2018 ERDKUNDE Vol. 72 - No. 1 - 23-39

THE PERCEPTION OF GEOGRAPHY AMONG THE GERMAN POPULATION
FINDINGS OF A REPRESENTATIVE SURVEY

Paur. GaNs, INGRID HEMMER, MICHAEL HEMMER and Kim MIENER

With 3 figures and 4 tables
Received 20 June 2017 - Accepted 11 December 2017

Summary: Presented here is a representative study of the German population which collected information on the percep-
tion of geography as a school subject, as a science, and on the job market. The theoretical basis utilised for this purpose is
a two-dimensional attitude research approach which comprises cognitive and affective aspects. The measuring instrument
was theory-based and developed by a team of geographers. According to the findings of the study, the perception of ge-
ography - both that of the school subject as well as the science - can be classified as highly positive. Geography lessons are
seen as a subject which promotes spatial orientation, but also as a subject dealing with human-environment relationships.
The science geography is understood above all as the science of the relationship between humans and their environment.
However, both in schools and in science, geography is more strongly linked to physical geography topics and topics that
deals with human-environmental relationships than with human geography topics. Respondents see jobs for geographers
as being mainly in two areas: environmental planning/risks/protection and urban/regional planning. The findings of the
study support the proposition that the perception of geography is influenced relatively strongly by how geography is taught.
Contact to geographers also has a significant influence on perception. The article concludes with a discussion of the most
important results and an outlook on further research.

Zusammenfassung: Vorgestellt wird eine reprisentative Studie der deutschen Bevélkerung, welche die Images der Geo-
graphie als Schulfach, als Wissenschaft und auf dem Arbeitsmarkt erfasst. Als theoretische Grundlage wird ein zweidimensi-
onaler Ansatz der Einstellungsforschung zugrunde gelegt, der kognitive und affektive Aspekte umfasst. Das Messinstrument
wurde theoriegeleitet von einem Team von Geographinnen und Geographen entwickelt. Das Image der Geographie, sowohl
des Schulfachs als auch der Wissenschalft, ist den Ergebnissen der Studie zufolge als recht positiv einzustufen. Geographie-
unterricht wird dabei als Fach zur Férderung der raumlichen Orientierung wahrgenommen, aber auch als Mensch-Umwelt-
Fach. Die Wissenschaft Geographie wird vor allem als Mensch-Umwelt-Wissenschaft aufgefasst. Dabei wird die Geographie
in Schule wie in Wissenschaft stirker mit physiogeographischen Themen als mit humangeographischen Themen verbunden.
Einen Arbeitsmarkt fiir Geographinnen und Geographen schen die Befragten vor allem in zwei Bereichen: Umweltpla-
nung/Umweltrisiken/Umweltschutz sowie Stadt- und Regionalplanung, Die Ergebnisse der Studie unterstiitzen die These,
dass das Image der Geographie relativ stark vom Geographieunterricht beeinflusst wird. Kontakte zu Geographinnen und
Geographen haben ebenfalls einen deutlichen FEinfluss auf die Images. Der Beitrag schlie3t mit einer Diskussion der wich-
tigsten Ergebnisse und einem Ausblick auf weitere Forschungen.
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1 Introduction Although there have been repeated attempts in

the past to investigate attitudes towards geography

In subject policy discussions that take place in
the German-speaking countries, geographers re-
peatedly bemoan the fact that the general public
has a vague and often even negative perception of
geography as a science and as a school subject (e.g.
BroMmEL 2003). The basis for such impressions are
numerous reports and opinions published in the
press, from parents, or from politicians. However,
such data is neither representative nor does it lie on
empirical grounds.
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as a school subject (e.g. Kock 1997), as a science
and/or university subject (e.g. HARD and WENZEL
1979), or on the job market (e.g. MONHEIM et al.
1999), and such studies paint a mostly positive pic-
ture of geography, these investigations are gener-
ally rather old, focused only on a small, non-repre-
sentative sample of the population (e.g. university
students or school pupils), and always concentrated
only on partial aspects, and not on geography as a
whole.
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Geography’s image and third-party perception
is an important factor not only for the public per-
ception and dissemination of its scientific findings
but also for the status of the school subject and the
employability of graduates majoring or minoring in
Geography.

The study presented in this article attempts to
fill this gap. With a current, representative survey
of the German population, its goal is to capture the
perception of geography as a science, as a school sub-
ject, and on the job market. In addition, it aims to
gain an overview of possible influencing factors. The
division along the three above-mentioned areas is
necessary because it would be reasonable to assume
that these three domains are perceived differently;
i.e. that there is not just oze way in which geography
is perceived.

This paper starts by introducing the general
theoretical framework and the research questions
(Chapter 2), proceeds to a brief description of the re-
search design, sample, and instruments (Chapter 3),
and concludes by describing selected results (Chapter
4), discussing these in light of the theoretical frame-
work, formulating general conclusions (Chapter 5)
and ends with reflection and outlook (Chapter 6).

2 Theoretical principles

The two key concepts this study rests on atre
perception and geography. As a result, we will start
by defining and operationalising both concepts.
Subsequently, a general overview of research on ge-
ography’s perception along the lines of its roles as
science, school subject, and occupational field will
follow.

2.1 Perception

Serving as the theoretical basis of this study is
an approach based on social psychological concepts
from attitude research. These concepts define atti-
tudes as a subject-related and more or less conscious
system of dispositions that remain relatively stable
over time, and which are easy to capture methodo-
logically. This investigation is based on the two-
dimensional attitude module by TROMMSDOREF and
TricHERT (2011, 127ff), in which the cognitive and
affective dimensions constitute the scaffolding for
attitude formation. Attitudes and the term ‘percep-
tion’, which is frequently used synonymously, are
hence viewed as a link between affective motifs and

cognitive subject matter judgements of a person, an
object, or a topic (cf. KROEBER-RIEL and GROPPEL-
KrEIN 2013). The perception described here is also
called a foreign perception, which is distinguished
from a self-perception (e.g. perception geographers
have of geography as a school subject; HEMMER et al.
2015a). The term ‘perception’ is mostly used on the
international level. Occasionally the term ‘image’ is
used, too. Both terms are regarded as synonymous
here.

2.2 Geography

The dichotomy between physical geography
and human geography is common in research
and teaching, and is deliberated internationally.
In the German-speaking world, the ‘three-pillar
model’” (WErcHHART 2003) is widely recognised,
which sees ‘society-environment research’ as an
independent third pillar that occupies a central
position between physical geography and human
geography (GEBHARDT et al. 2011). Because press-
ing societal problems mainly come from the field
of human-environment interactions, which also
constitute the central thematic scope of geogra-
phy as a subject taught in schools, the three-pillar
model offers a basis for the operationalisation of
the object of the attitude and the accompanying
theory-based conception of a measurement instru-
ment to determine the foreign perception. The
national education standards for geography as a
school subject in Germany (cf. GGS 2014) visu-
alise the three-pillar model as a cube (cf. Fig. 1).
With this concept, the German standards are in
accordance with the international understanding
of the school subject (International Geographical
Union/Commission on Geographical Education,
IGU/CGE 2016).

2.3 Latest Research Development

2.3.1 About the perception of geography as a
science

A number of studies reflected on the impor-
tance and image of geography in different nation-
al settings. Along these lines, SENGENDO (1997)
explored the role of the discipline in the pub-
lic domain in Uganda, while SINGH (2009) ana-
lysed people’s perspectives on identity and image
of the Indian geography. Back in the seventies,
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Fig. 1: Basic concepts of the analysis of spatial relationships for geography as a subject. Source: GGS 2014, 11.

PETERSEN and HOFFMANN (1972) conducted a small
study among the members of the Association of
American Geographers (AAG) which underlined
the necessity of an evaluation of their own disci-
pline. In the German-speaking world, HArRD and
WENZEL (1979) utilised the methodological devel-
opment of social psychology and applied measuring
instruments from attitude research to the investiga-
tion of self- and foreign perceptions of geography.
A comparison of the two different foreign percep-
tions collected demonstrated that the assumed pet-
ception of those studying geography was estimated
as being significantly more negative than students

of other subjects actually had of geography. Later
studies confirmed this basic trend (GASSLER and

RammLER 1991; KLEE and P1OTROWSKY-FICHTNER

2003). One important influencing factor of how

geography is perceived as a science was found to

be the subjectively experienced teaching of the sub-
ject during the students’ school years (GAssLER and
RAMMLER 1991).

As part of a quantitative empirical study
based on the three-dimensional attitude approach
by RoseEnBERG and Hovianp (1960), Carr and
HEMMER (1991, 1992) determined that pupils in the
sixth form equated science with the natural sci-
ences, and that geography was indeed viewed as a
science.

While most of these studies offer first insights
into aspects concerning geography’s image, they
work with rather heterogeneous concepts of image
(c.f. Apick 2010), rely on different samples and use
differing instruments. As a result, none of these
studies offers a representative overview of geog-
raphy’s image among a larger population group or
even the entire population of a country.
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2.3.2 About the perception of geography as a
school subject

Two trends currently define the research of the
perception of geography as a school subject. The first
trend involves the development of attitude theory
models in the 1960s and 1970s, and makes availa-
ble the theoretical and conceptional approaches for
researching the opinions of pupils on geography as
a school subject. Several studies exist on this topic,
of which the one by BacHMAIR (1969) is particularly
deserving of mention. For the first time, it made
it possible to use the approach from three-dimen-
sional attitude research according to ROSENBERG
and Hovranp (1960) with cognitive, affective, and
conative dimensions for making the composition of
perceptions more tangible scientifically. The central
results of the analysis are, on the one hand, the rec-
ognisable influence of gender on the subject-related
evaluation, and, on the other hand, the dependency
of the subject-related evaluation on how the teach-
ers of the subject are perceived (BAacHMAIR 1969). In
comparison to mathematics, English, German, phys-
ical education and music, the results for geography as
a subject, which placed fifth, were rather sobering,.

Using selected characteristic dimensions, Kock
(1997) surveyed 266 top representatives from the
fields of politics, economics, workers’ unions, educa-
tion, and the sciences on the perception of geography
education among the general public. Respondents felt
that the subject had a very high importance for daily
life and for solving global challenges, and around
70 percent were convinced that geography is a key
subject for environmental education. Furthermore,
it was shown that geography scored well among con-
tent subjects, and respondents were agreeable with
2.20 hours of lessons per week. Only one-third pre-
ferred integrative lessons in a subject combination
over independent geography lessons. The content of
the lessons should be focused on general geography,
and include content from the natural and social sci-
ences in equal parts, it was found. The importance of
topography was slightly below average.

MIENER (2016) surveyed just under 2,000 pu-
pils in lower secondary education (Sekundarstufe I,
pupils aged 10-16) at schools with independent ge-
ography lessons on their perception of the subject.
They had a positive view of geography. Specifically,
the importance of the subject and its contribution
to spatial orientation competency were most highly
valued, while the motivational component, the level
of difficulty, and the scientific nature of the subject
tended to receive a low rating. Among pupils, the

petrception of the subject is influenced above all by
their general interest in geography as well as the
pedagogical and methodological structuring of the
lessons by teaching staff and their personality char-
acteristics. For one, the perception of a subject de-
pends directly on lesson-related interventions, and
for another, on factors intrinsic to the subject as well
as external factors.

One other research methodology trend, enriched
by the approaches of qualitative research, analyses
the scholastic perception of geography and its causes
using a two-step process consisting of quantitative
methods and follow-up interviews that are both par-
tially and fully standardised (ADEY and BIipDULPH
2001, 2003; NorRMAN and HARRISON 2004; McCRONE
et al. 2005). Interviewed here were pupils aged ap-
proximately 14 to 16 years. Content-wise, these stud-
ies concerned themselves with the prevailing percep-
tion based on lessons experienced so far, as well as
the desired perception based on lessons expected in
the future. Dimensions considered for this purpose
included the value of the subject for dealing with day-
to-day tasks, the difficulty of the content, as well as
the motivation for the subject and the related topics
and working methods. These studies were insight-
ful because they showed that the actual perception
differed significantly from the expected perception.
In particular, the expected utility of the subject was
seen as rather high, and associated with a level of dif-
ficulty comparable to that of mathematics (ADEY and
BipbureH 2003).

There is considerably more research on the im-
age of the school subject geography. However, most
studies relied on questionnaire surveys carried out
with pupils. Comparing these studies represents a
rather challenging ambition. In contrast, there are
no representative studies that explore the image
of the school subject geography among the adult
population.

2.3.3 About the perception of geography as an
occupational field

The analysis and research of the occupational
field of geographers is a rather young research topic.
There exist only isolated studies which refer specifi-
cally to the discipline of geography (e.g. HILLMANN
2000; LANGHAGEN-ROHRBACH and BRrauNER 20006).
In a study encompassing several universities and fed-
eral states in Germany, BERAN et al. (2012) investi-
gated the job prospects of geography graduates at ten
locations. Data was collected on information regard-
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ing the thematic focus of the degree, the duration of
the degree course, practical and abroad experiences
as part of the course of the study, the length of time
between graduation and starting a new job, as well as
their current activities, the skills expected according
to their profiles, their personal financial situation,
and their satisfaction with the degree they obtained
in retrospect - in the context of their current point of
view. However, according to the graduates, it is not
the subject-specific know-how and skills which are
decisive for professional success, but instead general
competencies, in particular the ability to think and
work in an interdisciplinary fashion, followed by the
ability to work in a team and being well-read (BERAN
et al. 2012, 69). Overall, job prospects for geogra-
phers are seen in a positive light according to this
study, with the caveat that no specific occupational
field can be named here in which graduates could be
employed. Instead, there is a very wide range of pos-
sible occupations ranging from consulting to teach-
ing and research at universities and schools, through
to market research.

The analyses named so far primarily represent
how geographers view ‘their own’ occupational field.
However, in a quantitative study carried out in 1999
by geographers at the University of Trier, it was
mainly decision-makers from the world of business
both with and without any contact to geography in
Germany who were surveyed (KLEMME et al. 2000).
In addition to the quantitative study, sixty qualitative
expert interviews were carried out in order to ascer-
tain the ‘relationship between the science and real-
world practice in spatial planning’ as well as to ana-
lyse the self- and foreign perception of geographers
in spatial planning (MoNHEIM et al. 1999). For the
first time, the foreign perception of the occupational
field ‘geography’ was analysed in-depth. Hence, the
perception of geography is estimated to be worse by
the specialist public, i.e. geographers, than by rep-
resentatives of other disciplines. According to the
findings of the study, the perception of geography is
vague due to the breadth of its scope; it is frequently
confused with geology, cartography and topography,
and geography as a science is equated to school geog-
raphy (MONHEIM et al. 1999, 47).

A very detailed analysis of the US job market
for geographers and the competencies expected of
them is given by SoLEM et al. (2008). In this inves-
tigation, 29 general and 20 geography-specific com-
petencies were examined. Respondents were catego-
rised as ‘university’, ‘public sectot’, ‘private sector’,
and ‘non-profit companies’. According to this study,
the three most important specialist competencies

which geographers require on the job market are
‘spatial thinking’ (73 %), ‘interdisciplinary perspec-
tive’ (64 %), and ‘geographical information systems’
(58 %) (SoLEM et al. 2008, 367).

Regarding both their methodology and content,
previous studies on the perception of geography as
an occupational field are heterogeneous.

Summing up, the two-dimensional attitude
model by TROMMSDORFF and TEICHERT (2011) quali-
fies best to grasp the concept of image underlying
this study. Regarding the specific understanding of
geography, the authors followed the three-pillar op-
erationalisation of geography. As previous studies
only offered insights into the image of selected pop-
ulation groups without claiming representativeness,
based on a representative sample of the German
population, this study explores the following five
questions:

e Which are the spontaneous associations with
geography?

e What are the images of the German population
regarding the scientific discipline of geography?

e What are the images connected to geography as

a school subject?

e What are the images of geography as an occupa-
tional field?
¢ Which factors influence geography’s image?

3 Methodology
3.1 Design and sample

The study on the perception of geography
among the population is a quantitative and empiri-
cal cross-sectional investigation with explorative
character, and part of a larger investigation on the
perception of geography, which utilised separate
questionnaires to determine the perception of geog-
raphy as a science both among media representatives
as well as on the job market and in the professional
world among human resources managers (cf. GANS
and HEMMER 2015). It was commissioned by the
Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Geographie, an umbrella
organisation for all German-speaking geographical
specialist associations, and carried out in summer
2013 with support from the market research institute
Forschungswerk Nirnberg in the form of telephone
interviews (cati to web).

In order to obtain representative statements on
the foreign perception of geography among the pub-
lic, a random sample (n = 801) of the legal adults in
Germany was chosen (at least 18 years of age). The
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distribution of the respondents in the sample corre-
sponded to the distribution of the overall population
in the various federal states. 46 percent of those sur-
veyed were men, 54 percent women. For the proper-
ty ‘age of respondents’, persons aged 18 to below 30
were under-represented in comparison to the overall
population in Germany. The percentage of parents
of school-age children was 25.6 percent (n = 205),
of which 45.9 percent received independent geog-
raphy lessons and 25.9 percent geography lessons
combined with another subject. Furthermore, over
a quarter of respondents (28.2 percent) personally
knew a geographer. The questionnaire for the popu-
lation focused above all on schools, but also included
a number of items on geography as a science and as
an occupational field.

3.2 The measuring instrument

The measuring instrument for the population
survey consists of a questionnaire (cf. GANs and
HemMER 2015, 107-117), which was developed in a
model-based manner by a team consisting of repre-
sentatives of specialist geographical associations and
the Forschungswerk. Due to technical requirements
(survey time, costs), it was necessary for the con-
tent of the questionnaire to have a particular focus.
Hence, the questionnaire for the population has an
emphasis on geography as a school subject, but also
includes two scales on geography as a science and as
an occupational field.

The scales were designed based on the principles
of the three-pillar model of geography and the nation-
al geographical educational standards (cf. Chapter 1,
Fig. 1). According to the two-dimensional attitude
construct (cf. Chapter 1) the study is based on, an at-
tempt was made to collect data on both the cognitive
dimension (e.g. existing knowledge about geography)
as well as the affective dimension (e.g. emotional at-
titudes towards geography). There was an intentional
alternation between open and closed questions. For
one, this was to obtain replies that were as uninflu-
enced as possible, and for another, statements that
were as specific as possible. For necessary Likert-like
reply scales which are common in attitude measure-
ments and which allow the use of parametric methods
due to their postulated distance metrics, the degree
of agreement with a statement was generally stated as
1 = ‘Fully agree’ to 5 = ‘Completely disagree’. In the
case of predetermined reply options, their sequence
was modified in a rotating manner from respondent
to respondent.

The questionnaire comprises four subject groups
(c.f. HEMMER et al. 2015b, 32). In the first subject
group, the respondents were prompted to name their
spontaneous associations with the keyword ‘geogra-
phy’ (question 1). The goal of this was to determine
their direct and uninfluenced attitude towards the
subject of the survey. Subject group 2, which focuses
on the importance of geography as a school subject
and constitutes the largest section of the question-
naire, consists of seven question groups and the cot-
responding sub-scales. Question 2 includes a scale
which asks about the importance of covering twelve
different types of content in geography lessons.
This content consists of core topics of geography
lessons, which were obtained from the three-pillar
model and the national educational standards (cf.
Chapter 1). Question 3 allows respondents to assess
the importance of geography as a school subject via
eleven statements. The statements used were mostly
about the educational contribution of the subject (cf.
GGS 2014, 5-7) and combine both cognitive and af-
fective elements (cf. Chapter 1); only two elements
were purely affective statements with value judge-
ments (‘Geography is an important school subject’
and ‘Geography is an interesting school subject’; both
originating from previous studies, cf. Chapter 1). In
question 4, respondents were expected to assess how
comprehensively individual competencies were pro-
moted in geography lessons. The eleven skills listed
were derived from the competency model of the edu-
cational standards for geography as a subject (GGS
2014, 9). Because the perception of a school subject
not only results from its content and competencies
as well as its perceived educational contribution, but
also how its importance is judged in comparison with
other subjects, question 5 provides respondents with
the opportunity to assess the relevance of geography
as a school subject in comparison with six natural
and social science subjects (cf. Chapter 1). Question 6
takes a similar tack, in which the desired scope of ge-
ography lessons is determined. The attitude towards
the organisation of the school subject (question 7)
- independently or as part of a subject combination
with natural and/or social sciences - was included, on
the one hand, due to reasons of subject policy, and,
on the other, to allow a comparison with the findings
obtained by Kock (1997). Question 8 gives respond-
ents the opportunity to make suggestions as to how
the perception of geography as a school subject can
be improved. It is precisely via this open question that
additional aspects of the public’s perception of geog-
raphy can be broached which were not touched upon
by the previous, primarily closed questions.
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Subject group 3 is concerned with ‘Geography
as a science’. For this purpose, eleven geographical
fields of research were listed which were detrived from
the three-pillar model (cf. Chapter 1). They were read
out by the interviewer in a rotating sequence, and
the respondents had to judge if a particular research
field was very important (1) or not important (5) for
the discipline of geography. Question 10 prompts
respondents to evaluate eight statements on geogra-
phy as a science. In this case, the first four involved
mainly a cognitive description and classification
of the nature science, while statements 5 to 8 were
concerned with an assessment of the societal signifi-
cance of geography as a social science.

With the help of an open question, subject
group 4 aimed to find out what job prospects geog-
raphers had in the respondents’ opinion. The replies
were assigned to categories of occupational fields by
the interviewers.

Furthermore, four independent variables were
also queried which, due to the state of research, could
be expected to have an influence on the formation of
perception (age, gender, educational qualifications),
and/ot which could plausibly be expected to lead to
different attitudes (school-age children). In accord-
ance with the contact hypothesis (PETTIGREW and
Trorp 2000), it is assumed that as the fifth independ-
ent variable, contact to geographers could contrib-
ute to a more positive image. Having studied geog-
raphy could also significantly influence perception.
Unfortunately, only nine of the 801 respondents had
studied geography at the university level, such that
this factor was not investigated in greater detail.

4 Findings

Results follow the main research questions for-
mulated at the end of Chapter 2. Responses connect-
ed to the factors influencing image (question 5) are
be presented in separate sub-chapters.

4.1 Associations with geography

The basis for determining the associations were
the replies of the population to the first question
(cf. Chap. 3), which attempted to elicit a link be-
tween individual thoughts and feelings related to
the term provided (‘geography’) that was as spon-
tanecous and undirected as possible. With up to 17
responses per person, the 801 respondents provided
a total of 3,237 replies. 20 persons or 2.5 percent of

all respondents did not provide any responses at all,
while eleven other persons did not know what to an-
swer. Despite the open approach, the first response
of the respondents demonstrated a significant con-
centration on just a few associations. The four most
frequently specified responses were ‘countries’,
‘geography’, ‘maps, country maps, world map’ and
‘school, lessons’. At 36.6 percent, they constituted
over one-third of all the first responses given, and
affirm the importance of geography for imparting
topography and orientation systems, including the
media and educational institutions necessary for this
purpose. The associations with geography are simi-
lar for both genders. Women are more likely to link
geography with ‘school, lessons’, ‘countries’, ‘travel,
travelling’, while men were more likely to associate
it with ‘maps, country maps, world maps’.

As the number of responses given by a person
increases, the terms that are strongly associated with
spatial knowledge start to lose their overwhelm-
ing dominance. Instead, more specific geographi-
cal content was mentioned more frequently (e.g.
‘mountain chains, mountains’ or ‘cities, city’), and
new concepts such as climate change, land use, or
natural phenomena were also added. The numerous
responses, which were often only listed once, made
it difficult to conduct more detailed investigations
or a comparative analysis with their many possible
interpretations. Hence, ten categories were defined
according to which the terms named were classified
(Gans 2015, 39).

In table 1, the highly significant difference be-
tween the distributions of the first response to all
responses is striking (x2=354; p=0.000). For the
first response, the two categories ‘Spatial terms,
general’ and “Teaching, education, qualifications’
alone accounted for half of all responses, while the
corresponding percentage fell to 28.5 percent when
all responses by survey participants were consid-
ered (cf. Tab. 1). At the same time, the change in the
sums of the percentages of the phenomena named
in the physical and anthropogenic environment is
almost a mirror image: They increase from 12.2 to
37.8 percent. The extent of the differences between
the first response and all responses are comparable
for men and women, but the distribution according
to gender differs significantly in each case.

Overall, the distribution of the associations
across the ten defined categories paints a picture
of geography which appears to be defined among
the population by geography as a school subject and
its imparting of spatial knowledge and methods for
orientation. The significance of these perceptions is



30 ERDKUNDE Vol. 72 - No. 1

Tab. 1: Categorised associations of the population (n = 801) with geography
Associations categorised Responses (in %)

First Gender All Gender
response Male Female responses Male Female

Spatial terms, general 27.7 27.9 27.5 19.1 19.2 19.1
Spatial terms, specific 3.8 4.7 3.1 5.9 6.8 5.1
Physical environmental phenomena 8.2 7.5 8.8 26.7 259 27.3
Anthropogenic environmental phenomena 4.0 4.2 3.8 11.1 10.2 11.9
Processes, phenomena, crises, hazards 4.0 5.6 2.6 6.2 7.0 5.6
Media and methods of otientation 16.4 18.1 14.9 11.1 12.2 10.3
Teaching, education, qualifications 22.5 18.9 25.6 9.4 8.1 10.4
Travel 6.5 4.5 8.3 4.5 3.9 4.9
Science, sub-disciplines, researchers 4.1 5.0 33 4.3 5.0 3.7
Other 2.8 3.6 2.1 1.7 1.7 1.7
Number of responses 781 359 422 3,220 1,448 1,772

Source: Gans 2015, 40

independent of age and also mostly independent of
the educational levels of the respondents. In addi-
tion, responses which also categorise geography as
a science increase in dominance when respondents
have contact with geographers.

4.2 The perception of geography as a school
subject

In order to determine the importance, the pop-
ulation ascribes to geography as a school subject,
eleven statements based on the educational stand-
ards (GGS #2014, 5-7) were read out to the respond-
ents in rotating sequence, who were instructed to
submit their evaluation of them using a five-level
Likert-like scale (cf. Tab. 2). Overall, respondents
assigned a high relevance to geography as a school
subject, with the highest level of agreement for the
statement ‘As a school subject, geography contrib-
utes significantly to general knowledge’, followed
by the statements that geography is an important
or interesting school subject. On the other hand,
respondents agreed least with the statement that
the subject contributes to the shaping of values. A
breakdown of the scale into two factors using fac-
tor analysis shows that the population views the
importance of the school subject for each indi-
vidual as being significantly higher than its social
importance.

If we also look at the relative percentages of the
responses that are in agreement, ten of the eleven
items receive a corresponding reply from more
than 50 percent of respondents. Furthermore, if

we examine the statements whose percentages ate
higher in the first reply category (‘Fully agree’)
than in the second (‘Agree’), it becomes clear that
geography is seen as a school subject that contrib-
utes significantly to general knowledge, is impor-
tant and interesting, and also helps to better under-
stand spatial phenomena and to orientate oneself
spatially - findings that are corroborated by other
studies (e.g. HEILIG 1984; Kock 1997; HEMMER and
Hemmer 2010).

If the respondents are distinguished by their
age (younger than or at least 51 years of age), the
three items 09 to 11 (cf. Tab. 2) show a highly sig-
nificant difference (p=0.000) favouring the younger
respondents, who assign the corresponding content
a higher relevance for geography as a school subject
than older respondents. This can probably be ex-
plained by the restructuring of the content of geog-
raphy lessons around 1969/70, in which a paradigm
shift from regional geography to general geography
took place on the German Congress of Geography
in Kiel in 1969. However, viewing this change in a
critical manner (cf. Korr 2014) seems to be of core
importance for the interpretation of results.

In order to find out how well individual compe-
tencies are promoted in geography lessons from the
viewpoint of the population, eleven skills were read
out to respondents in a rotating sequence. The popu-
lation is of the opinion that competencies in the areas
of spatial orientation, the understanding of natural
phenomena, and the development of spaces are well-
fostered in geography lessons (cf. Tab. 3). Support
for the ability to understand interactional relation-
ships between humans and the environment is seen
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Tab. 2: Relevance of geography as a school subject among the population (n = 801) - arrangement of the questionnaire items
according to the degree of agreement.

Item  Item phrasing

Rank no. As a school subject, geography... X S
1 02 contributes significantly to general knowledge. 1.56 0.779
2 07 is an important school subject. 1.71 0.778
3 08 is an interesting school subject. 1.82 0.917
4 06 il(e)gaglilse to better understand spatial phenomena, e.g. earthquakes or land use 1.89 0.937
5 05 helps me to better orientate myself spatially. 2.04 1.104
6 03 helps us understand the relationships between humans and the environment. 2.08 0.959
7 01 points out key problems on our planet. 2.14 1.014
8 04 imparts to me knowledge and skills that are useful in daily life. 2.23 1.003
9 10 promotes environmental conservation. 2.41 1.124
10 11 contributes to political education. 2.49 1.123
11 09 helps to create core values for living in a globalised society. 2.01 1.065

Source: HEMMER et al. 2015¢, 50

Tab. 3: Competencies which, in the opinion of the population (n = 801), are fostered by geography as a school subject - items
are ordered according to the degree of agreement

I
Rank M em phrasing X s
no.
Ability to become acquainted with the names of important countries, cities, rivers,
1 06 . . . . 2.29 1.07
and mountains, and to describe their location.
2 01 Ability to describe the earth as a planet. 2.35 1.01
3 07 Ability to evaluate various maps from an atlas or the newspaper. 2.45 1.07
4 05 Ability to investigate regions such as Germany and Europe in light of certain issues. 2.48 1.05
5 0 Ability to explain natural, i.e. environmental processes such as the formation of 254 107

mountains and weather phenomena.

Ability to assess spatial phenomena such as floods and urban development or
6 10 problems according to certain criteria (e.g advantages and disadvantages for the 2.67 1.03
economy and the environment).

Ability to describe and explain interrelationships between humans and nature and/

! 04 or the environment (e.g. natural disasters and environmental impact). 269 0-96
8 03 Ability to explain societal processes such as urbanisation and globalisation. 2.72 1.03
9 09 Ability to communicate using specialist geographical terms. 2.86 1.05
10 11 Ability to act in an environmentally and socially responsible manner. 2.89 1.05
1 08 Ability to apply important geographical methods in order to e.g. map land use or 333 107

analyse soil samples, in school or outside in the field.

Source: HEMMER et al. 2015¢, 54
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as sufficient. According to the population, the least-
fostered competency is that of applying geographical
working methods in class or on site in the field.

Neither the gender nor the highest educational
qualifications of the respondents had a bearing on
their response behaviour. Respondents with school-
age children gave the fostering of topographical
knowledge and map evaluation competency a signifi-
cantly more positive rating than respondents without
school-age children. Clearly, parents are aware of the
necessity for promoting these competencies in geog-
raphy lessons.

According to the population, relevant subject
areas for geography lessons include, above all, ‘en-
vironmental problems’, followed by physical geogra-
phy content, regional geography, and spatial orienta-
tion. Content from the field of human geography was
viewed to be less important in comparison.

No clear picture could be obtained with regard
to the preferred manner in which the subject should
be taught. While a small majority was in favour of
teaching it as an independent subject (52.9 %), a total
of 40.5 percent of respondents voted for a subject
combination approach, of which in turn 27.8 percent
voted for it to be taught in combination with social
science subjects. The current number of lesson hours
is viewed by the majority as being adequate (50.6 %0)
or even insufficient (41.7 %). Compared to other nat-
ural and/or social science subjects, the clear majority
of the population rated geography lessons as being
of equal value.

As for recommendations for the potential opti-
misation of geography lessons, respondents recom-
mended the inclusion of more current topics, as well
as topics that would be relevant in the future, which
they mainly saw as being in the subject areas ‘en-
vironment” and ‘natural disasters’. Furthermore, in
their opinion, clearer, more understandable lessons
and excursions could help increase the attractiveness
of the subject among the general public.

4.3 The perception of geography as a science

Eleven predetermined items were read out by in-
terviewers in a rotating sequence. The question on
research topics in geography was: “To what extent do
you believe that geographers deal with these topics
when performing research?’ (1 = “Very important’,
5 = ‘Not at all’). The highest agreement values indi-
cated that the discipline of geography is seen mainly
as a natural science and/or as a human—environ-
ment science: on average, natural hazards, climate

research, environmental processes, and natural dis-
asters received a high agreement value of less than
2 (cf. Fig. 2). Apart from that, the core content of
human geography (developing countries, population,
cities, the economy, traffic) is located at the bottom
end. However, it should generally be remarked that,
without exception, all subject content was recognised
as being a very important or important topic (agree-
ment 1 or 2) for the discipline of geography at least
50 percent of the time.

In order to further classify the eleven topics,
a main component analysis without rotation was
calculated. Three factors with an intrinsic value
greater than 1 account for 56 percent of the vari-
ance. They refer to the three overarching subject
areas ‘Georisks and the environment’, ‘Countries
and regions’, and ‘Society and the economy’. The
respective mean values show that the subject area
‘Georisks and the environment’ (mean: 1.78) is seen
as being more significant than the subject areas
‘Countries and regions’ (mean: 1.94) and ‘Society
and the economy’ (mean: 2.34).

At least half of the respondents agreed with six
out of ecight statements that geography should be
categorised as a science where its content is con-
cerned (cf. Fig. 3). In the case of ‘Geography helps
to answer key questions on our planet’, agreement
reached more than 75 percent, and for ‘Geography
provides crucial insight for life in a society’, it is just
under 50 percent. Problem-solving competency met
with agreement both at a global and a national level.
Geography is clearly seen as a bridge between the
natural and social sciences, and helps ‘to better un-
derstand the complex relationships between humans
and their environment’.

An interesting picture was painted by the analy-
sis of whether the evaluation of the statements on
geography as a science as well as the assessment of
its research topics in the representative survey of
the general public was related to other variables for
which data was collected. Using y* tests, HECKMANN
and Horn (2015, 67-69) show that geography as a
science deals with societal challenges, pursues glob-
ally relevant issues, works in an application-oriented
manner, and is more appropriately categorised as
a natural science. In research, geography is mainly
concerned with topics involving the climate, the en-
vironment and sustainability, but also with popula-
tions, cities, the economy, and traffic.

In summary, it can be said that, as before, ‘no-
body has a bad opinion of geography as a science’
(HarD and WENZEL 1979). People are highly or very
highly confident that geography is able to find solu-
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What does geography research focus on?
(population, n=801)

Natural hazards

Climate research

Environmental processes, natural disasters

Natural spaces

Countries

Sustainability

Developing countries

Population

Cities

Economy

Traffic

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6

Mean values
(95% confidence interval)

1.53 +/- 0.05

1.68 +/- 0.06

1.69 +/- 0.06

1.84 +/- 0.07

2.03 +/- 0.07

2.23 +/-0.07

2.22 +/- 0.07

2.26 +/- 0.07

2.31 +/-0.07

2.36 +/- 0.07

2.52 +/- 0.08

0.8 1.0

Cumulative percentage of respondents

. Sort of important

Rather unimportant topic

Not at all

Don’t know/not specified

Fig. 2: Assessment of research topics in geography. Source: HECKkMANN and Horn 2015, 65

tions for specific problems in Germany (e.g. environ-
mental protection and traffic planning), to answer
key questions on our planet (e.g. on the consequenc-
es of climate change), and to understand complex re-
lationships between humans and their environment.

4.4 About the perception of geography as an
occupational field

In response to the question “What do you think
the job prospects are for a geography graduate who
does not work as a teacher in a school or remains in

academia at a university or in research?”, respond-
ents were able to answer freely. The open replies
were classified by the interviewers according to
categories defined in advance in order to facilitate
the evaluation. In order to more rapidly arrive at re-
sponses that did not include the two occupational
fields ‘school’ and ‘university’, they were excluded
by the question at the very start. A relatively high
number of responses (cf. Tab. 4) referenced occu-
pational fields that can be classified into two cat-
egoties: ‘Environmental planning/protection/risks’
(11.4%) and ‘Urban and regional planning’ (13.4 %o).
Almost a fifth of the respondents were unable to
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What is your opinion of the statements about geography as a science?

(population, n=801)

Key global questions

Human - environment relationship

Link between natural/social science

Solving problems in Germany

Natural science

Real-world applicability

Socially relevant

Social science

Mean values
(95% confidence interval)

1.76 +/- 0.06

2.22 +/- 0.07

2.23 +/- 0.07

2.26 +/- 0.07

2.57 +/- 0.08

2.48 +/- 0.07

2.56 +/- 0.07

3.07 +/- 0.08

0.0 0.25 0.5

| 1
0.75 1.0

Cumulative percentage of respondents

. Sort of agree

Do not really agree

Completely disagree

Don’t know/not specified

Fig. 3: Evaluation of eight statements about geography as a science. Source: HECkMANN and Horn 2015, 67

name an occupational field. Over 40 percent named
job options which could not be classified as one of
the predetermined occupational fields.

5 Discussion

The results of the population survey on the per-
ception of geography are varied and sophisticated.
Therefore, the discussion is based on core state-
ments that rely on the research questions introduced
at the end of Chapter 2.

Core Statement 1: Associations with geography are
linked more strongly with natural than with human geography
topics and display strong ties to educational aspects.

The associations support the fact that physi-
cal environmental phenomena are mentioned sig-
nificantly more frequently than anthropogenic
environmental phenomena. The results of the
overarching study presented by Gans (2015, 406)

show a somewhat modified image concerning the
associations of media representatives and human
resources managers. Both groups associated ge-
ography more strongly with human geography and
its nature as a science. To our knowledge, there are
no studies containing comparable results. Dealing
with the strong association with physical geography
is a more complex endeavour. School geography
in Germany contains limited elements of physical
geography. One possible explanation lies with as-
sociations connected to the prefix ‘geo’. In general
terms, earlier work (cf. GassLER and RAMMLER 1991,
MoNHEIM et al. 1999) already emphasised the strong
ties between geography’s contribution to education
and scientific progress.

Core Statement 2: Geography as a school subject is rated
positively, contributes 1o both spatial orientation and compre-
hension of human-environmental interaction; topics connected
to the environment and physical geography are considered to
be very important.



2018

P. Gans et al.: The perception of geography among the German population ... 35

Tab. 4: Responses for typical geographical occupational fields for geographers (n = 801)

Typical occupational field

Total responses (n=801)

Responses in %

First response (n=226)

Environmental planning/protection/risks
Urban and regional planning

Traffic planning

Economic development
Communal/policy consultations
Corporate consultations

Real estate

Collaboration with developing countries
Agenda 21 processes, sustainable development
Public relations

Market research

Adult education/publishing

Other

Don’t know/not specified

11.4 11.5
13.4 17.3
3.0 3.1
1.5 3.1
1.6 0.9
0.7 0.9
0.1 0.0
0.9 0.0
0.2 0.4
1.1 0.9
0.6 0.4
1.1 0.0
44.4 48.7
19.9 12.8

Source: NIENABER et al. 2015, 84

The school subject is seen as being of high so-
cial and individual significance. Around 80 percent
of respondents see it as an important and interesting
school subject that makes a significant contribution
to general knowledge. A similar positive attitude was
also observed by Kock (1997), HEMMER and HEMMER
(1998, 2010), Apey and BippurpH (2003) as well as
MIENER (2016). Respondents were highly confident
that geography is able to answer central questions on
our planet, understand complex relationships between
humans and the environment, as well as link findings
and insight from the natural and social sciences.

The significance of general spatial concepts and
the media and methods of spatial orientation were
already apparent in the associations among the pop-
ulation. The importance of spatial concepts is also
high for geography as a school subject. To a great ex-
tent, the population is of the opinion that geography
lessons foster competencies which help with spatial
orientation. However, these competencies involve
more than just a situational description, and also
include orientation in real space and map compe-
tencies. In Kock’s (1997) paper decision-makers, in
addition, only ascribed topography, which was seen
as a sub-field of spatial orientation, a subordinating
role. Although it should be stated that the content
related to spatial orientation and general knowledge

was seen as being significantly more important, the
subject was also perceived as contributing signifi-
cantly to better understanding the complex relation-
ships between humans and the environment. The
image of the German population regarding compe-
tence acquisition by means of the school subject cor-
relates with geography’s self-image (cf. GGS 2014).
However, the population sets a stronger emphasis
on spatial orientation. Similarly, pupils also identi-
fied spatial orientation as school geography’s key area
of competence (cf. MIENER 2010).

The population’s vote was obvious where the
content was concerned: by a wide margin, environ-
mental problems were specified as content which
should definitely be covered in geography lessons.
Geography’s significance as an environmental subject
is already obvious in Kock (1997), whose respondents
affirmed with more than a two-thirds majority that
geography lessons are a key subject for environmental
education. Moreover, the coverage of natural geogra-
phy topics meets with greater approval than human
geography content. The same applies to competen-
cies which are linked to natural geography content.
Deserving of discussion in this context is the fact that
all existing studies on pupil interest (e.g. HEMMER and
HemMER 2010) show that natural geography topics,
above all environmental and human—environment
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topics, are met with greater interest than classical hu-
man geography content. However, content which is
concerned with the day-to-day lives of humans and/
or global development problems is also rated as being
highly interesting. This leads to the hypothesis that
German population considers sustainability topics as
essential for school geography. BAGoLy-Smmo (2013)
showed the validity of such a hypothesis in an inter-
national setting,

Core Statement 3: The German population perceives geog-
raphy as a human—environment science.

Clear is the characterisation of geography as a
subject in the field of science that deals with human-
environment relationships. Thereby, few partici-
pants agreed with geography being a nature science.
However, by far fewer respondents saw geography as
asocial science. Earlier studies (cf. HARD and WENZEL
1979; CALE and HEMMER 1991; GASSLER and RAMMLER
1991; MoNHEIM et al. 1991; KLEE and PIOTROWSKY-
FicutNer 2003) came to similar results regarding
geography being a nature science. However, none of
these studies offered geography being a human-envi-
ronment science as a possible answer. Furthermore,
none of these studies claimed representativeness of
their respective respondent groups. While no clear
explanation can be formulated at this time, one pos-
sible hypothesis is that German population perceives
research in human geography as more strongly tied to
social science (e. g. sociology).

In the view of German respondents, the disci-
pline is seen as a science which links findings from
natural and social sciences and contributes to ‘bet-
ter understanding the complex relationships between
humans and their environment’. HECKMANN and
HornN (2015) observe the same tendency in their sur-
vey of media representatives, who view geographers
as specialists for human-environment topics such as
natural disasters/georisks, floods, or the use of natu-
ral resources. This result might be read as encourage-
ment to further intensify the coverage of specific is-
sues on human-environment interactions in research
and teaching.

Core Statement 4: The population bas little knowledge
about geography as a profession. Environmental and spatial
planning are perceived as the most promising employment per-
spectives for geographers.

One fifth of all respondents offered no answer
regarding geography as a profession, while almost
half of the answers contained professions that hardly
employ any geographers. The majority of the valid
answers placed geographers within urban and re-
gional planning as well as environmental planning/
protection/hazards.

Comparable, but more differentiated statements
were made by media representatives and human re-
sources managers (e.g. NIENABER et al. 2015). In cases
where there was contact with geographers, the envi-
ronmental field was specified less frequently, which
corresponds to the actual job situation. To achieve
more precise answers, the survey carried out among
the population did not consider jobs in education
and research. This, however, might have led to lower
response rates. In contrast, one quarter of all media
representatives and one fifth of the surveyed human
resources managers named education and science as
possible employers (e.g. NIENABER et al. 2015, 83).

Core Statement 5: Contact with geographers and the indi-
vidual excperience of school geography have the strongest influence
on the image.

Respondents who had contact with geographers
specified terms from the categories ‘science, sub-
disciplines, researchers’ and ‘teaching, education,
qualifications’ significantly more frequently, and
mentioned less general spatial terms than the other
persons surveyed. Interestingly, the factor contact
had no influence on the image of geography as a
school subject. Furthermore, respondents who knew
geographers agreed with six out of eight statements
on geography as a science more strongly than those
who did not know any geographers. For the question
on possible occupational fields for geographers, dif-
ferences in reply behaviour were observed between
respondents who had contact with geographers and
those who did not. There are, to our knowledge, no
studies that contain comparable results. Still, the role
of this factor seems reasonable and should lead to
consequences (see below). The lacking importance of
the factor in the case of geography as a school subject
might be connected to the fact that all respondents
experienced geography lessons during their formal
education and further contacts did not lead to any
variations in the image.

The associations already show a strong connection
between the image of the population and geography
as a school subject. For example, 22.5 percent of pet-
sons surveyed first associated a term from the category
‘teaching, education, qualifications’ with geography.
Furthermore, a sophisticated and positive perception
of the science and its topics correlated, as exhibited by
the computed results, with a high level of agreement
with positive statements regarding geography lessons.
An inspection of the variables ‘existence of school-age
children’ refutes an influence in this context, such that
it can be surmised that geography lessons which the re-
spondents themselves experienced were a much more
important factor influencing perception. This finding
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was confirmed by GassLER and RAMMLER (1991) and
MoNHEM et al. (1999), who noticed that their respond-
ents equated geography as a science with the school
subject; however, this was not confirmed by the cur-
rent study in this exact shape and form.

6 Conclusion, reflection and outlook

German population has an overall positive im-
age of geography that corresponds to the discipline’s
self-image. Still, some change is urgently required:
1. Reflexion of the results within the discipline
2. More offensive PR
3. More commitment to and support of school

geography.

The fact that German population identifies
geography rather stronger with spatial orientation
as with human-environmental interaction might
be a good starting point for an internal reflexion.
Moreover, the stronger link between geography
and the natural sciences and the perception of the
subject with regard to human—environment interac-
tions is certainly highly interesting and worthy of
discussion. A more aggressive and broader PR strat-
egy might support both the consolidation of already
perceived strengths and support a stronger percep-
tion of less obviously perceived strengths of both
discipline and school subject. Public opinion might
also be in need of further information on the myriad
employment opportunities of geography graduates.
PR also means to work on stronger ties with deci-
sion-makers and a more frequent outing of success-
ful people as a geographer within the public sphere.
Finally, given the strong ties between discipline and
school subject, geographers might want to dedicate
more attention to geography teacher training and
school geography as a whole.

There is no fixed perception of geography.
Perceptions are formed out of attitudes communi-
cated by society and individual experiences. In order
to obtain representative statements regarding which
perceptions the general public has of geography, a
quantitative empirical study was the methodologically
suitable manner for collecting not only cognitive, but
also affective percentages of perceptions using collec-
tion instruments developed in a theory-based man-
ner. Doing so clarifies the perceptions the respective
respondents have regarding geography. Because the
existing empirical findings were insufficient to carry
out a hypothesis-based investigation, the explorative
character of the study needs to be underlined.

By including independent variables and coupling
them to dependent variables, it was possible to offer
not only a description of the perceptions, but also ex-
planatory approaches. What are the options for further
research? This study delivered a great deal of insight,
empirically confirmed a number of (pre)conceptions,
refuted others, or provided a more sophisticated un-
derstanding of them. It would certainly also be in-
teresting to repeat the study, conduct more in-depth
studies, or an international comparison. The limits of
this study were that the independent variables did not
provide sufficient explanations as to how these images
and perceptions arose and what their effects are. In or-
der to determine possible factors as well as societal or
situational contexts which influence the perception of
geography, follow-up studies are conceivable, in which
deeper insight into selected findings of this study could
be gleaned with the help of qualitative approaches.
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