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Abstract: Forests across Europe are undergoing rapid transformation as biodiversity loss and
climate change reshape priorities for forest management. Strategies that promote biodiverse
and structurally complex forests are increasingly advocated to enhance ecological resilience,
yet they are often assumed to conflict with societal preferences, potentially limiting public
support for conservation and restoration. We examined whether forest characteristics
associated with biodiversity conservation and climate adaptation are consistently valued by
society across Europe. We combined a visual discrete choice experiment involving 11,622
respondents from twelve European countries with a travel cost model to evaluate whether
stated societal preferences were reflected in observed recreational behaviour. We then
integrated harmonized preference estimates with continental forest inventory and remote-
sensing data to map the spatial distribution of societal values associated with forest ecosystem
condition. Across all countries, respondents consistently preferred forests characterized by
taller canopies, greater tree-species richness, heterogeneous age structures, and more
deadwood. These preferences closely aligned with observed visitation behaviour despite
substantial differences in geography, accessibility, and recreational traditions. Spatial analyses
further showed that forests with greater structural complexity consistently exhibited higher
societal value. Our findings demonstrate that biodiversity-oriented forest management and
societal values largely converge across Europe, suggesting that many interventions promoting
ecological resilience can simultaneously strengthen public support for forest conservation and
restoration, providing a stronger foundation for adaptive, multifunctional forest governance
under global environmental change.
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