbolic of an ‘open mind’ and ‘closeness to God’ for 
the participants. They explained the area as “a place of solitude and thinking by yourself and 
your place in the universe” (Participant PQR118, 2013) and “to become deeply connected to 
the landscape, to one’s Creator…touched by the area” (Participant VQT64, 2013). They also 
expressed that the feeling of spirituality, quietness and the ‘enclosure of the outside world’ 
was omnipresent. A participant felt that “it is a quiet place where I can be able to talk to 
myself, and to God, without seeing any person around me” (PQR128, 2013). These findings 
are supported by Gouws (2013:437) who also found that the residents in the Dome area felt 
that God was present in the landscape. Similarly, Roos, Coetzee and Puren (2011) 
established  that the residents of the VDWHS  placed personal symbolic meanings to the 
area which included spirituality.  
Various participants associated their understanding of sense of place with spirituality. The 
landscape enables the participants to connect on a deeper level. The spiritual relationships 
indicates the potential, especially in rural areas, to reflect on the meaning of life (Roos, 
Coetzee and Puren, 2011). Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2004) confirmed that a reciprocal 
relationship exists between a location and spirituality.  
The common theme that emanates throughout the examples is an expression of the sacred an 
environment can have. These spiritual experiences emerge through creating relationships 
with places or with elements in nature (Shaw, 2003). This is an important aspect to consider 
when development in this area of study is considered. Inadvertent development can have a 
negative impact on these relationships, with the concomitant opposite effect of what was 
initially intended.  
Psychological 
The psychological relevance of place (and sense of place) has been extensively emphasised in 
research (for example, Korpela et al., 2001; Holmes, Patterson & Stalling, 2003). The 
psychological category refers to the feelings and emotions that participants express in their 
understanding of sense of place. Emotions included positive and negative feelings, such as:  
being happy, feeling excited or hopeful as well as feelings of loneliness. Sense of place was 
portrayed as “the feeling you have when you, as a person, enter a specific space or an area such 
as the Dome” (Participant PQR33, 2012). This statement suggests that when one enters 
various areas, the feelings experienced at distinct localities will differ from each other. Each 
individual will also experience each locality differently (De Crom, 2005). Other participants 
stated their feelings as: “it is a place where I can have peace of mind” (Participant PQR34, 
2012) and “a place where you feel that positive energy, a place that inspires you” (Participant 
VQT76, 2013). None of the participants in this study alluded to any negative feelings 
associated with the area, although some expressed concerns about the bad publicity due to 
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incidents of pollution in the Vaal River. However, positive emotions were expressed by the 
participants in statements  such as “…happiness in an area where I feel at home”, “…feeling 
good to be here”, “…every time we plan a trip to this place, I feel excited” and “this is where I 
am very happy”. In addition to feelings of happiness, excitement and feeling good, a study 
conducted by Roos, Coetzee and Puren (2011:78) refer to positive emotions experienced by 
participants of curiosity and hope in their study undertaken in the VDWHS.  
Attachment 
The core concept, place attachment, is a positive emotional bond that develops between  
inhabitants and their environment (Stedman, 2003). It is well-known that residents within or 
‘inside’ an area   have a great sense of place or attachment to a location. “To be inside a place 
is to belong and identify with it and the more profoundly inside you are, the stronger is the 
identity with the place” (Relph, 1979). However, tourists can also develop an attachment to a 
place. As visitors interact with places, they may develop a bond that has been called place 
attachment (Budruk, White, Wodrich & Van Riper, 2008:189). In the current study, both 
the residents and the tourists referred to place attachment as an explanation of their sense of 
place. A resident from Parys expressed attachment as the meaning of sense of place as “the 
longer I stay here, the more I can’t leave, it grows on me” (Participant PIR1, 2011). This is 
confirmed by Nanzer’s findings (2004) that the longer a person stays in an area, the more 
attached he/she becomes thereto.  Various residents in both Parys and the VDWHS 
mentioned that they were born in the area and therefore were attached thereto, for example: 
“I was born on the farm on which I now live and want to keep it in my family. This is my 
life” (Participant VIR4, 2011). This suggests that this place is a part of his/her life and that 
one grows fonder of the locality. The participants also referred to attachment as follows: 
“…the place where I can be myself and where I feel at home” (Participant PQR70, 2012) and 
“the comfort that I have towards the area that prevents me to move somewhere else” 
(Participant PQR58, 2012). 
Belonging 
Belonging to a place is almost similar to place attachment in the sense that it is assumed that 
one has to be a part of the place in order to feel that one belongs there  (Nanzer, 2004). The 
residents and the tourists in this research expressed that they belonged in the area and that 
this depicted their understanding of sense of place. After moving to surrounding areas, a 
resident, born in Parys, stated that “home is where the heart is” (Participant PIR6, 2012). 
This was an indication that he felt he belonged in this area and that his heart remained in 
Parys even when he had left town. In contrast, a new resident to Parys said: “I have found 
what I have been looking for; I am ready for marriage and looking forward to raising kids 
here” (Participant PIR7, 2012). This resident felt that Parys was the place where she wanted 
to be and start a new chapter in her life. Sense of place has also been explained as “somewhere 
that I think I can be proud to belong to” (Participant PQR40, 2012) and “being in harmony 
with nature, making you feel you belong” (Participant VQT39, 2012).  
4.1.2 Anthropogenic 
The anthropogenic theme forms part of the cognitive or objective dimension. The term 
anthropogenic refers to anything as the result of or induced by people. According to a 
resident in the area “the people aspect of sense of place is something one needs to give a lot of 
attention to” (Participant VIR8, 2012). The anthropogenic theme includes the following: 
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Development 
A number of participants indicated that sense of place represented some kind of development 
of the environment. In this instance development refers to any anthropogenic change to the 
environment. It may also refer to the “way in which the place operates” (Participant PQR133, 
2013). This suggests that the infrastructure of an area may influence the sense of place of 
people. A resident of the VDWHS stated that “one should develop this area, because you 
cannot have a World Heritage Site that is inaccessible. It is there for the people” (Participant, 
2012). Future development in the area should also be “invisible” (Participant VIR8, 2012) 
and should “blend in with nature” (Participant VIR9, 2012) in order to sustain the character 
of the area. The sense of place of people was also determined through certain historical 
buildings in the area. For example, the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Moederkerk in Parys was 
significant since the town was establishment in the 1870s because of the church community.  
Tourism 
Participants alluded to tourism or touristic attributes as their understanding of sense of place, 
for example: “It is a very quiet and peaceful place that one can live in and we have the World 
Heritage Site. It must be fully utilised to attract tourists and to create job opportunities” 
(Participant PQR39, 2012). The participants also referred to the “holiday feel/character of 
the area, the friendly people and socialising” (Participant PQR69, 2012). The geology of the 
area is also part of the sense of place and this can be used to attract tourists. A tourist 
commented as follows on a photograph of a rocky hill:  

When I took the photo I felt happy because it is uniquely bright in colour with the sun 
setting…and it is formed in a unique way. The upturned quartz rock is an important 
physical evidence of the meteorite impact. It is an attraction that the tourists would like 
to learn more about (Participant P22, 2013). 

Tourism and potential future tourist activities formed part of the meaning participants 
attached to sense of place of the area. These activities, events and attributes of the area were 
that which highlighted the identity and, therefore, a sense of place to the participants. A 
participant emphasised that the activities in the area should complement its peaceful eco-
friendly and quiet atmosphere. He further explained that “people visit the area because there 
is nothing and no cell phone reception and this should be used to market the area. Use the 
beauty and 'old world charm'…” (Participant VIR11, 2012). Additional quotes from 
participants in this regard included: “The old mines should be used as a living museum where 
people do live demonstrations” (Participant VIR9, 2012) and “…the museum in Parys and 
the annual Adventure Dome Festival is worth experiencing” (Participant PQR69, 2012). 
Historical 
Sense of place was also understood as the history or heritage of the area. For example, 
Participant VIR7 (2012) stated that “they must spend time to conserve the history of this part 
of the country as part of the World Heritage Site”. The cultural heritage goes hand in hand 
with the history of the area, and includes the abundance of rock engravings and signs of 
mining activities, together with historical sites and buildings. The following quote represents 
the value individuals assign to the cultural heritage of the area: 

The engraving of the San people on the rock shows that not only did people live in the 
area, but also that animals were abundant and water was available. It shows that these 
people communicated with each other by engraving pictures on the rocks. It brings much 
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peace in me that they were depending on nature and the fact that this place is still 
protected today (Participant P25, 2013). 

The historical and cultural heritage of the area are both also part of the tourism category and, 
therefore, important aspects of the participants’ description of their sense of place.  
Well-being 
The well-being of people refers to the enjoyment of people and the positive effect that the 
environment has on them, as seen from the various participants’ explanation of sense of place. 
Studies have revealed  that  visiting nature is important to people because  it is an effective 
way of relieving stress and improving ones well-being (Kaplan, 1992; Lewis, 1996). Many 
individuals experience nature as an environment where they can rest and recover from daily 
stress. In the frantic times that the majority of the world’s population live in,  there is a 
growing need for nature as a source of relaxation and recreation (Maas, Verheij, 
Groenewegen, De Vries & Spreeuwenberg, 2006). More than 100 research studies have 
revealed  that outdoor recreation reduces stress (Ulrich, Simons, Losito, Fiorito, Miles & 
Zelson, 1991). By observing the ever-changing environment in nature, individuals cultivate a 
positive attitude, renewed attention, mindfulness and sensory awareness (Ulrich et al., 1991).  
The participants indicated that their understanding of sense of place relates to holistic well-
being, that is, their mental and physical health. Well-being consists of various elements and 
the following phrases were selected to illustrate the participants understanding: “it is peaceful 
and quiet and little crime is present in the area… you can raise your children here” 
(Participant PQR54, 2012); “a higher quality of life on the farm…” (Participant VIR7, 
2012); and “it is a place where I can relax and rejuvenate away from the stress and noise of 
day to day life” (Participant VQT43, 2012). The experience of nature and appreciation 
thereof expressed by the participants can be related to well-being in that people need to get 
away from daily life routine in order to experience and appreciate a more nature-based 
environment (Garst, 2005).   
Human interaction 
A number of participants referred to sense of place as 'interaction with other humans'. This 
included the friendliness displayed by inhabitants in the area, the close-knit community and 
the relationship between fellow-inhabitants in the area. The participants referred to sense of 
place as “being in an area with the family” and “society and the relationship with the people 
in my area”. “Sense of place is very important and has many components; it’s not only about 
the natural appearance of a place, but also about who you meet here” (Participant VIR8, 
2012). The participants experienced a sense of place “whether you see a tractor on the road, 
or you see donkeys next to the fence…you know it is part of you”. The  local residents with a 
sense of place recommend attractions and facilities to visiting tourists and/or friends and 
relatives, because of their familiarity and solace with the destination (Shani & Uriely, 2012). 
Furthermore, the residents also act as salespersons who share stories or narratives of  their 
hometown’s attractions with other people (Stylidis, Sit & Biran, 2014). This cordiality 
among the residents, tourists and inhabitants towards each other contributed greatly to their 
sense of place for this study. 
4.1.3 Physical environment 
The physical environment refers to natural features and references made towards the 
environment. Sense of place is generally based on symbolic meanings attributed towards the 
setting (Williams & Stewart, 1998). However, Stedman (2003), suggested that the physical 



Erasmus & De Crom 

 218 

environment itself contributes to sense of place through specifiable mechanisms. The theme 
and physical environment forms part of the cognitive or objective dimension and consists of 
the following categories: 
Care for environment 
Care for the environment reveals  that one has a strong sense of place or place attachment 
and this may develop over a period of time (Carr, 2002). Understanding sense of place in this 
regard was expressed as: “the respect you show towards the area you live in and appreciate its 
natural beauty” (Participant VQT39, 2012; Participant PQR102, 2013). The participants 
often referred to specific natural features and the importance of taking care of them. For 
example, a participant explained the view of the Vaal River and adjacent plains and farms 
from the top of a mountain in the VDWHS as follows:   

It is of great significance that the Vaal River passes through the Vredefort Dome. It’s 
amazing how nature is interlinked; therefore, I somehow wish that other people could 
just respect what nature gives to them because when people perish, nature will still 
remain long after. I experience a lot of positive emotions about this view, just seeing 
how beautiful it is and how it can change a person’s perspective and life by just looking 
at it. Nature is precious and we must take care of it (Participant P11, 2013). 

Natural features link closely with caring for the environment and for the purpose of this paper 
is placed in a distinct category. 
Natural features 
The participants portrayed sense of place as the rich biodiversity of species and landscapes in 
the area. Some authors implied a direct relationship between landscape features and sense of 
place and that one is attached to places because of outstanding physical features (Stedman, 
2003). Statements from the participants confirmed Stedman’s findings. Sense of place has 
been explained as “the unity of people within a natural environment” (Participant PQR50, 
2012). This statement suggests that people perceive themselves as united with the area and its 
natural features. Other participants referred to the beauty of the environment as “clean air 
and beautiful place”, the “mountains” and the “unique character of an area that consists of its 
plants, geology, topography, and unusual and new plant and animal species” (Participant 
VIR3, 2011). Another participant stated that “it is peaceful; one doesn’t hear people or cars – 
its magic! You can see the stars” (Participant VIR6, 2012).  It can be inferred that natural 
features formed an important part of the sense of place for the participants in this study and 
should be taken into consideration when development is intended. Natural features are 
experienced and appreciated by means of one’s senses. ‘Use of senses’ is, therefore, considered 
as a distinct category under the physical environment theme. 
Use of senses 
The individual participants become aware of their surroundings when they spent time in the 
area. Experiences of nature are multi-sensory. In other words, they stimulate and involve all 
the senses. As people participate in activities in nature such as game drives, hiking and bird 
watching, their experiences are shaped by the information that they receive through their 
senses. For example, Gramman (1999) and Mace, Bell and Loomis (2004) examined the 
impact of noise and sounds on national park visitors and found that the restorative properties 
of nature, experienced through the senses, were significant. Although the multi-sensory 
nature of experiences in a specific area may possibly be somewhat intuitive, this characteristic 
should not be overlooked. One’s senses are often under-utilised, which can prevent people 
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from fully appreciating their surroundings and from connecting to their natural abilities as 
humans (Mace, Bell & Loomis, 2004). 
The opportunity to use one’s senses was cited by a number of participants to describe their 
understanding of sense of place. A participant referred to “being in touch with nature and 
feeling the breeze wherever you are” (Participant PQR171, 2013). Others associated the use 
of senses as “there is a harmony between what is ‘inside’ me and what I see around with my 
eyes and hear with my ears” (Participant VIR11, 2012) and “being able to use all my senses in 
this specific environment” (Participant VQT35, 2012). A participant expressed the feeling of 
excitement when standing next to the Vaal River for the first time, remembering the 
experience because of his sensory awareness at that moment: 

The most interesting thing for me was that the river was flowing and making a loud 
sound through the bridge. There were a lot of birds … a spoonbill, herons and egrets. 
One could feel the fresh air and relax listening to the sound of flowing water and 
different bird calls. You could feel that you are in true nature (Participant P20, 2013). 

This quote is confirmed by Ryden (1993:38) who emphasises the physical nature of place as 
“grounded in those aspects of the environment which we appreciate through the senses and 
through movement: colour, texture, slope, quality of light, the feel of wind, the sounds and 
scents carried by that wind”. 
From the abovementioned description of themes and categories, the complexity of the 
concept ‘sense of place’ becomes apparent. Individuals expressed diverse meanings and 
opinions about the different places and features from their narratives. The participants 
expressed themselves affectively (subjectively) or objectively, while certain participants 
merged the features in their depictions. 

5. Conclusion 
Sense of place is a complex phenomenon and has various dimensions. The meaning that the 
respective participants attached to sense of place was divided into three main themes, namely: 
affective, anthropogenic and the physical environment. It can be concluded that all  the 
participants ascribed an affective meaning to sense of place and made reference to spiritual, 
attachment, belonging and psychological aspects. This dimension is found and addressed to a 
certain extent in the National Heritage Act of South Africa. Emotional attachments to a 
place represent a unique sense of place involving unusually strong sentiments about places and 
increasing concerns about their management. The connectivity between people and places is 
often described as powerful emotional sentiments that influence how people perceive, 
experience and value the environment. In addition to the physical setting of places, it includes 
human activities, social and psychological processes, meanings, and values. Therefore, the 
participants also understood sense of place as the physical environment and the 
anthropogenic aspects of nature. 
It is clear that the current character and ‘spirit’ of the place are important to both the tourists 
and the residents. There are subtle differences in the meanings that the respective participants 
attached to sense of place. The residents of the VDWHS in particular saw both the 
anthropogenic and natural features as an extremely important part of their sense of place. 
This group is, therefore, the most vulnerable when future development is considered. The 
residents in the area were in general open to tourism and a great shift towards tourism 
establishments, activities and wildlife areas have been noticed in the last decade. However, 
this should not lead to uncontrolled development, globalisation or impact negatively on the 
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‘small town’ or ‘country’ atmosphere of the area. Development should not jeopardise the sense 
of place and should adhere to strict regulations. As a tourist attraction, it is recommended 
that the inhabitants be educated, various zones of engagement be identified, the number of 
visitors and entry into the area be regulated and the type of recreational activities be 
monitored. 
Enhanced cooperation and involvement are needed from the government, the municipality 
and the landowners to ensure that the future of the area is secured and approved by everyone. 
Sense of place is rarely considered when development is contemplated in an area which 
should be part of every heritage report regarding future development. There are many 
enquiries and heated discussions that currently prevail among planners, developers, 
authorities and other role players about development opportunities in the area. Therefore, it 
is important to be aware of the guidelines which must be followed that will suit all the role-
players involved.  It is recommended that the findings of this research be used as a basic 
guideline for developers in the area. A better understanding of the relationship of place and 
the attributes individuals assign to Parys and the VDWHS may help managers and 
practitioners find worthier ways to address, identify and engage residents in conservation and 
in future planning processes. The sense of place and the place images that both the tourists 
and residents attached to Parys and the VDWHS is essential for future marketing of the area. 
The participants value the simplistic country atmosphere of the area. Subsequently, all 
planned development and marketing should be integrated with the area.  
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