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Abstract 
High levels of partisan polarization on environmental policies, and on climate 

change in particular, have led to policy gridlock in the United States. While most 

Americans rely on their partisan identities to guide their policy preferences on highly 

polarizing issues, other non-partisan identities may also be relevant in informing 

environmental policy attitudes. This dissertation investigates the role that partisan and 

non-partisan identities play in driving attitudes on climate change and environmental 

policies broadly. In a first paper, I use a survey experiment to test how identity salience 

influences the effectiveness of a persuasive message about climate change. I find that 

priming a non-partisan (parental) identity decreases partisan polarization on climate 

change policy support, while priming a partisan identity increases polarization. In a 

second paper, I use focus groups, participant observation, and interviews to identify 

four strategies that individuals use to reconcile conflicting identities and form attitudes 

on climate change. In a third paper, I use focus groups with rural voters in North 

Carolina to understand how rural identities inform unique environmental policy 

preferences. Each of these studies contributes to the broader understanding of the role 

that non-partisan identities play in driving environmental attitudes and offers a 

potential way to build more bipartisan agreement in this policy area.    
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Dissertation Introduction 
Over the past several decades, American public opinion on environmental issues, 

and particularly on climate change, has become increasingly polarized. In a 2015 New 

York Times/CBS poll, 90% of Democrats said that global warming would have a serious 

effect on the Earth, compared with only 58% of Republicans (New York Times, 2015). In 

a time series study from 2001-2010, McCright and Dunlap found that the partisan divide 

on beliefs about climate change increased from 11 percentage points in 2001 to over 40 

percentage points in 2010, demonstrating that the issue has become more partisan over 

the past decade (McCright & Dunlap, 2011b).  

This partisan polarization has serious consequences for effective democratic 

governance. As polarization on an issue increases, the likelihood of policies passing 

declines, leading to policy gridlock and fewer effective public policies. At an individual 

level, polarization leads individuals to rely more on their partisan identity when making 

political decisions, leading to less critical evaluation of policy information and facts 

(Druckman, 2001; Guilbeault, Becker, & Centola, 2018; Kahan, Jenkins-Smith, & Braman, 

2011; Kahan et al., 2012) and even a reduction in political engagement (Hetherington, 

2008). On the topic of the environment and climate change, high levels of partisan 

polarization have prevented meaningful climate change legislation from passing 

through Congress for decades. 
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Despite the consequences of political polarization on the environment, political 

science research has yet to identify effective and lasting ways to break down the partisan 

roadblocks on environmental policies. Climate change in particular has become one of 

the most polarizing issues in American politics (Egan & Mullin, 2017; Pew Research 

Center, 2017), a cornerstone issue that defines what it means to identify as a Democrat or 

a Republican in the United States (Bliuc et al., 2015). Because climate change is both 

complex and highly polarizing, most Americans rely on their partisan identity to 

determine their political attitudes on the issue.  

However, partisan identities are not the only identities to drive political 

attitudes. We each have many different identities that inform who we are and how we 

think about ourselves in society (Erikson, 1968; Mead, 1934; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, 

Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), and any of these identities can become political identities 

when they become relevant to a political issue. As Smith (2004) describes, political 

identities are “the collective label for a set of characteristics by which persons are 

recognized by political actors as members of a political group,” (Smith, 2004, p. 302). 

This can be party affiliation or political ideology, but it can also be based on 

characteristics like race, ethnicity, class, language, parental status, gender, location, 

hobbies, etc.  
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The role that such non-partisan identities play in driving political attitudes on 

environmental issues is understudied. This is particularly important because as 

environmental issues become polarizing, non-partisan identities may offer a strategy to 

reduce partisan polarization by uniting Americans on identities that they share as 

opposed to ones that divide them. In this dissertation, I explore how partisan and non-

partisan identities interact to drive attitudes on climate change and the environment. In 

three chapters, I investigate how three non-partisan identities – parental identities, 

environmental conservationist identities, and rural identities – each inform how 

individuals feel about environmental issues and identify how non-partisan identities 

may increase bipartisan agreement on environmental policies.  

In the first chapter, I develop and test a theory to understand the role that 

identity salience plays in how effective messages are at shifting climate change attitudes. 

Previous research demonstrates that when issues are highly polarizing, efforts to 

influence attitudes using persuasive messages (or frames) generally fail as people rely 

on their salient partisan identities to inform their attitudes. This is a common roadblock 

in climate change communications (see, e.g., Bernauer & McGrath, 2016; Hart & Nisbet, 

2012; Zhou, 2016). However, changing the identity lens through which individuals 

consider political issues may make framing strategies more effective at shifting attitudes. 

This chapter develops and tests a framework that predicts that receiving a climate 
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change message when a non-partisan identity is salient may reduce partisan 

polarization on climate change attitudes. Through a pre-registered survey experiment 

(n=956), I tested the impact of combining a non-partisan (parental) identity or a partisan 

identity prime with a relevant frame on several climate change attitude and behavioral 

outcomes. I found evidence that priming a partisan identity before presenting the frame 

increases polarization on climate change while priming a non-partisan (parental) 

identity decreases polarization. Specifically, I found that priming a parental identity 

increases climate change concern and likelihood to undertake pro-climate political 

behavior among Republicans, while (marginally) decreasing likely political behavior 

among Democrats. Similarly, priming a partisan identity increases climate change 

attitudes among Democrats, but eliminates the framing effect among Republicans. I find 

a significant difference in average support for climate change policies when an 

individual’s parental (versus partisan) identity is primed before receiving a message 

about climate change.  I discuss potential explanations for these effects as well as 

implications for the importance of identity salience in public opinion and political 

communications.   

The second chapter investigates one of the implications of the first chapter: what 

happens when an individuals’ non-partisan identity leads to political attitudes that 

differ from those informed by their partisan identity? Specifically, I looked at how 
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individuals who have conflicting identities driving their climate change policy 

preferences reconcile these conflicts to form attitudes on the issue. I leveraged a unique 

sample of politically conservative members of an environmental conservation group (the 

National Audubon Society) to understand how potentially conflicting identities drive 

attitudes on climate change. These participants had a political identity (political 

conservatism) and a non-political identity (that of environmental conservationists) that 

created cross-pressures on their climate change policy preferences. Using three forms of 

qualitative research (focus groups, interviews, and participant observation), I identified 

four strategies that participants use to reconcile identity conflicts and form attitudes on 

climate change. Two of these strategies are new additions to the existing literature on 

cross-pressured partisans and demonstrate the importance of evaluating the 

consequences of conflicts in identities, not just attitudes. This research has important 

implications for both the theoretical study of identities in political science and practical 

efforts to build bipartisan agreement on climate change. 

The third chapter looks closely at one specific non-partisan identity – a rural 

identity – and seeks to understand how this identity informs unique environmental 

policy attitudes in America. Rural populations in America are growing in political 

importance, particularly following the 2016 presidential election. Meanwhile, social and 

partisan sorting is increasing the differences between urban and rural identities and 
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making each more salient and likely to drive distinct policy preferences. While recent 

research has examined how rural identities drive social and economic policy 

preferences, the attitudes of rural Americans are also particularly relevant to the fate of 

environmental policy. Farmers, ranchers, and forest land owners manage huge portions 

of American lands and watersheds and are important stakeholders in the 

implementation of environmental policies. Despite this, the environmental policy 

preferences of rural Americans have received little attention from the political science 

community. This study contributes to this effort by investigating how collective 

identities among rural Americans drive their environmental policy preferences. Through 

four focus groups with rural voters in North Carolina, I documented how shared 

identities of rural citizen inform their attitudes towards environmental policy. 

Specifically, I described how two established aspects of rural identity – a resentment of 

urban governing elites as well as a deep connection to the natural world – translate to 

unique rural perspectives on environmental policy. These findings have implications for 

how to best design, communicate, and implement environmental policies in a way that 

can better engage rural Americans on this issue, and set the stage for a larger project on 

nationwide rural attitudes towards environmental policy. 
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Chapter 1:  The Relationship Between Identity Salience 
and Framing Effects: An Experiment 
1.1 Introduction 

Social identities help individuals make sense of the world and their place in it. As 

psychological constructs that define who we are and how we see ourselves in the world, 

social identities allow people to identify who is part of their “tribe” and who is not. They 

also act as heuristics to drive attitudes and behaviors in various contexts (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987). Social identities come in a number of forms, from racial 

identities to religious identities, and, increasingly, political identities (Green, Palmquist, 

& Schickler, 2002; Huddy, 2001; Huddy, Mason, & Aarøe, 2015). Understanding political 

identities as social identities is not a new concept (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 

1960; Converse, 1964), but political identities are becoming increasingly relevant to how 

Americans think of themselves in society (Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008). Recent studies 

have even found that citizens’ ties to political parties are, in many cases, stronger than 

gender, racial, ethnic, or religious identities (Westwood et al., 2017). 

The increasing relevance of partisan identities has coincided with significant 

polarization of the political parties in the United States. Recent research has found that 

the division between Republicans and Democrats on core political issues has grown 

dramatically over the past 25 years (Pew, 2017), and stances on more and more political 

issues are becoming a marker of one’s broader social identity. Americans are also 
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increasingly sorting themselves (socially and geographically) to primarily interact with 

others that share their political identity, forming echo chambers and further 

exacerbating political polarization (Mason & Wronski, 2018; Mason, 2016). The growing 

importance of partisan identities as social identities, combined with this increasing 

polarization, has real consequences for policymaking. Specifically, increased 

commitment to partisan identities has slowed efforts to address important policy 

problems. Because citizens are more likely to think about a problem through the lens of 

their partisan identity, they tend to disregard information that challenges their party’s 

established position on the issue (Druckman, 2001; Druckman, Peterson, & Slothuus, 

2013; Mutz, 2011; Taber, Lodge, & Glathar, 2001). This, in turn, undermines efforts to 

build bipartisan support for legislation to address important policy problems.  

While social sorting has increased the homogeneity of political parties and 

identity groups in general, sorting is not complete. Cross-pressures (conflicting political 

attitudes driven by opposing identities within an individual) do remain across wide 

swaths of the citizenry (Hillygus & Shields, 2008; Lavine, Johnston, & Steenbergen, 

2012). Specifically, political psychologists have found that many non-partisan social 

identities can also inform citizens’ opinions on policy issues (Huddy, 2001; 

Klandermans, 2002; Lewis-Beck, Norpoth, Jacoby, & Weisberg, 2008). While a citizen’s 

partisan identity may lead them to oppose increased spending on education, for 
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example, their identity as a parent may lead them to support such a policy (Greenlee, 

2014). Thus, an individual’s policy attitude may depend on which of their identities is 

most available in their mind, or salient, at a certain point in time. By increasing the 

salience of a non-partisan identity before presenting information about a policy issue, 

citizens may consider an issue through a less-partisan lens. This approach could be an 

important step in reducing partisan polarization and developing more bipartisan 

support for public policies. 

In this study, I examine this notion by testing how increasing the salience of 

partisan and non-partisan identities (through identity priming) influences how 

persuasive information (a frame) affects attitudes and policy preferences across the 

partisan divide. I test this theory in the context of one of the most highly polarizing 

issues in modern American politics: climate change. In studies of climate change public 

opinion, political ideology and partisanship have dominated other factors as the 

strongest predictors of attitudes towards the issue (Brulle, Carmichael, & Jenkins, 2012; 

Egan & Mullin, 2017; McCright & Dunlap, 2011b; Nisbet, 2009). In a 2015 New York 

Times/CBS poll, 90% of Democrats said that global warming would have a serious effect 

on the Earth, compared with only 58% of Republicans (New York Times, 2015). 

Similarly, 66% of Democrats were concerned “a great deal” about global warming in 

2017, compared to only 18% of Republicans (Norman, 2017). This gap between parties 
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on climate change is significantly larger than on most other issues and has increased 

over time (Dunlap, McCright, & Yarosh, 2016; Guber, 2013; Krosnick, Holbrook, & 

Visser, 2000; McCright & Dunlap, 2011b). Partisan division on climate change has led to 

intransigence on the issue, with no significant emissions reduction legislation passing 

through Congress in decades.  

To overcome the barriers to climate change policymaking presented by 

polarization, policy communicators have relied on persuasive messaging and 

information provision (through framing) to attempt to shift public opinion. Framing is a 

communication technique that highlights a certain aspect of an issue to change the 

dimension through which people evaluate it (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Entman, 1993; 

Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Significant amounts of 

research have been dedicated to exploring the most effective ways to frame climate 

change that will generate public support for climate mitigation policies (for a review, see 

Nisbet, 2009). Common climate change framing techniques include emphasizing the 

economic costs of inaction and the economic benefits of renewable energy (Hoffman, 

2011; Hulme, 2009; Stern, 2007), the local impacts of climate change (Scannell & Gifford, 

2013; Spence & Pidgeon, 2010), or the public health concerns of increased emissions 

(Maibach, Nisbet, Baldwin, Akerlof, & Diao, 2010; Myers, Nisbet, Maibach, & 

Leiserowitz, 2012), among others.  
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Conclusions about the effectiveness of climate change framing, however, are 

mixed. With partisan identities increasingly dominating evaluations of political issues, 

frames that conflict with a citizen’s partisan identity generally fail to change attitudes, 

particularly on issues that are highly polarizing (Druckman et al., 2013; Slothuus & de 

Vreese, 2010).  Recent studies have found that attempts to frame climate change often 

fail to change attitudes, specifically among Republicans (whose partisan identity 

generally informs attitudes opposing climate change policies) (Bernauer & McGrath, 

2016; Hart & Nisbet, 2012; Zhou, 2016). In this study, I tested whether this framing 

failure occurs among highly polarizing issues because partisan identities are highly 

salient and are therefore most likely to drive evaluation of the issue. The key to 

overcoming the influence of partisanship on issue evaluation, then, may be to change 

the salient identity through which an individual interprets the issue. If framing fails 

because the frames are interpreted through a partisan lens (Chong & Druckman, 2007; 

Druckman, 2001; Egan & Mullin, 2017; Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010), then shifting the 

lens – or identity – through which an individual interprets a framing message could 

diminish the effect of partisanship and increase the effectiveness of the frame at 

influencing political attitudes. 

Using an online survey experiment, I tested this theory by evaluating how 

priming either an alternative, non-partisan social identity (parental identity) or a 
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partisan identity prior to presenting a climate change frame influences levels of concern 

about climate change, likelihood to undertake pro-climate behaviors, and support for 

climate change policies among parents in the United States. I found that priming a 

parental identity increases climate change concern and likely behavior among 

Republicans compared to receiving no treatment. Meanwhile, priming a parental 

identity has a marginally negative (though not statistically significant) effect on climate 

change behaviors and policy support among Democrats (compared to receiving no 

treatment). Similarly, priming a partisan identity increases climate change concern 

among Democrats, but eliminates the framing effect among Republicans. In comparing 

the effect of the parental versus partisan frame directly, I find that priming a parental 

(versus partisan) identity increases climate change policy support among Republicans 

and decreases it among Democrats. These findings suggest that identity salience does 

matter in framing effectiveness and has implications for understanding how to more 

effectively communicate in highly polarized policy contexts. In the following sections, I 

describe the theoretical framework developed to explain the interaction between 

identity salience and framing effectiveness in detail, including the political science and 

social psychology literature that underpins it. I then describe the experimental design 

and online survey, follow with a discussion of the results and the implications for this 

for political communications.    
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1.2 Background and Theoretical Framework 

Social identity theory argues that an important part of one’s self-understanding 

is one’s social group memberships and intergroup relations (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The 

core of the theory asserts that certain social contexts cause people to think of themselves 

and others as group members, not just unique individuals (Ellemers & Haslam, 2011). 

When a social identity is salient, group members aim to exhibit uniform attitudes, 

behaviors, and preferences, to emphasize similarities with the in-group and differentiate 

oneself from out-group members (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). 

Social identities are powerful drivers of attitudes and behaviors inside the 

political world and out (Green et al., 2002; Huddy, 2001; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010). 

Social identities can even drive behaviors that would otherwise be inconsistent with an 

individual’s rational interests (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000). Regarding climate change, 

several studies have shown that attitudes towards climate change are driven more by 

identities than facts. Notably, Kahan et al (2011) demonstrated that individuals 

selectively credit or discredit evidence of climate change risk based on whether they 

believe the experts share their worldviews. Campbell & Kay (2014) noted how anti-

government identities can drive an aversion to many of the solutions to address climate 

change, because they involve government intervention. McCright & Dunlap (2011a) 
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observe that a specific identity group – conservative white males – contributes 

significantly to the high level of climate change denial in the United States.  

The concept of identity salience is key to understanding how identities influence 

the interpretation of political messages. Identity salience refers to the activation of a 

certain identity as a response to a particular social or contextual situation, making 

membership in a social group function psychologically (Turner et al., 1987). This then 

increases the influence of a particular identity on an individual’s behaviors and 

perceptions (Stets & Burke, 2000; Turner et al., 1987). Each of us has different identities 

that become more or less salient in our minds at different points in our lives. For 

example, in a workplace, one’s professional identity may be most salient, but upon 

returning home to children, a parental identity may be most salient and most likely to 

drive one’s attitudes and behaviors.  

Identity salience is an important but underexplored link between the literature 

on framing and that on identity theory. On highly polarizing issues, partisan identities 

are generally salient, leading to the high levels of polarization we see on issues such as 

climate change, gun rights and immigration. As Druckman, Peterson and Slothuus 

(2013) describe, polarized issue environments heighten the impact of partisan identities 

on issue evaluations while decreasing the impact of other considerations such as 

substantive information. However, it may be possible to lessen the effect of partisan 
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identity on issue evaluation if the issue is considered while another, non-partisan 

identity is salient instead.   

One way to manipulate identity salience is through priming. Priming is a 

technique that increases the salience of a particular identity, leading an individual to 

evaluate an issue through the lens of that identity. This concept rests on the idea that 

when individuals are asked about their opinion on a policy issue, they do not necessarily 

perform a systematic review of everything they know in order to develop a policy 

attitude (Zaller, 1992). Instead, they form an opinion based on the information (or 

identity) that is most available and salient at the moment (Turner et al., 1987; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1973). If a partisan identity is most salient, policy attitudes will likely be in 

line with partisan ideologies. However, if another identity is salient, the effect of 

partisanship may diminish.   

Priming can change the identity lens through which an individual interprets a 

message (Klar, 2013a). If a frame conflicts with an individual’s salient identity, they are 

likely to reject the frame and maintain political attitudes that align with their salient 

identity. For example, on the issue of climate change, Democrats are far more likely to 

support climate mitigation policies than are Republicans (Egan & Mullin, 2017). Because 

the issue is so polarizing, individuals generally approach the issue with their partisan 

identities salient. If a partisan identity is salient when encountering a framing message 
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about climate change, one might expect Republicans to reject the message while 

Democrats accept it, leading to further polarization in policy attitudes. However, if the 

identity lens shifts and a non-partisan identity becomes salient instead, the frame may 

be more effective at decreasing polarization. In this case, if the frame resonates with the 

salient, non-partisan identity, then both partisans may be likely to accept the frame, 

leading to more bipartisan policy agreement. Figure 1 demonstrates these two scenarios; 

specifically, it shows how changing the salient identity could lead to decreased levels of 

polarization. In Panel A, when partisan identities are salient, a framing message 

(designed to increase climate change policy support) is interpreted through the partisan 

identity. Since the message aligns with a Democrat’s partisan identity, it is accepted and 

leads to increased policy support among Democrats. Since the message conflicts to a 

Republican’s salient identity, it does not increase Republican policy support. In Panel B, 

however, a non-partisan identity (for example, a parental identity) is instead salient. 

Since the frame no longer conflicts with the salient identity, both Democrats and 

Republicans accept the frame. Policy preferences are then guided by the framing 

message, leading to increased bipartisan policy agreement.   
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework demonstrating how shifting identity salience 
can change partisan responses to a framing message 

 

An important feature of this theoretical framework is that the frame must 

resonate with the salient non-partisan identity. A frame about the economic benefits of 

renewable energy presented while a religious identity is salient is unlikely to be as 

effective as a frame about the moral or religious imperative to maintain purity and 
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sanctity of the Earth. In short, frames are most likely to be accepted when they match an 

individual’s salient identity. For that reason, in this study I tested how increasing the 

salience of one specific non-partisan identity, a parental identity, influences the 

effectiveness of a frame about the impact of climate change on future generations. The 

role that parental identities play in driving political attitudes has been well-documented. 

Klar (2013) studied the impact of parental identities on political preferences and finds 

that these identities can, in certain situations, overpower partisan identities, particularly 

when the frame threatens a parental identity. Similarly, Greenlee’s (2014) book on the 

political consequences of motherhood offered significant qualitative and quantitative 

support for the fact that an individual’s identity as a mother has significant impacts on 

their political attitudes in ways that promote their child’s well-being.  

The impact of climate change on future generations is also a frame commonly 

used to elicit concern and policy support. Page (2007) detailed the impacts of climate 

change on future generations through the idea of “intergenerational justice,” while 

Gardiner (2006) called climate change a “Perfect Moral Storm” due to its effects on 

future generations. President Barack Obama also used a future generations frame to 

inspire action on climate change in his final speech as president (Obama, 2017). 

Currently, the organization Our Children’s Trust is supporting the legal action of 

twenty-one youth from around the world suing the U.S. federal government for future 
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damages to their livelihoods (Our Children’s Trust, 2017). These frames are a response 

to a common roadblock found when attempting to generate concern about the issue of 

climate change: because most of the impacts will be felt in the future, it is difficult to 

motivate individuals to take costly action now (Markowitz & Shariff, 2012; Weber, 2006). 

However, evidence finds that priming an individual to consider their legacy increases 

climate change beliefs (Zaval, Markowitz, & Weber, 2015). As guardians of the future 

generations who will feel the impacts of climate change the most, parents may be more 

likely to feel motivated to limit the impacts of climate change now, to secure a healthy 

and prosperous future for their children and to positively impact their own legacy.  

1.3 Current Study 

This study investigated how identity salience impacts framing effectiveness 

using climate change and parental identities as a case. The primary research questions 

were: Does response to a climate change frame change based on the salient identity? Can 

priming a parental identity improve the effectiveness of a future generations frame at 

increasing attitudes1 towards climate change? Are climate change frames less effective in 

environments when partisan identities are highly salient?  

                                                      

1 For the purposes of this study, attitudes towards climate change refer to concern about climate change, pro-
environmental behaviors, and support for climate change mitigation policies 
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The theoretical framework described in the previous section predicts that 

priming a non-partisan identity before presenting a framing message may lead to more 

bipartisan agreement on highly polarizing policy issues. Specifically, because of the 

highly polarizing nature of climate change, I expected that framing alone would be 

ineffective at changing climate change attitudes from baseline levels. Republicans would 

be likely to reject the frame as it conflicts with their partisan identities, and Democrats 

would likely already have high climate change attitudes (a ceiling effect). If identity 

salience is an important factor in framing effectiveness, however, I expected that 

increasing the salience of a parental identity (and therefore decreasing the salience of a 

partisan identity) would increase the effectiveness of a future generations frame at 

increasing attitudes, particularly among Republicans. Similarly, I expected that 

increasing the salience of one’s partisan identity would accentuate polarization on 

climate change, leading to more climate change concern and policy support among 

Democrats and less among Republicans.2  

1.3.1 Sample 

I tested these hypotheses using a four-condition survey experiment with U.S. 

parents fielded online in spring 2018. Participants were recruited through the online 

                                                      

2 The experiment and hypotheses were registered prior to receiving the data in the EGAP registration system, ID 
20180416AA 
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survey platform Prolific between April-June 2018.  Prolific is a new online survey 

research platform that allows researchers to screen participants based on a number of 

demographic criteria pre-collected by the platform. Users that met the study 

qualifications (U.S. residents who were parents) were invited to take this survey for 

payment. Because political liberals tend to be over-represented in online survey 

platforms (Levay, Freese, & Druckman, 2016), I over-sampled participants that identified 

as politically conservative to ensure adequate subgroup sizes. The recruited sample was 

diverse on several key demographics. Fifty-three percent of the sample identified as 

female, and the average age was 41 years old. Politically, 48% of the sample identified as 

Democrats and 32% identified as Republicans.3 Fifty-seven percent had children ages 0-

10, and 76% had children under the age of 21. A series of attention checks were 

embedded in the survey, and submissions were rejected if the participant failed the 

attention checks. This led to a final sample of n=978.  

1.3.2 Experimental Design 

Survey participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions at the 

beginning of the survey. In the first treatment condition (Frame Only), participants read 

a frame about the impact of climate change on future generations in the form of a short 

                                                      

3 Because this study was designed to manipulate partisan identity salience, individuals that identified as 
independents or as having no partisan identity were excluded from the analysis.  
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excerpt from a recent UNICEF report on climate change’s impacts on children (including 

an image of the report’s cover). Participants in the second treatment condition (Parent 

Prime + Frame) were first primed to think about their identity as a parent before reading 

the frame about the impact of climate change on future generations, using parental 

identity priming questions adapted from Klar (2013). Participants in the third treatment 

condition (Partisan Prime + Frame) were primed to think about their partisan identity 

(using questions mirroring the parental identity prime) before reading the same climate 

change frame. Finally, a control condition provided neither of the identity primes nor 

the frame, moving participants directly to the outcome variables. The frame and identity 

priming questions can be found in Appendix A.  

The participants were randomly assigned to one of the four experimental groups. 

The Frame Only group included 213 respondents (22% of the sample), the Parent Prime 

+ Frame group included 234 respondents (24% of the sample), the Partisan Prime + 

Frame group included 234 respondents (24% of the sample), and the control group 

included 297 respondents (30% of the sample). Partisan affiliates were relatively evenly 

distributed across treatment groups, and no statistically significant differences in 

partisan identity existed between treatment groups. The Frame Only group included 

36% Democrats and 33% Republicans. The Parent Prime + Frame group included 42% 
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Democrats and 28% Republicans.4 The Partisan Prime + Frame group included 34% 

Democrats and 33% Republicans. The Control group included 37% Democrats and 31% 

Republicans.  

1.3.3 Outcome Measures 

I measured treatment effects through three outcome variables, each measuring a 

different aspect of the individual’s attitudes towards climate change: level of concern 

about climate change, likelihood of undertaking personal and political behavior in 

support of climate change policies, and support for climate change mitigation policies. 

These three variables were selected as they corresponded to different levels of effort 

regarding attitude change. I expected that concern about climate change may be the 

easiest to change, since it is an internal attitudinal measure that does not directly 

correspond to more “costly” action. Climate change concern was measured by the 

subject selecting how strongly they agree (on a 7-point Likert scale, from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree) with the following statement: “Climate change is a pressing 

problem.”  

Behaviors, which are “costlier” in terms of effort than attitude change, may be 

more difficult to shift (although due to the nature of the survey, only intentions to 

                                                      

4 The over-distribution of Democrats in the Parent Prime + Frame group may have reduced the statistical power of 
evaluating this treatment effect in the Republican subgroup 
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undertake behaviors could be measured). The behavioral questions measured the 

subject’s likelihood (on a 7-point Likert scale, from extremely unlikely to extremely 

likely) of changing their personal behavior to help combat climate change (recycle, drive 

less, use less electricity, etc.), signing a petition to urge political action on climate 

change, and contacting their elected representative to ask them to support legislation to 

combat climate change. Responses to three questions were highly correlated (Cronbach’s 

a=0.83) and were therefore combined into a single “behavior” variable.  

Finally, policy preferences tend to be most closely aligned with partisan 

identities, and therefore may be particularly difficult to change on highly polarizing 

issues like climate change. The policy questions (also on a 7-point Likert scale, from 

strongly oppose to strongly support) asked respondents how much the subject 

supported a tax on carbon emissions that returns all revenue back to citizens, limiting 

the amount of emissions that power plants can release, and increasing government 

investment in renewable energy research. These questions were also highly correlated 

(Cronbach’s a=0.87) and were also combined into a single “policy” variable. 

1.3.4 Analytical Strategy 

I analyzed the results of the survey experiment using a series of OLS regression 

models on each outcome variable. Regressions were used, as opposed to simple 

comparisons of means between treatment groups, to control for several key variables 
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(participant age, child age, political ideology [strongly liberal to strongly conservative] 

and gender) known to correlate highly with climate change attitudes. The survey firm 

provided these control variables based on demographic questionnaires completed when 

the subjects joined the service, mitigating concerns of post-treatment bias (Montgomery, 

Nyhan, & Torres, 2018). Additionally, I also controlled for age of children to account for 

any differences in effects between parents of younger versus older children. To measure 

average treatment effect, I created three dichotomous variables comparing the subjects 

in each treatment group to the control group. I then used regression models, including 

the control variables, to estimate the increase or decrease in outcomes compared to the 

control group. Because the hypotheses predicted different treatment effects based on 

partisanship, I ran the regressions separately on the subgroups of participants that 

identified as Republican and Democrat.  

1.4 Results 

This section presents the experimental results by partisan subgroup. Figures 2 

(Republican subgroup) and 3 (Democrat subgroup) present the regression coefficients 

and 95% confidence intervals of the effect of the treatments on each outcome variable 

(compared to the control). Additionally, detailed regression tables can be found in 

Appendix B. I discuss the treatment effects on each partisan group in turn.  
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1.4.1 Republican Subgroup 

Among Republicans, both the Frame Only and the Parent Prime + Frame 

treatments significantly increased both climate concern and likelihood to undertake pro-

climate behaviors. Receiving the Frame Only treatment increased concern about climate 

change by 0.71 (10% increase on a 7-point scale, p<.05) and increased likelihood of 

undertaking pro-climate behaviors by 0.66 (9% increase, p<.05). For reference, a 

coefficient of 1.0 (representing a 14% increase) would correspond to, for example, 

moving from “somewhat agree” to “agree” on the 7-point Likert scale. Receiving the 

Parent Prime + Frame treatment was also associated with greater climate concern and 

likelihood of undertaking pro-climate behaviors, increasing climate concern by 0.70 or 

10%, and increasing behavior by 0.71 or 10% (both with a p<.05). There was also a 

positive, though not significant, effect of both the Frame Only and the Parent Prime + 

Frame treatments on support for climate change mitigation policies.  

Importantly, Republicans in the Partisan Prime + Frame group experienced no 

significant increase in any of the outcome variables compared to those in the control 

group. Receiving a partisan prime before receiving the frame eliminated any positive 

framing effect on climate concern and behavior and had a negative (but not statistically 

significant) effect on policy preferences. 
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Figure 2: Treatment effects 95% confidence intervals for the Republican 
subgroup. Vertical axis represents the effect of each treatment, compared to the 
control group, on the seven-point scale for each outcome variable.  

 

To understand how parental versus partisan identity salience changes response 

to the frame, I also compared the mean responses to each of the three variables between 

the Republicans receiving the Parent Prime + Frame and those receiving the Partisan 

Prime + Frame using t-tests. Across the board, the average climate change attitudes were 

higher among Republicans whose parental identity was primed. This difference was 

statistically significant (p=.05) for the policy variable, where the mean level of policy 
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support for Republicans in the Parent Prime + Frame group was 4.87 (out of 7), 

compared to 4.29 among Republicans in the Partisan Prime + Frame group.  

1.4.2 Democrat Subgroup 

Because climate change is such a highly polarizing issue, I expected that 

Democrats would already be highly supportive of efforts to mitigate climate change, so 

the framing treatment was expected to have minimal impact in a subgroup where the 

baseline attitudes are already high. Indeed, for the most part, the data supported this 

expectiation. Neither the Frame Only nor the Parent Prime + Frame treatments were 

associated with a significant increase in climate concern or policy preferences among 

Democrats. Interestingly, the Frame Only treatment, and to a lesser extent the other two 

treatments, were associated with a decrease in likelihood of undertaking pro-climate 

behaviors. For Democrats, receiving the Frame Only was associated with a marginally 

significant -0.55 (8%) decrease in likelihood to undertake pro-climate behaviors (p=0.51). 

Receiving the Parent Prime + Frame and Partisan Prime + Frame treatments resulted in 

negative, but not statistically significant, effects on political behavior.  

Democrats that received the Partisan Prime + Frame treatment, on the other 

hand, did report higher levels of climate change concern than Democrats in the control 

group. For these Democrats, the treatment was associated with a 0.27 (4%) increase in 
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climate change concern (p<.05). Policy preferences were also somewhat higher than the 

control group for this treatment, but the results were not statistically significant.  

 

Figure 3: Treatment effects and 95% confidence intervals for the Democrat 
subgroup. Vertical axis represents the effect of each treatment, compared to the 
control group, on the seven-point scale for each outcome variable.  

 

Again, to understand the difference between parental versus partisan identity 

salience, I compared the mean between the Democrats receiving the Parent Prime + 

Frame and those receiving the Partisan Prime + Frame using t-tests. Like for the 

Republicans, this difference was statistically significant (p<.01) for the policy variable 
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only. Democrats in the Parent Prime + Frame group had an average level of policy 

support of 5.88 (out of seven), compared to 6.35 among the Democrats in the Partisan 

Prime + Frame group.  

 

1.5 Discussion  

Partisan identities are, understandably, the most prominent identities that drive 

political attitudes. But in a political environment dominated by partisanship and an 

increasing number of issues stagnated by polarization, finding ways to depolarize 

highly partisan issues is urgently important. While framing has gained a reputation as 

an ineffective way to change attitudes on highly polarizing issues, particularly across the 

partisan divide, framing issues in a way that activates an alternative, non-partisan 

identity could help bridge this divide. To better understand how and when framing 

works to change attitudes on highly polarizing issues, this study examined the role that 

identity salience plays in climate change framing effectiveness.  

Through a survey experiment, I found evidence that framing climate change in a 

way that resonates with an individual’s identity as a parent can be an effective way to 

increase climate change attitudes, particularly among Republicans (who are generally 

more averse to climate change policy). However, if a Republican’s partisan identity is 

primed before receiving the frame, the positive effect on climate change attitudes goes 

away. Additionally, there was a significant increase in average policy support between 
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Republicans whose parental identity was primed compared to those whose partisan 

identity was primed. Because policy support tends to be most closely associated with 

partisan identities, it makes sense that this variable would show the biggest difference 

between partisan and non-partisan identity salience.  

Importantly, priming respondents’ parental identities does not seem to be 

required for the frame to positively influence climate change attitudes. I find that the 

future generations frame alone effectively increased climate change concern and 

likelihood to undertake pro-climate behaviors among Republicans, without needing to 

first prime the parental identity. While this could suggest that identity salience does not 

matter in the way the theoretical framework predicts, there are several explanations for 

this result that clarify the role of identity salience in framing effectiveness. The first 

explanation could be that a parental identity is already highly salient among parents, 

and therefore additional priming is not necessary for a future generations frame to 

resonate with this population. To evaluate this, one could replicate this study using 

another identity that is less likely to already be highly salient among respondents – 

perhaps a workplace identity or a local/city identity.  

Similarly, the frame itself may have activated the parental identity without 

needing the additional prime. This explanation suggests that perhaps one of the 

solutions to increasing framing effectiveness is not necessarily priming relevant 
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identities, but simply matching a frame to one of a citizen’s already salient identities 

(using an “identity-relevant frame”). Replicating the study among a sample of non-

parents could help enlighten whether the frame worked because it matched subjects’ 

parental identity or because it was simply an inherently effective frame. Indeed, a 

pretest of this experiment, run in 2016 in a sample including both parents and non-

parents, provides some insight into this question. In the subgroup of non-parents in the 

pretest, no framing effects were found, yet both the frame and the Parent Prime + Frame 

treatments were effective at changing attitudes among the parents. 

The importance of the interaction between identity salience and framing 

effectiveness is, however, emphasized in this study by the results of the Partisan Prime + 

Frame treatment. Attempts to increase climate change attitudes among Republicans 

using an identity-relevant frame were cancelled out when the subject’s partisan identity 

was salient. Similarly, for climate change concern, the frame became more effective 

among Democrats when their partisan identity was primed. These finding are important 

for communicators attempting to use framing techniques to gain bipartisan buy-in on 

polarizing issues: to be effective, frames should both (a) match with an existing identity 

and (b) not be presented in a context when an opposing partisan identity is highly 

salient.  
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Another interesting finding is the negative effect that several of the treatments 

had among Democrats, and the significantly higher climate change policy support 

among Democrats whose partisan identity was primed compared to those whose 

parental identity was primed. These findings suggest that considering climate change 

through a parental identity lens may reduce climate change concern, behavior or policy 

support for Democrats, especially when compared to viewing the issue through a 

partisan identity lens. Given that citizens in these groups generally have higher baseline 

climate change attitudes than Republicans, reframing the issue, particularly in a way 

that focuses on the future, may make it seem less urgent. Climate change 

communications have often been criticized as unrelatable when they focus on impacts 

that will be felt by people in distant countries or far into the future (Spence, Poortinga, & 

Pidgeon, 2011). Therefore, framing climate change in this way, even among parents, may 

reduce concern, urgency, and policy support among Democrats and Independents. The 

frame itself, which indirectly focuses on the impacts to children in developing countries 

(the focus of UNICEF’s work), may also have reduced the urgency of climate action.  

Another potential explanation for this backfire effect among Democrats, 

particularly for the behavioral and policy variables, could be related to sentiments 

around political efficacy in the post-2016 election political environment. In a pretest of 

this experiment fielded prior to the 2016 election, Democrat parents in the Frame Only 
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treatment group reported significantly higher climate change concern and likelihood to 

undertake political behaviors in support for climate change, compared to the control 

group. In the full study fielded in 2018, however, Democrats in the Frame Only and 

Parent Prime + Frame groups were more concerned about climate change, but less likely 

to undertake political behaviors and less supportive of climate change policies than their 

counterparts in the control group (although these results are not statistically significant). 

This backfire effect could be due to a reduction in perceived effectiveness of political 

action on climate change after the change in presidential administration in 2017 (a 

“Trump effect”). Subjects who were primed to think about their children may have 

become more concerned about climate change and its effects on future generations, but 

more despondent about the futility of any climate change advocacy in a political 

environment that is outwardly hostile to climate change mitigation policies.  

Taken together, these findings suggest the importance of microtargeting when 

using communication frames on highly polarizing issues. As seen in this study, different 

subgroups are likely to react differently to climate change frames, and in certain 

circumstances, frames and non-partisan identity priming can backfire. While 

encouraging Republicans to consider climate change through an alternative identity 

may effectively increase their levels of concern and pro-climate political behaviors, such 

efforts may have the opposite effect among Democrats. For Democrats, the greatest 
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increases in climate change attitudes may be achieved by keeping their partisan 

identities salient. For this reason, it may be particularly important for policy 

communicators to consider sending different types of messages to different subgroups 

in the population, or to send them under different circumstances. 

While this study offers an important step in furthering our understanding about 

when framing works and when it does not, two extensions of this theory should be 

tested further to expand our understanding of its applicability. First, the impact of 

identity primes and frames embedded within survey experiments has drawn criticism. 

Experimental surveys may not mimic a real-world context, and there are many factors 

within the survey (question order effects, unintentional priming from external 

experiences, and the attention of subjects) that can limit the effectiveness of experimental 

treatments. It would be beneficial, therefore, to further test this theory in a real-world 

context involving natural identity priming. For example, field experiments during 

situations when an alternative identity is naturally more salient than a partisan identity 

(for example, parents at a parent-focused event or PTA meeting). Second, a major 

limitation of single-instance survey experiments involves ambiguity around how long 

these effects last. Do the changes in policy preferences that we see in the treatment 

groups have a lasting effect? More longitudinal study of these effects is needed to 
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contribute to the relevance of this work for policymakers and political communicators 

seeking to generate long-term changes in the public’s policy preferences.  

The results of this experiment have important implications for how we 

communicate about highly partisan policies in general, not just climate change. While 

the focus of this experiment involved a policy issue and frame designed primarily to 

shift attitudes among Republicans to increase support for a policy already generally 

supported by Democrats, the framework should also be tested on issues where the 

desired attitude shift is among Democrats. In the vein of increasing public opinion 

alignment with the scientific consensus, similar work could be done to look at how 

identity priming could lead to liberals being more supportive of the use of GMOs in 

food (which the majority of scientists argue is safe and has numerous benefits to 

increasing the world’s food supply (Funk & Rainie, 2015)) or the provision of 

vaccinations. Using this framework on other highly partisan issues, such as abortion or 

gun control, could also improve our understanding of how to generate greater 

bipartisan agreement on policies to address these important issues.  

The role that partisan and non-partisan identities play in driving political 

attitudes is controversial, nuanced, and understudied. This study proposes and tests a 

potential role that identity salience may play in political attitudes and, specifically, the 

effectiveness of frames at changing political attitudes. The results present a clear picture 
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of two important findings: (1) a highly salient partisan identity can negate any effect of a 

frame on attitudes when the partisan identity opposes the frame, and (2) matching a 

frame to a salient, non-partisan identity can decrease the polarized response and lead to 

more bipartisan policy attitudes. While this study does not find definitive evidence that 

priming a non-partisan identity is necessary for this effect, it may still be important 

when targeting an identity that is less consistently salient than a parental identity. 

Future research should continue to investigate the role that identity salience plays in 

framing effectiveness to better inform the strategies of political communicators. 
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Chapter 2:  Conservative Conservationists: Reconciling 
Conflicting Identities on Climate Change Policy 
Preferences 
2.1 Introduction 

Over the past 100 years, social scientists have been increasingly interested in the 

role that identities play in our lives, shaping our sense of self and guiding our attitudes 

and behaviors. Scholars have conceptualized identity in many ways; some focused more 

on the roles one fills within a group and how those roles define one’s place in and 

interaction with society (Mead, 1934; Stets & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Burke, 2000), while 

others conceived of identities as something core to the individual that answers who one 

is and what one stands for (Erikson, 1968; Sökefeld, 1999). Still others emphasized the 

importance of social group dynamics in forming identities, defining ourselves by the 

groups we belong to (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986; 

Turner et al., 1987). In general, most conceptualizations of identity focus on the 

interaction between the self and society, both “how social structure affects self, and how 

self affects social behaviors,” (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 235). While a concrete and 

widely-accepted definition of identity remains elusive, we can consider identities as the 

ways that we understand ourselves and our place in the context of social groups. This 

could be a role that an individual plays in society, a group they belong to, or something 
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about their personality that helps them make sense of who they are and their place in 

the world (Citrin, Wong, & Duff, 2001).  

For scholars of public opinion, understanding identities in a political context is 

important because identities are direct contributors to attitudes and behaviors. 

Individuals express their identity by exhibiting the attitudes and behaviors that are 

prototypical of that identity (D. Abrams, Wetherell, Cochrane, Hogg, & Turner, 1990; 

Hogg, Turner, & Davidson, 1990). For example, a prototypical environmentalist identity 

is associated with attitudes that are supportive of environmental conservation policies 

and behaviors in line with sustainable living. An individual that identifies as an 

environmentalist, therefore, will express that identity by exhibiting conservationist 

attitudes and behaviors.  

The role of identities in driving political attitudes and behaviors is receiving 

growing attention in the political science literature (Green et al., 2002; Huddy, 2001, 

2015; Klar, 2013a; Mason, 2018; Transue, 2007). Challenging the traditional perspective 

that voters are highly rational and weigh every political decision based on pure interest 

alignment, scholars have found that identities can be important tools to inform political 

attitudes (Campbell et al., 1960; Converse, 1964; Green et al., 2002; Zaller, 1992). Partisan 

identities – identification with a political party – have received most of the attention as 

heuristics used by voters to simplify political decision-making (Rahn, 1993; Zaller, 1992). 
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However, partisan identities are not the only relevant identities informing policy 

attitudes. Other, non-partisan identities (such as racial, gender, national or parental 

identities) have also been shown to be powerful predictors of policy attitudes, 

particularly on issues that are relevant to that identity group (Greenlee, 2014; Klar, 

2013a; Krysan, 2000; Pechar, 2018; Transue, 2007).  

Recognizing that there are many types of identities that can inform political 

attitudes is important for scholars studying how attitudes are formed. Each individual 

has his or her own set of identities, accumulated over time, and these identities can be 

diverse and even contradictory (Gergen, 1971; James, 1890; Turner et al., 1987). When 

two of an individual’s identities are triggered at the same time, this can cause 

dissonance, particularly if the identities are associated with opposing attitudes (Hogg & 

Smith, 2007; Redlawsk, 2004). Conflicting identities can lead to cross-pressures, where 

the divergent identities exert opposing pressures on an individual’s political attitudes 

(Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McFee, 1954; Horan, 1971; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 

1968). For example, an individual may identify as both a fiscal conservative, leading to 

attitudes in favor of reducing the deficit, while also identifying as a school teacher, 

leading to attitudes in favor of expanding funding for education. Or, perhaps a 

libertarian hunter whose recreational identity leads to a preference for preserving open 
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land for recreation but whose political identity informs a preference against the 

government’s ability to regulate fossil fuel drilling on open lands. 

Given the many different combinations of identities that individuals hold, it is 

unlikely that an individual’s various identities will always align with the same policy 

attitudes. When individuals do experience multiple identities leading to attitudinal 

conflict, there is significant pressure to reconcile the identities so that they are less in 

conflict (Hogg & Smith, 2007; Lau, 1982; Redlawsk, 2004). This is particularly important 

for the study of policy attitudes, when partisan and non-partisan identities lead to 

divergent policy preferences. For scholars of public opinion seeking to understand 

political attitude formation, therefore, it is important to understand how partisan and 

non-partisan identities interact to drive political attitudes and behavior.  

In this study, I focus on a policy area in which individuals commonly face 

identity conflicts: climate change. As one of the most polarizing political issues in the 

United States (Egan & Mullin, 2017), attitudes towards climate change have become 

closely aligned with partisan identities (Bliuc et al., 2015). Partisanship is highly 

correlated with both beliefs about the existence and causes of climate change and 

support for climate change mitigation policies (Funk & Kennedy, 2016). Specifically, 

political conservatism has consistently been shown to be the strongest predictor of 

opposition to climate change policies (Bliuc et al., 2015; Marquart-Pyatt, McCright, Dietz, 
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& Dunlap, 2014; McCright, 2011; McCright & Dunlap, 2011b; McCright, Marquart-Pyatt, 

Shwom, Brechin, & Allen, 2016).  

However, climate change is not solely a partisan issue; other non-partisan 

identities can also drive attitudes towards climate change if the identities themselves 

(the roles, meanings or social groups) are threatened by climate change. For example, 

because the impacts of climate change will be felt most strongly by today's children and 

their children, parents may feel motivated to take action on climate change for their 

children’s sake (Milfont, Evans, Sibley, Ries, & Cunningham, 2014; Pechar, 2018; Zaval et 

al., 2015). This identity threat has already led activists to organize on the premise of 

parental identities, for example through the bipartisan organization Mom’s Clean Air 

Force, a bipartisan organization committed to fighting climate change for the sake of 

future generations. 1  

Other identities can motivate concern about and political behavior on climate 

change even when any self-interested motivation for that behavior is unclear. 

Individuals that identify as environmentalists may write elected representatives or send 

money to protect natural areas in other parts of the world where they are unlikely to 

ever visit. Citizens have also shown increased levels of concern about climate change 

when prompted to consider the effect of climate change on biodiversity in their country, 
                                                      

1 https://www.momscleanairforce.org/ 
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even if they personally have no interaction with that biodiversity (Sapiains, 2014). 

Similarly, if an individual identifies closely with a coastal hometown, that identity may 

be threatened by the widely-recognized coastal impacts of climate change such as sea 

level rise and ocean acidification, even if the individual his or herself is not vulnerable to 

these coastal impacts. For example, research has found that residents from coastal areas 

tend to be more concerned about climate change than residents of places less threatened 

by climate change, even controlling for political ideology and actual vulnerability to sea-

level rise (Milfont et al., 2014).   

Recognizing that the many different identities held by individuals can inform 

divergent policy attitudes, this study sheds light on several important research 

questions: What happens when an individual has two (or more) different identities that 

would lead to differing policy attitudes on climate change within the same context? 

What strategies do individuals use to reconcile such identity conflicts? And, ultimately, 

what role does each identity play in driving their political attitudes?  

To answer these questions, this study examines a unique group of individuals 

that hold two identities that are associated with conflicting attitudes on climate change: 

a politically conservative identity and an environmental conservationist identity. 

Specifically, I focus on members of the National Audubon Society (the largest national 

organization for the protection and conservation of birds) who also identify as political 
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conservatives – “conservative conservationists”. According to the National Audubon 

Society, climate change is the number one threat to birds in North America, due to its 

impact on habitat degradation and food availability (National Audubon Society, 2015). 

Identifying with efforts to protect birds, therefore, should be associated with higher 

levels of concern about climate change and support for mitigation policies. Meanwhile, 

identifying as a political conservative should be associated with opposition to climate 

change policies, given the highly polarizing nature of climate change as a political issue. 

Understanding the role that partisan and non-partisan identities play in driving the 

climate change attitudes of these individuals offers a unique opportunity to increase our 

understanding of how identities affect public opinion. This understanding can also 

contribute to efforts to activate supporters of climate change across the political 

spectrum.  

Using three sources of qualitative data, I identify four strategies that conservative 

conservationists used to reconcile their identity conflicts. I first provide evidence 

supporting two established strategies for coping with cross-pressures: distancing oneself 

from one of the conflicting identities and increasing deliberate political information 

seeking. In addition to these established strategies, I also document two new strategies 

based in identity theory: redefining the issue of climate change to fit both identities and 

defining a new identity that unites non-conflicting aspects of the original identities. In 
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the following sections, I first review the existing literature on how identities inform 

political attitudes and how individuals reconcile identity conflicts to form singular 

political attitudes. I then describe the study in more detail, including justifying the case 

and the various methods used to shed light on the research questions. I use the 

qualitative data to identify four mechanisms that participants used to reconcile their 

conflicting identities and form policy preferences on climate change. I conclude with a 

discussion of the implications and extensions of this work for political science research 

and for the activist community. 

2.2 Literature 

2.2.1 Identities and Political Attitudes 

Identities are the ways that we understand ourselves and our place in the context 

of social groups. While there are various conceptions and applications of identity theory 

in the social sciences (see, e.g. Erikson, 1968; Holland & William Lachicotte, 2007; Mead, 

1934; Stets & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Burke, 2000), most discussion surrounding the 

impact of identities on political attitudes and behaviors revolves around social identities 

(our identification with different social groups). Social identity theory, developed by 

Tajfel, Turner and colleagues (Tajfel et al., 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1986), argues that an 

important part of one’s self-understanding is comprised of social group memberships 

and intergroup relations. There is a psychological need among group members to 
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"differentiate their own groups from others to achieve a positive social identity," (Turner 

et al., 1987, p. 42). The core of the theory asserts that individuals think of themselves and 

others as group members and aim to exhibit uniform attitudes, behaviors, and 

preferences to emphasize similarities with the in-group and differentiate oneself from 

out-group members (Ellemers & Haslam, 2011; Hogg, 2006; Huddy, 2001; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979).  

Identities are important to the study of public opinion because they are key 

determinants of attitudes. Attitudes – psychological tendencies expressed as an 

evaluation of a particular entity (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) – are “grounded in the groups 

we belong to and our relationships with others who are members of the same or 

different groups as ourselves,” (Hogg & Smith, 2007, p. 90). Research has found that 

individuals’ attitudes are formed in large part based on what people see as the 

normative or prototypical attitudes of groups that they belong to (Boninger, Krosnick, & 

Berent, 1995; Sherif, 1936). Social identity theory describes how individuals try to 

emphasize similarities to their own identity group (the in-group) and differences from 

other groups that they do not identify with (out-groups) (Tajfel et al., 1971). To do this, 

individuals incorporate attitudes and behaviors that they see as “prototypical” of their 

identity group. The psychological act of self-categorization, or establishing oneself as a 

member of a social group, depersonalizes an individual’s attitudes so that they conform 
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to the attitudinal stereotype for the group (D. Abrams et al., 1990; Hogg & Smith, 2007; 

Turner et al., 1987). Through this process, identities inform attitudes and behaviors.  

The influence of social identities on attitudes and behaviors is particularly 

relevant for politics. Group and identity-based political appeals are at the heart of many 

modern political movements (Taylor, 1994), and the power of social identities to drive 

political attitudes and behaviors has been well documented (see, e.g., Green, Palmquist, 

& Schickler, 2002; Huddy, 2001; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 2010). Not only does 

identification with a social group inform attitudes in line with the political priorities of 

that group (such as environmentalists supporting conservation policies), but political 

identities can also serve as heuristics, or shortcuts, for informing attitudes on issues that 

may be unrelated to the identity group (Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1993). For 

example, identifying as a Democrat often leads to attitudes in support of welfare 

policies, even if the individual does not personally benefit from such policies (and in 

fact, faces higher taxes due to them) (Gelman, 2009). In this way, identities play a 

powerful role in explaining behaviors and political attitudes that may have no other 

logical, rational driver based on an individual’s preferences.  
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2.2.2 Cross-Pressured Partisans 

While political identities – an individual’s identification with a particular 

political party or ideology – are generally thought to be the most salient identity in 

determining political attitudes, evidence also suggests that these may not be the only 

identities that determine policy preferences (Converse, 1964; Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017). 

Lazarsfeld et al (Lazarsfeld et al., 1968) described how any social dimension that has 

relevance for political behavior can exert a 'pressure' on the political behavior of 

individuals. Sometimes those dimensions will be oriented in the same political direction, 

sometimes they will not (Horan, 1971). When an individual’s long-term partisan identity 

conflicts with their short-term policy preferences or evaluations (often driven by another 

identity), they are considered cross-pressured partisans (Berelson et al., 1954; Hillygus & 

Shields, 2008; Lazarsfeld et al., 1968; Mutz, 2002; Treier & Hillygus, 2009). 

Research on the political decision-making of cross-pressured partisans has 

identified two main strategies that individuals use to overcome the cognitive dissonance 

they experience. One strand of literature shows that when individuals are cross-

pressured, the power of their partisan identity in driving their policy preferences is 

diluted. In many cases, cross-pressures lead individuals to distance themselves from the 

political process. Lazarsfeld et al (1968) show that cross-pressured voters take longer to 

make their voting decisions, show less interest in the process or outcome, and are more 



 

 

49 

likely to party-switch. Berelson et al (1954) demonstrated that it is psychologically taxing 

to bridge the two conflicting pressures, and therefore to avoid this cognitive dissonance, 

individuals are likely to withdraw from politics and avoid making any political decision. 

Other recent research has supported this view, finding that cross-pressured partisans 

tend to have weaker partisan affiliations and levels of political engagement and activism 

(Brader, Tucker, & Therriault, 2014; Klar, 2014; Mason, 2015; Mutz, 2002; Nir & 

Druckman, 2008).  

While attitudinal conflicts can cause psychological distress (Hope, 1975) and lead 

to political disengagement, another strand of literature suggests that cross-pressured 

partisans do not necessarily abandon their political identities but instead collect and 

weigh political information more deliberately. Recent research has shown that 

individuals who feel conflicted in two of their politically-relevant identities may also 

become more thoughtful and deliberate political decisionmakers. Lavine et al (Lavine et 

al., 2012) identified individuals who experienced conflict between long-term partisan 

identities and short-term political evaluations (potentially driven by conflicting 

identities) as “ambivalent partisans.” These individuals think more deliberately about 

policy problems and tend to have more accurate perceptions of the political world. 

Ambivalent partisans are not necessarily more engaged in politics than univalent 

partisans, but they may be more motivated to seek out policy information before making 
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voting decisions (as opposed to relying solely on partisan cues). For this reason, 

ambivalent partisans may be able to evaluate policy issues more accurately than 

individuals relying primarily on partisan cues.   

2.2.3 Managing Conflicting Identities 

Most of the prior literature has focused on conflicting attitudes, preferences, or 

“pressures.” The sources of these attitudes, however, have often been left out of 

discussions of cross-pressured or ambivalent partisans. Instead, the researchers have 

focused on the outcomes of cross-pressure situations and how individuals reconcile 

conflicts between their long-term partisan identities and short-term policy preferences 

and evaluations. However, given the powerful force that identities play in driving both 

long-term and short-term political attitudes and the myriad ways that individual 

identities may conflict in driving their policy preferences, it is useful to explore 

conflicting political attitudes through the lens of identities. If identities are a primary 

source of political attitudes, what happens if an individual’s partisan identity and 

another identity drive conflicting attitudes? Can we learn more about how individuals 

react to cross-pressures by understanding the strategies individuals use to reconcile 

conflicts at the identity-level?  

Most of the existing research looking at how individuals with conflicting 

identities reconcile these conflicts comes from outside of the political science literature. 
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One strategy that scholars have begun to study is how individuals mitigate identity 

conflicts by redefining their identities in a way that is no longer in conflict. Hoek et al 

(Hoek, Maubach, Stevenson, Gendall, & Edwards, 2013), for example, studied how 

social smokers reconcile their identities as both smokers and non-smokers. They found 

that most social smokers recognize a dissonance in their identities but emphasize that 

they are different from habit smokers and claim that their smoking behavior is due to 

impairments (such as alcohol). By redefining themselves as “social smokers”, they 

reduce the salience of the conflicting identity (that of being a smoker) until they are in a 

situation that activates and supports their identity as a smoker (e.g., when they consume 

alcohol). 

Other studies have looked at instances when an individual’s religious and sexual 

identities conflict. This often occurs among homosexual members of religious 

communities that are not accepting of homosexuality. In these situations, individuals 

often seek to redefine one of the identities to mitigate the conflict (i.e. work to change the 

views of the religious leaders, support newer interpretations of religious texts). They 

may also simply compartmentalize their lives and activities to eliminate conscious 

conflict (Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010; Liboro, 2015). 

With these findings in mind, this study evaluates what strategies individuals use 

to form their policy attitudes when they hold two identities that lead to conflicting 
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attitude formation. Because identities are so important both to how we make sense of 

the world and to how we form our political attitudes, it is important to understand how 

individuals inform policy preferences under instances of identity conflict. Additionally, 

as scholars and advocates increasingly look to identity-based appeals to address highly 

polarizing and intransigent issues like climate change, understanding what happens 

when identities conflict will be of vital importance for future communication efforts. 

2.3 Current Study 

This study leverages a unique sample of politically conservative members of an 

environmental conservation organization – “conservative conservationists.” These 

individuals have two aspects of their identities that are associated with opposing 

attitudes towards climate change: politically conservative identities and environmental 

conservationist identities. Political identities, on the one hand, are among the strongest 

predictors of climate change attitudes in the United States, with politically conservative 

identities strongly associated with opposition to climate change policies (Dunlap et al., 

2016; Egan & Mullin, 2017; McCright & Dunlap, 2011b). As the prototypical conservative 

identity opposes climate change policies, individuals that identify as politically 

conservative would also be expected to have attitudes opposing most climate change 

mitigation policies  
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The relationship between conservationist identities and climate change attitudes, 

meanwhile, is more complex. On the one hand, climate change directly impacts habitats 

and biodiversity (Dawson, Jackson, House, Prentice, & Mace, 2011; Hannah et al., 2002). 

With this consideration, it would follow that individuals that stake a significant part of 

their identity as environmental conservationists would be concerned about the effects of 

climate change and support climate change mitigation policies. However, many people 

do not make the direct connection between conservation and climate change. Because 

climate change has become so highly politicized, individuals that consider themselves 

“conservationists” may not be supportive of climate change policies, particularly if other 

aspects of their identity (such as political conservatism) oppose such policies. Instead, 

they may align their conservationism with less polarizing environmental issues (like, 

perhaps, bird conservation). However, when confronted with the impacts of climate 

change on the broader environment (as the National Audubon Society has done), this 

causes a conflict. In this study, I look more closely at these individuals, to investigate 

how members who identify both as political conservatives and as environmental 

conservationists perceive and reconcile these identities to determine their attitudes on 

environmental policy issues, specifically climate change.  
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2.3.1 Sample 

I identified the sample of participants (conservative conservationists) through a 

partnership with the National Audubon Society, the most prominent American 

organization for the protection of birds. Audubon is a useful case study for two reasons. 

First, unlike many other environmental advocacy organizations, Audubon’s 

membership spans the political spectrum. Internal statistics estimate that approximately 

45% of Audubon members identify as centrist to conservative (National Audubon 

Society, 2018).2 The breadth of political identities in the organization provides fertile 

ground for exploring conflicts between partisan and non-partisan identities. Second, in 

2015, the National Audubon Society published a report identifying climate change as the 

most significant threat to birds in North America in the 21st century (National Audubon 

Society, 2015). Following the publication of this report, the organization launched a data-

gathering and member-training program to understand their members’ views on climate 

change and train their members to act as “Climate Change Ambassadors.” By clearly 

connecting the issue of climate change to bird conservation and welfare, Audubon’s 

activities in this area help members link their identity as conservationists with support 

                                                      

2 While statistics on partisanship are not available, a 2012 study of members of a similar organization, the 
National Wildlife Federation, identified 42% of its members as Republican and 32% as Independent 
(Carpenter, 2012).  
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for climate change mitigation, and potentially raise the salience of identity conflict 

among their politically conservative members.  

As part of their efforts to engage members on climate change, state and local 

chapters of Audubon organized a series of half-day workshops – Climate Ambassador 

Trainings – to educate their members about the connection between birds and climate 

change. Audubon recruited attendees from the local area, with specific efforts 

undertaken to recruit politically conservative members to attend the trainings. 

Attendees received training on how to talk about climate change in terms of its impacts 

on birds with other people in their communities, and how to become politically active 

on the issue. Some states also followed up the trainings with an in-person “Lobby Day” 

at the state capitals to get members talking to their political representatives about 

climate change policies. This model was piloted in North Carolina in 2017 and has since 

expanded to several other states.3 Audubon’s overall goal for these Ambassador 

programs is to increase bipartisan concern about the impact of climate change on birds 

and to politically activate Audubon’s members on the issue of climate change (internal 

communication with Audubon, 2017). 

                                                      

3 For more information on the Audubon Ambassador Program, visit nc.audubon.org/conservation/become-
audubon-ambassador 
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2.3.2 Data and Methods 

The efforts of Audubon to engage their politically conservative members on 

climate change offers a unique opportunity to investigate how individuals reconcile 

conflicting identities in the formation of issue attitudes. However, because identities are 

often deeply and sometimes subconsciously held, it can be difficult to detect and 

quantify strategies of identity reconciliation. Identity conflict can also cause cognitive 

dissonance within an individual, making it difficult for people to acknowledge their 

conflicting identities (Cooper, 2007; Festinger, 1957; Hogg & Smith, 2007).  Because of 

this, careful conversations are most helpful to draw out evidence of each identity and to 

understand the cognitive processes that individuals use to reconcile the identities. 

Dervin and Risager (2014) discuss the importance of investigating identities not as 

objects, but instead as processes; not asking “what is somebody’s identity?” but instead, 

“how do they identify themselves?” and “how do they construct what they present as 

their identity?” (Dervin & Risager, 2014, p. 8). Due to the socially-constructed and highly 

personalized nature of identities (Fearon, 1999), qualitative research methods tend to be 

more effective than quantitative methods for gaining insight into people’s perspectives 

on themselves and the world. Specifically, qualitative methods that allow for the 

researcher to interpret non-verbal and contextual clues, identify the narratives through 

which participants construct their identities, and press on the unique ways that each 
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subject expresses their identities are particularly helpful for identity-based research 

(Adler et al., 2017; Dervin & Risager, 2014; Mayer, 2014).  

Building on these advantages, this research uses three qualitative research 

methods to examine and analyze the effects of identity conflicts among the participants. 

First, I used transcripts from a series of focus groups run by Audubon featuring their 

conservative members in North Carolina and Ohio. Focus groups are useful for identity 

studies because they take advantage of the social construction of identities. While many 

individuals do not think consciously about their various identities, conversing with 

other individuals that share your identities may make them more salient (Peek & 

Fothergill, 2009). Indeed, many researchers have observed that conversing in groups can 

embolden people to say things they may not have said individually (Krueger, 2014; 

Morgan, 1996).  

Second, I observed and participated in five Audubon Ambassador trainings in 

North Carolina and New York. Participant observation is useful for efforts to 

understand how individuals express their identities and attitudes without direct 

researcher interference (Lichterman, 2002). Through participant observation, I was able 

to observe how conservative conservationists reacted to climate change as a policy area 

and how the two aspects of their identities informed how they formed their attitudes.  
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The final and largest segment of data involved semi-structured interviews with 

politically conservative Audubon members in North Carolina and New York. Interviews 

are the most common qualitative method used to study the experiences, beliefs and 

identities of participants, largely due to their personalized nature and ease for the 

interviewer to adjust the discussion to probe where necessary (Brinkmann, 2013; Gill, 

Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). Interviews allowed me to understand each 

participants’ unique identities and the strategies that he or she used to reconcile any 

conflict. In the sections below, I describe in more detail the data collection involved for 

each source and the contribution to the overall research question. 

2.3.2.1 Focus Groups 

In 2015, Audubon (in partnership with Civitas Public Affairs Group) held four 

focus groups (two in Raleigh, North Carolina and two in Columbus, Ohio) with 

politically conservative members to gauge their views on climate change and their 

receptiveness to different types of climate change messages (n=43 individuals). Because 

these focus groups were run separately from (and prior to) the Ambassador Trainings, 

they provide useful insight into the baseline attitudes of politically conservative 

members on climate change, before participation in the Ambassador Trainings that 

would cement the connection between birds and climate change. For the purpose of this 

analysis, therefore, the focus groups primarily informed findings about the policy 
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attitudes informed by both the politically conservative and environmental 

conservationist identities. While the focus group participants had not been exposed to 

the in-depth training connecting their conservationist identity to climate change, they 

were presented with the 2015 Audubon report on climate change and asked to browse it 

during the session. This may have helped make the connection between climate change 

and birds (although to a lesser extent than the Ambassador Training participants).  

2.3.2.2 Participant Observation 

From February 2017 – July 2018, I participated in five Audubon Climate 

Ambassador Trainings in North Carolina and New York state. Audubon organized 

these trainings to introduce their members to the impact of climate change on birds and 

to train the participants in how to engage community members and politicians in 

conversations about climate change. These half-day training sessions were attended by 

between 30-50 Audubon members, invited through the Audubon chapter mailings lists. 

Politically conservative members (identified using the Catalist ideology scores4) were 

particularly targeted through additional direct email invitations. I attended trainings in 

Bolivia, NC, Cary, NC, Greensboro, NC, Hendersonville, NC, and Tupper Lake, NY. 

These locations were selected due to the prevalence of politically conservative members 

                                                      

4 Catalist and The Yuhas Consulting Group jointly developed a nationwide ideology model that is available to Catalist 
subscribers, including the National Audubon Society. The model provides an ideology score for each registered voter 
and unregistered Voting Age Person (VAP), predicting the propensity to hold progressive beliefs. The scores have a 
value between 0 and 100, with 0 being the most conservative and 100 being the most liberal. 
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in the surrounding areas, and therefore the higher likelihood of conservative member 

attendance.  

During the participant observations, I captured notes about what participants 

said about climate change, their political identities, and their conservationist identities. I 

circulated among groups of participants and engaged participants in discussions to 

capture evidence of identity-driven political attitudes, identity conflicts, and motivations 

for attitudes towards birds and climate change. To both maintain objectivity and to 

understand the participants’ experience, I engaged in what Howell (1973) labeled 

“Moderate Participation,” keeping a balance between “insider” and “outsider” roles.  

The data collected during the participant observations provides insight into how 

individuals initially reacted to receiving the information about climate change and birds, 

as well as how various messages about climate change policies resonated with a broader 

group. A sample agenda from the trainings is included in Appendix C.  

2.3.2.3 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Between March 2017 and August 2018, I completed 25 semi-structured 

interviews with politically conservative members that attended Audubon Ambassador 

Trainings. These participants either self-identified as politically conservative through 

exit-surveys after the trainings or were identified for me by the National Audubon 

Society as politically conservative using Catalist ideology scores. Interviews were held 
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both over the phone and in-person, depending on location and convenience for the 

interview participant, and generally lasted between 30-60 minutes. I compensated 

participants for their time using Amazon e-gift certificates.  

I designed the interviews to gauge the strength of participants’ political and 

environmental conservationist identities, understand their attitudes towards climate 

change, determine their awareness of an identity conflict in the formation of climate 

change attitudes and understand the strategies that individuals use to reconcile these 

identity conflicts. The interviews all began with a self-descriptive identity exercise, 

where I asked participants to describe themselves using three nouns, to capture the most 

salient identities for each participant (Narváez, Meyer, Kertzner, Ouellette, & Gordon, 

2009). To further elucidate evidence of their conservationist and political identities, I 

used a combination of direct questioning about their identity affiliation (Watzlawik & 

Born, 2007), measures of their subjective meaningfulness of each identity (i.e. “Is bird 

conservation[/your political identity] an important part of who you are?”) (Klar, 2013a), 

and the roots and strength of each identity (where their identity came from, the level of 

social ties reinforcing the identity, etc) (McAdam & Paulsen, 1993). I also directly asked 

participants if they experienced and how they reconciled any conflict in their identities 

when forming their climate change attitudes. The interview guide can be found in 

Appendix D. 
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2.3.3 Data Analysis 

Each of the three sources of data provided written products (transcripts or notes) 

that I analyzed for evidence of identity conflict and reconciliation. I did this through 

thematic analysis, which allows the researcher to identify and evaluate common themes 

across data sources (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To analyze the data, I uploaded the 

transcripts and notes into NVivo11 qualitative analysis software. This software allows 

the researcher to read through the primary data sources and assign “codes” representing 

common themes to segments of the data. The codes then group the references to the 

theme throughout all data sources. In this analysis, I coded for several themes: (1) how 

the participants identified themselves in terms of the political and conservationist 

identities, (2) the characteristics of these identities, particularly those characteristics that 

informed attitudes on climate change and (3) what strategies they reported using to 

reconcile the attitudes informed by each of these identities. Once the coding was 

complete, I measured the number of references under each theme to identify the most 

common themes and reconciliation strategies. I then identified the most representative 

references/quotes for each theme to summarize the findings in the next section. The final 

coding structure that I used to organize these themes can be found in Appendix E.  
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2.4 Findings 

Data gathered through the focus groups, training observations and interviews 

shed light on how participants’ identities informed their climate change attitudes, as 

well as the strategies that these individuals used to reconcile potential identity conflicts. 

In the following sections, I first discuss how participants displayed both political 

conservative and environmental conservationist identities, and how each of these 

identities drove their climate change policy attitudes in different ways. I then identify 

four distinct strategies that participants reported using to reconcile their identity 

conflicts and form their climate change attitudes. Specifically, I found that while the 

identity conflict did cause some participants to distance themselves from the political 

identity, it also led them to increase their objective, information-based decisionmaking 

when making political choices. Additionally, I document two new strategies that 

participants used to reconcile identity conflict: redefining the issue of climate change to 

fit their partisan identity and defining a new identity for themselves that eliminates 

identity conflict.  

2.4.1 Who are Conservative Conservationists? 

The first step in understanding how conservative conservationists reconcile their 

identity conflicts and determine their climate change policy attitudes is to understand 

the identity characteristics that define these individuals, and how each identity informs 
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attitudes on climate change. First and foremost, these individuals shared a strong 

interest in and concern about birds and environmental conservation. This affinity for 

environmental conservation was not only a prominent way that they defined 

themselves, but it also led to strong support for environmental conservation policies 

(although not always climate change policies). Meanwhile, the participants also held 

political attitudes, such as opposition to government regulation and a preference for the 

private sector, that are generally associated with political conservatism. These attitudes 

colored how they approached the question of climate change policymaking. In the 

section below, I discuss these two identities in more detail and how they contributed to 

the participants’ climate change policy preferences. 

2.4.1.1 Environmental Conservationists: Strong Interest in and Concern about Birds 
and Environmental Conservation 

All the participants demonstrated clear and consistent identities as 

environmental conservationists, both as “birders” and in conserving nature more 

generally. In the interviews I asked the participants to identify three nouns that best 

described them (a way to warm up the conversation and get them to think about the 

most important aspects of their identity). Seventy-five percent of interviewees included 

at least one noun relating to environmental conservation or birding in their top three 

ways that they would describe themselves. For example, one interviewee in North 

Carolina responded with: “Avid environmentalist. Grandma. Wife.” Others described 
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feeling most themselves when out in nature: “I’m most at peace and most happy when 

I’m out in the middle of a wilderness area and the only thing around me is maybe the 

couple of people that I’m with and then nothing but nature,” described a North Carolina 

interview participant. 

Their prioritization of environmental conservation was often rooted in their deep 

commitment to birds. As noted by one North Carolina interviewee, “When we conserve 

the birds, we’re conserving the environment. And that means that everyone gets the best 

of it.” Participants not only prioritized bird conservation, but they were willing to 

change their lives and lifestyles in order to promote the health of their local 

environment. One interviewee in North Carolina described how his daily experiences 

with birds shaped how he understood the world and the things he prioritized when 

determining how to live his life: 

“And, to me the values are not teeing off on a golf course on Saturday 
morning. The value is my acre and a quarter that’s got, for example I saw 
two great blue herons fly over weekend before last, I had a barred owl fly 
across the side road when my wife and I were going for a walk a day later. 
I’ve had red-shouldered hawks sitting on my clothesline pole. That to me 
is enough to want to live a lifestyle that puts me in connection with that 
and has potential for the next generation to have the same experiences.”  

 

Conservationist identities tended to arise from one of three sources. Many 

participants highlighted personal experiences with birds or in nature that led them to 

feel strongly attached to birds and birding. One interviewee was new to birding but 
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discovered her love of them when she befriended a bluebird that sat outside her 

window every morning and “breakfasted” with her. Over time she developed a strong 

affinity for the bluebird and birds in general and started building aspects of her life 

around protecting and conserving birds (including attending a legislative lobby day on 

behalf of Audubon). Many others attributed their identity development to excursions or 

experiences with family members (generally parents or grandparents as a child). For 

these participants, birds played an important part in their early life experiences, defining 

their identity and providing them with a way to connect to their heritage. In other 

instances, birding emerged specifically as a social identity. Many of the participants 

interviewed had developed a strong social network in their birding communities, 

reinforcing birding as an important part of their identity. Identifying as a birder allowed 

them to be a part of a larger group identity, make social connections, and develop a 

sense of community around a shared identity. Levels of social participation spanned the 

spectrum, but several participants I spoke with actively engaged in weekly bird walks, 

birder meetup groups, annual bird counts (an important part of bird conservation), 

meetings and leadership positions. 

Participants also made the clear connection between their identity as 

environmental conservationists and their environmental policy attitudes (although not 

always their climate change policy attitudes). Most participants emphasized that 
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protecting nature was a high priority for them, and their identity as a conservationist 

was a primary motivator of their political engagement and decisionmaking. When asked 

how they make political decisions, many of the participants mentioned that they 

supported the politicians that have a record of environmental conservation, even if it 

meant voting across party lines. As one interviewee in North Carolina said, “You know, 

historically Democrats have been more open to environmental issues, but if there was a 

Republican that had a strong stance on those issues, that would absolutely sway me.” 

While environmental conservation was a common political mobilizer, this did not 

always translate to support for climate change policies. There was significant variation 

in climate change attitudes among participants. While almost all accepted that it was 

occurring and were concerned about its effects on birds and the environment, many 

attributed it to natural causes or were otherwise uncertain of the necessity of a policy 

response. This uncertainty may have reflected their political conservative identity, as 

described below. 

2.4.1.2 Political Conservatives: Opposition to Government Regulation and Preference 
for the Private Sector 

Political conservatism as an identity is associated with many different political 

attitudes, but the two attitudes heard most often among this sample (and that seemed to 

define their political identity) were an opposition to the role of government in society 

and a preference for the private sector. These attitudes were also directly related to their 
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skepticism of many mainstream climate change policies. Many of the participants felt 

that the government’s involvement in regulating environmental issues causes more 

harm than good. As one focus group participant in North Carolina stated, “I’m not a tree 

hugger but I’ve always been interested in our natural resources and how our 

government figures out how to destroy them.” A primary concern about the 

government was that it imposes inflexible regulations that can threaten the economy, 

and that government regulations, once imposed, are exceedingly difficult to change. 

Another focus group participant in North Carolina highlighted the ethanol subsidies as 

an example of a government regulation that was ineffective, but very difficult to reverse 

once it was instated.  

There was also significant concern about the size of government agencies and the 

reach of government regulations. Many linked government overregulation to stagnant 

economic growth, such as this North Carolina focus group participant: “I think that 

organizations like EPA, they are imposing too many restrictions on private businesses.  

They are trying to shut down power companies, coal plants and things like that.  I think 

it is going to prove disastrous to our economy, which is my main concern.” 

Participants also highlighted bureaucratic bloat and inefficiencies as a reason 

why they did not trust the government to create effective climate change policies. As a 

focus group participant in Ohio observed, implementing climate change regulations 
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“…would just create another very expensive department just like the IRS having to add 

how many thousand employees….” Others plainly did not trust the government to be 

attuned to what really needs to be done: “Government hasn't proved that it can handle 

any program very well.  Something like this is just ripe for corruption.  I don't trust our 

government to tell us what we need to do about climate change,” said a focus group 

participant in Ohio. 

A corollary of this was a preference for the private sector to lead on 

environmental and climate change issues. Participants who were skeptical of 

governmental policies saw a clear role for the private sector to find a solution to climate 

change. Notably, many of the participants saw the private sector as a more effective 

solution than government regulation: “Every time there has been a problem in this 

country, somebody has stepped up from the entrepreneurial private side with a solution 

to fix it and fix it in a way that generates profits,” said a focus group participant in Ohio. 

As noted by another Ohio focus group participant: 

“I am also a severe skeptic that government can be effective at much of anything.  
I'm an advocate for the private sector. I think many of the problems that we see, 
whether it is putting too much into landfills and not recycling enough, whether it 
is the pollution in Lake Erie that caused the problem with Toledo's water supply… 
As a businessman involved in environmental engineering, I see those as 
opportunities because there are ways to solve those problems that I can make 
money doing it.  The problem is there are so darn many requirements and 
regulations, especially in small businesses, from government, that most people 
give up…If we would unleash the power of our private sector, I think we would 



 

 

70 

see a lot of these issues being solved in a way that is not only efficient but 
productive and profitable.”  
 

Other participants emphasized that the private sector is a significant economic 

force and identified opportunities to both fight climate change and grow the private 

sector. One Ohio focus groups participant highlighted the opportunity to create 

renewable energy jobs to displace those lost in the fossil fuel industry: “You take these 

big energy-producing industries.  They employ lots of people and they are a big 

economic force… it doesn't really matter if the guy is working on a wind farm or a 

power plant as long as he's got a job.”  

The roots of their politically conservative identities were developed primarily 

through socialization. Many of the participants reported being raised Republican, and 

that most of their friends and families were also politically conservative or Republican. 

Some participants had direct negative experiences with government overregulation, 

particularly in the environmental field, which also contributed to the development of 

their politically conservative identity. But, as is common with political identities 

(Converse, 1964; Zaller, 1992), the political identities of most of the participants were 

long-term and deeply held, stemming from early socialization and family ties.  

Overall, the conservative conservationists examined here shared some core 

aspects of their identities. To each of them, birding and/or nature is an important part of 
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how they think about themselves in the world, the activities that they undertake, and the 

values that they live by. They also shared aspects of a politically conservative identity, 

driven primarily by an opposition to government regulation and a preference for the 

private sector. These two identities, while they may conflict on support for climate 

change mitigation policies, also informed the strategies that participants use to reconcile 

their identity conflict.  

2.4.2 Reconciling Identity Conflict 

Prior literature on conflicting policy attitudes has identified two main strategies 

that individuals use in response to these conflicts: distancing themselves from politics 

and their political identity, and increasing their objective, information-based 

decisionmaking to make more informed political decisions. Conservative 

conservationists in this study reflected both strategies, as well as two additional 

strategies that may be unique to reconciling identity conflicts (as opposed to previously 

studied attitudinal conflicts). In this section I document four strategies that participants 

used to reconcile their identity conflicts: distancing themselves from one of their 

identities; acknowledging the conflict and increasing their objective political decision 

making; redefining climate change to fit with both identities; or creating a new identity 

that merges the non-conflicting aspects of their conservative and conservationist 

identities.  
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2.4.2.1 Strategy 1: Distancing the Self from One of the Conflicting Identities 

One of the most common strategies observed among participants was an attempt 

to distance themselves from one of the conflicting identities – either their politically 

conservative identity or their environmental conservationist identity. This technique, 

observed in previous literature on reconciling identity conflicts (Jaspal & Cinnirella, 

2010), mitigates cognitive dissonance that arises from identity conflict by foregrounding 

one identity while explaining away their affiliation with the other identity.  

While most of the participants identified as politically conservative, it was very 

common for participants to describe how they have shifted away from identification 

with the Republican party (their partisan identity). Many of the participants clarified 

that they do not identify with many of the Republican policies that they view as 

antienvironmental. As one interviewee from North Carolina described,  

“I don’t feel like the Republican party as it stands at this moment in time 
necessarily represents the majority of Republicans in this country…I think that 
the Republican party has been touted as not caring about the environment and yet 
my friends who are Republicans are very concerned about the environment and 
they want to see a clean environment.” 
 

Others clearly rejected the notion of identifying with any political party: “I feel 

like I have attitudes about things versus a political identity. I think politicizing things 

puts people in a box, and it’s so polarized now, that it’s not really a positive thing to do,” 

noted a North Carolina interview participant. When asked about their party affiliations, 
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many participants appeared conflicted, or preferred to identify their partisan identity as 

independents or Libertarians (while maintaining their identity as political 

conservatives), although most noted that they had previously identified as Republicans. 

By distancing themselves from the aspects of their political identity that most obviously 

conflicts with their conservationist identity, these participants were able to reconcile the 

potential conflict on climate change policy attitudes.  

Echoing the literature on cross-pressured partisans (e.g. Berelson, 1954), some of 

the conflicted participants chose to back away from politics in general to avoid 

confronting the conflict. Indeed, in this study, twelve of the twenty individuals 

interviewed commented on how they were uninterested in or disillusioned with politics 

(however, without a comparison group it is difficult to specifically attribute this to the 

identity conflict versus other factors). When asked about whether her political identity 

was important to her, one interviewee in North Carolina responded, “Not at all, not at 

all. When I vote, those issues may come into play, but on a daily basis, I’m pretty non-

political.” Another frequent sentiment was a strong disillusionment with the political 

process and politicians, which led many of the participants to back away from politics 

because they did not feel that they were being represented. “I think politicians are more 

concerned about themselves than they are about their constituents,” mentioned one 

interviewee in North Carolina. Another North Carolina interviewee lamented that “the 
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wants and the needs of the people, the voters, constituents, no matter what comes out of 

their mouth, it’s not high on their list of priorities.” While this sentiment is common 

among the American public (particularly after the 2016 election), participants discussed 

it as a long-standing orientation that they held towards government. This suggests that 

while many Americans feel disillusioned about politics, individuals experiencing 

identity conflict may feel this sentiment more strongly or consistently.  

While it was more common for participants to distance themselves from their 

politically conservative identity (or at least their affiliation with the Republican party), 

there was also evidence of some participants distancing themselves from their 

conservationist identity, particularly the association between their conservationist 

identity and their climate change attitudes. While most participants maintained their 

identity as someone that cares about nature, many were more hesitant to adopt strong 

views on climate change mitigation, even after exposure to Audubon’s messaging about 

the connection between climate change and bird conservation. Participants were much 

more confident in discussing the need to protect the environment in general for the sake 

of the birds (i.e. clean air, clean water, avoiding habitat loss through development, etc.). 

These issues tend to be more bipartisan in nature and are often in line with politically 

conservative ideologies. However, when pushed on the topic of climate change and its 

impact on birds and the environment, several of the more conservative-leaning 
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participants were either hesitant to discuss the topic or clearly differentiated between 

their attitudes towards climate change and their general environmental attitudes. For 

example, one participant in the Bolivia, NC Ambassador Training said in the same 

sentence: “Climate change is a hoax,” and “I’ve been talking to my local lawmaker about 

protecting wetlands because they are so important to birds.” Similarly, an interview 

participant in New York described how she is “not concerned about climate change. But, 

if Audubon says we need to do X to address climate change, then I’ll do it, for the 

birds.”  

This approach – separating talk about climate change from more general talk 

about environmental conservation – resonated well with most of the politically 

conservative attendees of the Ambassador Trainings. Recognizing this, the trainings 

focused on activities that were directly related to conservation, such as planting native 

plants, that will support birds be more resilient to the effects of climate change without 

being outwardly supportive of climate mitigation policies. In a comment from the Cary, 

NC training, a participant relayed her success in communicating about climate change 

through the proxy of native plants. Her advice: “Don’t mention climate change 

specifically. Instead, talk about how we can grow plants in Raleigh that we could never 

dream of growing 40 years ago.” Based on her experience, this kind of discussion was an 

effective way to begin conversations with political conservatives on climate change 
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without immediately activating their partisan identity. In the focus groups, individuals 

also reflected on how they would be likely to undertake conservation actions if it was for 

“environmental” reasons, but not if it was specifically for climate change. By distancing 

themselves from the climate change part of a conservationist identity, participants could 

more easily reconcile their conservationist and politically conservative identities. 

2.4.2.2 Strategy 2: Acknowledging Conflict and Increasing Objective Decision Making  

The literature on cross-pressured and ambivalent partisans finds that when 

individuals feel conflicted and begin to rely less on their partisan identities, they become 

more likely to seek out political information and often become more informed and 

rational in their political decision making (Lavine et al., 2012). This strategy was very 

common among participants in this study, and often served as a complementary 

strategy to #1 (detaching from political identity).  Whereas unconflicted partisans can 

generally rely on partisan cues to determine their political attitudes, these individuals 

were unsure of whether to use cues from their partisan or conservationist identities to 

determine their climate change policy preferences. As a result, they reported thinking 

more critically about political issues and using more thoughtful and thorough political 

decision-making techniques than the typical partisan. For example, when asked about 

how she makes political decisions, an interview participant in North Carolina described 
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her tendency to do more research when balancing her political and conservationist 

identities: 

“It's just tough. I have to do like the whole pros and cons list and then just sort of 
balance all the different issues and kind of try to figure out what are they really 
going to actually focus on and you know, where are they going to make the 
biggest impact and a lot of that's just a guessing game. But yeah, I've definitely 
had those moments where I'm kind of like, oh boy. That's what I try to do as much 
research as possible and sort of have like, OK, it might be slightly leaning this 
way on this one person because you know, the five things I'm weighing them on, 
they have a slight advantage.”  
 

When asked about how they reconcile their conflicting identities, many 

participants also admitted to doing detailed research on policy issues and rarely voting 

straight-ticket, particularly when environmental issues were involved. Participants 

reported doing significant research on candidates during an election: “I do go to each 

candidate. Everyone I have to vote for, their background and what they stand for every 

single issue,” said a North Carolina interview participant. While previous research 

suggests that many individuals report thinking critically about their voting decisions, 

the participants in this study also reported party-switching more frequently than the 

typical American. In general, participants seemed more issue-motivated in their political 

decision making than most American voters, which may reflect their identity conflict 

leading to increased information-seeking in the political world. 
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Given the importance of their conservationist identities, many participants used 

deliberate evaluation of a candidate’s environmental records to make their political 

decisions. This provides some evidence that for most of the participants, their 

conservationist identities were stronger drivers of their political attitudes than their 

politically conservative identities. One interviewee from eastern Long Island 

commented on how he is “supposed to be a Republican” given where he is from and 

based on his social circles, but generally votes based on how the politicians want to 

impact the environment. When asked if he felt torn between his conservationist and 

political identities, he responded, “Not at all. If I feel a candidate is going to do better for 

the ecology and the environment, I would vote for them.” Others had similar 

sentiments, discussing how they “look for someone that is conservation-minded. All of 

the other issues, conservation is at the root. Without conservation, everything collapses,” 

said another New York interview participant.  

2.4.2.3 Strategy 3: Reconceptualizing Climate Change to Fit Partisan Identity 

A third strategy that participants used to reconcile conflicting identity 

preferences on climate change was to define the issue in a way that fit both of their 

identities. Traditionally, the environmental movement has positioned itself in opposition 

to conservative values such as small government or private sector leadership, in favor of 

more politically liberal government regulations. However, the participants in this study 
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embraced traditionally conservative attitudes including a distrust of government and a 

preference for solutions that emerge from the private sector. To maintain both these 

conservative values and the pro-environmental attitudes driven by their conservationist 

identity, participants focused on conservation strategies that either come from the 

private sector or are based on more capitalist principles. By focusing on a solution to 

climate change that does not threaten principles of political conservatism, participants 

could embrace both their political identity and their priority to protect the environment. 

Several participants discussed putting the onus on responsible companies to 

prioritize environmental protection, and there was a sentiment of trusting in 

corporations to act responsibly. One North Carolina interviewee in the land 

development industry described a conflict that developers face between clear-cutting 

and conserving habitat. He emphasized that these choices made by the private sector 

can have a big impact on the environment, while not sacrificing economic development 

through excessive government regulations: “They’ve accomplished their goal and they 

have made money, but they didn’t just rape the land in everything they did.” Another 

interviewee emphasized that if corporations held themselves to a high standard of safety 

and environmental consciousness, then things like deep-sea oil drilling wouldn’t be a 

problem.  
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Particularly on the topic of climate change, participants emphasized many 

potential climate solutions that could be spearheaded by political conservatives. One 

North Carolina interviewee originally from the United Kingdom focused on how 

Conservative party politicians in the UK focus on pragmatic solutions to climate change, 

and find ways to address climate change through conservative governing principles:  

“If there are green methods of producing energy for example, transportation, why 
not reduce pollution from a very pragmatic point of view, and then see what 
beneficial effects that will have on our environment, on our children’s 
environments. I thought that was a compelling argument, that you can still 
disagree about the basis of climate change and its causes, but you can still work 
towards pragmatic solutions that can be bought into by people across the political 
spectrum purely from a pragmatic standpoint.”  
 

In a similar vein, some participants redefined the issue of the environment as a 

priority that aligns with political conservatism. These participants generally experienced 

little to no identity conflict because they viewed environmental protection, and even 

climate change mitigation, as a conservative issue. “I think the issue is not a Republican 

or a Democrat issue, personally,” mentioned an Ohio focus group participant, and 

others agreed: “Everybody should be involved (in environmental protection) whoever 

you are – it is an issue that we all have some impact on. Why wouldn’t you, regardless 

of your political affiliation? What it will get down to is the solutions,” said another Ohio 

focus group participant. 
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For others, their political conservatism was grounded in their religion, which 

they saw as motivation for environmental conservation. These individuals viewed their 

political conservative identity in conjunction with their religious identity (in this sample, 

generally Christian) that mandates a strong ethic of stewardship of the natural world. 

One North Carolina interviewee described what he called a “Whole-Life Platform,” 

where traditionally conservative pro-life attitudes concerning abortion should be 

extended to all living things. In this sense, he argued that if Christians are called to 

protect the lives of unborn children, they should also prioritize the life of other living 

beings in nature and the health of the planet. By redefining his politically conservative 

attitudes through another identity (religious identity) that also supports environmental 

stewardship, this participant could maintain attachment to both identities. In this case, a 

third identity was introduced to ease the conflict between the conservative and 

conservationist identities.  

Finally, some participants conceptualized climate change in a way that did not 

mandate immediate policy action that may conflict with their political identity. 

Specifically, there was a shared sense that climate change is a distant problem, and 

immediate policies are therefore not necessary. When asked about solutions that they 

thought should be taken to combat climate change, many of the participants focused on 

educating future generations instead of taking immediate action. For these participants, 
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they felt that the most meaningful thing that could be done for both birds and climate 

change is to invest more in teaching children about the problem so that they can address 

it when they become adults. As one North Carolina focus group participant stated, “We 

must act. I am saying act in a different way than climate change policies. I’m saying 

teach the grandchildren how to preserve and care for all living things.” Another 

interviewee in North Carolina emphasized that this is a big problem, and we shouldn’t 

rush into anything, and that education should be the core solution: “How do you eat an 

elephant? One bite at a time. You don't eat an elephant in one bite. That's how [we are 

going to have to tackle climate change], that's how this is going to have to go. It's gonna 

take time. It's all part of education.” By focusing on climate change as a distant issue that 

primarily requires more education for future generations, conflicted partisans can 

recognize the issue and convey their concern, but not threaten their political identity by 

supporting climate change policies.  

2.4.2.4 Strategy 4: Defining a New Identity 

By investigating how cross-pressured partisans form political attitudes through 

the lens of identity conflict, a fourth strategy emerged that speaks directly to identity 

theory and the individual nature of identity conceptualization. At least six of the 

interviewees and several others in the trainings and focus groups reconciled the conflict 

by defining their identity for themselves that merged aspects of their conservative and 
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conservationist identities. For many of the participants, this meant describing 

themselves in the interviews as political independents, or sometimes “fiscal 

conservatives,” that prioritized environmental protection. Many of the interview 

participants specified that they thought of themselves on a social vs. fiscal conservatism 

axis, as opposed to lumping all aspects of political conservatism together. This strategy 

allowed them to select which aspects of their partisanship to merge into their political 

identity, to avoid conflict with other parts of their identity (such as their conservationist 

identity). 

For others, it meant defining a new identity that merged both their conservatism 

and their identity as an environmental conservationist. For some, the core tenets of 

conservatism – that of “conserving” – seemed to fit perfectly with their orientation 

towards environmental conservation. One interviewee in North Carolina referred to this 

as a “Crunchy Conservative” identity: 

“One of the other kind of interesting things about this is that I would broadly 
align myself as being conservative in terms of my worldview, but I am what has 
been termed in other contexts is a ‘Crunchy Conservative’, therefore I may be 
sympathetic to some aspects of the Republican party platform, but I am dismayed 
at any small attempt at progress that has been made to try and align the party’s 
platform. It has entirely gone into reverse in devastating ways in recent times. 
Obviously if the budget that has been proposed is passed by congress, it will gut 
the EPA, and these things have very serious ramifications. So it’s kind of this 
strange place which my wife and I found, that we lean conservative but not really 
having a particular home in either party.” 
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This tendency was echoed by other participants as well. One participant in North 

Carolina preferred to identify as a “world citizen” as opposed to any other political 

label. Another interviewee in North Carolina defined herself as a “rabid-

environmentalist Republican” who was fiscally conservative, socially liberal, and 

prioritized environmental issues over all else. By redefining their political identity in a 

way that promotes environmental conservation, these individuals were able to maintain 

both their political and conservationist identities in a way that did not cause an evident 

identity conflict.  

2.3 Discussion  

 In this study, I examined a unique group of individuals that must 

reconcile two conflicting identities to determine their attitudes towards climate change. 

As politically conservative members of the National Audubon Society who were coming 

to terms with the threat of climate change to birds, the participants in this study used 

four strategies to reconcile their identity conflicts: distancing themselves from one of the 

identities; acknowledging the conflict and increasing deliberate decisionmaking; 

redefining the issue of climate change to fit their identities; and creating a new identity 

for themselves that merges the non-conflicting parts of the two identities.  

In many ways, the strategies identified in this study support the findings of 

existing literature on cross-pressured and ambivalent partisans. Literature on cross-
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pressured partisans generally finds that experiencing conflicts in policy attitudes leads 

most people to distance themselves from their partisan identity (Brader et al., 2014; 

Lavine et al., 2012; Lazarsfeld et al., 1968; Mason, 2015; Mutz, 2002). Often, this can also 

lead to disengagement from the political process altogether (Berelson, 1954; Horan, 

1971). In this study, I found that most of the participants had, in some capacity, 

distanced themselves from their political identity. In some cases, this was demonstrated 

by a tepid or absent affiliation with the Republican Party, particularly in recent years as 

the party has become more hostile towards environmental protection policies. Less 

frequently, participants also responded to this conflict by removing themselves from the 

political world. However, I did not observe this across the board. For some participants, 

the political threat to the environment seemed to motivate them to become more 

involved in politics. Many attendees of the Ambassador Trainings, for example, left 

feeling prepared to use their social connections with other political conservatives to 

begin conversations about the importance of acting in support of climate change 

mitigation. Additionally, expanding on prior literature, I found that in some cases 

participants maintained their partisan identity while distancing themselves from their 

conservationist identity. While these insights offer a helpful first look at further 

elucidating these strategies, more research is needed into understanding what leads 
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individuals to distance themselves from one or the other of their identities when they 

experience a conflict.   

I also found evidence that feeling conflicted between their partisan and 

conservationist identities often led the participants to spend more time researching and 

making their political decisions than they otherwise would have. This finding reflects 

those of Lavine et al (2012) that ambivalent partisans become more deliberate political 

decisionmakers, relying less on their partisan cues and instead actively seeking out 

information to form their policy attitudes. The conservative conservationists in this 

study reported spending significant amounts of time researching candidates, making 

informed decisions about candidate character, and focusing specifically on their 

environmental records. They were likely to report splitting the ticket and several 

strongly rebuked straight-party voters. On issues like climate change when they realized 

that they could not rely on their partisan cues, they became more objective, issue-based 

voters. In a world where growing levels of political polarizing lead individuals to rely 

more and more on their partisanship to make political decisions, instances of identity 

conflict may offer unique opportunities to bolster democracy. 

While the participants did display evidence supporting prior research on cross-

pressures in politics, considering this issue through the lens of identity conflicts 

highlighted two previously undocumented reconciliation strategies. The first new 
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strategy identified here was a tendency to conceptualize the issue of climate change in a 

way that allowed the participants to avoid feeling conflicted. For example, by focusing 

less on the need for climate change policy and instead on how to secure clean air, 

plentiful water, and appropriate bird habitats. This reframing allowed participants to 

demonstrate their conservationist identity without necessarily threatening their 

conservative identity. Others acknowledged the issue of climate change but punted the 

main responsibility for action on to future generations. By emphasizing that the primary 

policy priority should be educating children about climate change, these individuals 

could maintain their conservative opposition to aggressive climate change mitigation 

policies while still acknowledging that something should be done. (something on 

private sector solutions to climate change?) 

A final strategy that I observed – and the strategy that most reflects a conflict in 

identities and not just attitudes – was the strategy of defining a new identity that 

merged the non-conflicting parts of participants’ conservative and conservationist 

identities. I detected actual identity creation through the ways that participants talked 

about themselves – defining themselves in the social or political world. For some, this 

meant defining their political identity in a different way, often through the fiscally vs. 

socially liberal-conservative axis (i.e. claiming to be fiscally conservative but socially 

liberal). For others, this meant creating a new identity for themselves, for example the 
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subject who called himself a “Crunchy Conservative.” This approach signals an appetite 

among political conservatives for a way to unite their environmental concern with more 

traditionally conservative ideological principals. The implications for this strategy in 

terms of political behavior and vote choice are still somewhat unclear, but it could lead 

individuals to try to organize with others based around this shared identity (like the rise 

of the Tea Party in American politics).   

While the conclusions of this study are a helpful first step for understanding how 

conflicting identities inform political attitudes, there are also some limitations of the 

study that must be acknowledged and addressed. First, the study sample – politically 

conservative members of environmental conservation organizations – should be 

understood as a case study, not a representative sample. The sample size is small, and 

this restriction made it difficult to unpack the characteristics of individuals that led them 

to employ one strategy over another. Additionally, the demographics of the participants 

limits the generalizability of the findings. Members of the National Audubon Society 

tend to be older and wealthier than the average American, often retired, and 

predominately white. This may influence the findings because the participants likely 

have more time and resources to expend on political research, for example. They may 

also not have many other highly politically-salient identities (such as racial, ethnic, or 

class-based identities) driving their political attitudes.  
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Another potential limitation is that the context through which I identified the 

participants (except in the case of the focus groups) could potentially have influenced 

the relative salience of their two identities. Because I contacted interview participants 

through Audubon following their participation in an Audubon Ambassador Training, 

their identity as a conservationist was likely to be highly salient. This may have led them 

to downplay the role that their political identity plays in their decisionmaking. I 

attempted to alleviate this by waiting several weeks in between the training and the 

interview, but this effect should still be acknowledged and taken into consideration 

when evaluating the results.  

Finally, it is important to recognize my own positionality in this research, and 

how that may have both influenced the data I collected and my analysis of it. In some 

ways, aspects of my own identity improved data collection. My status as a student 

tended to increase participants’ willingness to participate in the research. It also helped 

that I engaged in the Audubon activities with them, including the Ambassador Training 

and, on occasion, bird walks outside of the trainings. In other ways, however, my 

identity as a scholar may have influenced their responses. Participants were informed 

that I was a doctoral researcher at Duke University, and if they inquired further, I told 

them that I studied environmental policy and specifically climate change politics. 

Recognizing that I study the environment and climate change may have led some 



 

 

90 

participants to emphasize their conservationist identity over their conservative identity. 

Despite these limitations, this study offers a useful starting point for understanding how 

individuals with conflicting identities reconcile these conflicts to inform their policy 

preferences.  

2.4 Conclusion 

Understanding how identities inform policy preferences is vital to our broader 

understanding of how people form their political attitudes. Individuals have many 

different identities that are unlikely to always align in guiding their policy preferences. 

Particularly for highly polarizing issues such as climate change, exploring how other, 

non-partisan identities drive political attitudes can be a powerful way to depolarize 

attitudes and reduce an individual’s reliance on partisan cues. As researchers and 

practitioners continue to look at how non-partisan identities drive policy support, it will 

become increasingly important to understand how individuals manage potential 

conflicts when an alternative identity conflicts with their partisan identity.  

Recognizing how individuals react to identity conflicts and understanding 

reconciliation strategies has broad applications, particularly for organizations or 

campaigns that aim to garner political support and activism by relating an issue to a 

non-partisan identity group. For example, in recognizing the tendency for conflicted 

partisans to try to redefine an issue to fit both of their identities, advocates may want to 
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focus on finding ways to emphasize how issues of interest can resonate with various 

partisan and non-partisan identities. On the topic of climate change specifically, this 

may be emphasizing private sector solutions or the impact of climate change on hobbies 

(like birdwatching). Other effective strategies could be to guide the development of new 

identities that allow the combination of various aspects of previously conflicting 

identities, such as the “Crunchy Conservative” identity.  

While in general the cognitive dissonance experienced by individuals with 

conflicting identities can be difficult, a major takeaway from this research is that 

conflicting identities may also be a good thing for democracy. As noted in previous 

research, these conflicted or “ambivalent” partisans may end up making more objective, 

information-based political decisions that truly reflect individual preferences, as 

opposed to relying solely on cues from a single identity. However, evidence from this 

study shows that not all individuals follow this strategy. Future research should 

investigate what types of individuals are most likely to resort to critical thinking and 

issue-based voting, versus those that are more likely to redefine an issue to fit their 

existing identities or distance themselves from one of the conflicting identities. To 

overcome the deep partisan divisions and legislative stagnation on climate change and 

other highly polarizing issues, advocates and policy communicators will need to gain a 
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better understanding of how to engage voters in more thoughtful, deliberate, and issue-

based political decision-making.  
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Chapter 3: Understanding Rural Identities and 
Environmental Policy Attitudes in America 
3.1 Introduction 

Rural portions of the United States account for roughly 97% of the country’s land 

area, but only an estimated 19% of Americans live there (US Census Bureau, 2016b).1 

While accounting for less than one-fifth of the population, rural Americans are 

extremely important from both a political and environmental perspective. Due to the 

structure of the federal government, rural states are overrepresented (in terms of 

population) in the Senate and in the electoral college. Rural Americans also play an 

important role in implementing most of the nation’s environmental policies. These 

factors have led citizens living in rural areas to have an outsized impact both on the 

political direction of America, as witnessed in the 2016 election, as well as the state of the 

country’s natural environment.  

Despite the political importance of rural Americans, recent public opinion 

research has not prioritized understanding the unique political attitudes of people living 

in rural areas, particularly on environmental policy issues. While rural studies have been 

a focus in other disciplines (see, for example, an entire journal entitled Rural Sociology), 

                                                      

1 The U.S. Census bureau currently defines rural areas as any census blocks with a population density of less 
than 1,000 people per square mile, including incorporated towns of less than 2,500 people (US Census 
Bureau, 2016b) 
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researchers have only recently sought to understand the distinct political attitudes of 

rural Americans. Recent research, including The Politics of Resentment (Cramer, 2016a) 

and Strangers in their Own Land (Hochschild, 2016) (in sociology), has argued that living 

in a rural area cultivates a shared identity and imparts a critical perspective on 

American politics. These authors point to a shared sentiment of disenfranchisement and 

a sense that rural (mostly white) communities are “left behind” as the government 

prioritizes the needs of other groups (“rural resentment”). This sentiment defines how 

rural Americans interact with the political world, binding them together and forging a 

unique rural political identity. Researchers find that while rural Americans tend to lean 

politically conservative (Parker et al., 2018), the contribution of rural identities to 

political attitudes extends beyond simply partisanship (Cramer, 2016a).   

Existing research has offered descriptions of how rural identities inform 

economic and social attitudes, but very little research has looked at how shared 

identities and experiences drive rural Americans’ attitudes towards the environment.2 

This is despite the fact that rural communities are important stakeholders for 

environmental policies. Many rural citizens have close personal and occupational ties to 

the natural environment, and tend to have high levels of support for natural resource 

conservation (Judd, 1997). However, these populations also rely more on the extraction 
                                                      

2 Although Hochschild’s 2016 book uses rural experiences with environmental pollution as an entry point, 
her analysis focuses primarily on how rural identities inform economic and political attitudes broadly. 
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of natural resources and may favor economic development even at the expense of the 

environment (Freudenburg, 1991). Many of the environmental regulations in America 

also affect rural citizens more directly than they do citizens in urban or suburban areas. 

For example, some regulations designed to protect clean water throughout the country 

(such as the Waters of the US (US EPA, 2015)) disproportionately increase regulations on 

waterways in rural areas. When rural constituents oppose environmental policies, they 

may be less likely to cooperate in the implementation of such policies on their lands. 

Without rural buy-in, therefore, the effective implementation of environmental policies 

is likely to be difficult.  

Developing a deeper understanding of the environmental attitudes of rural 

Americans, and the motivations of these attitudes, offers an opportunity for 

environmental policy makers and advocates. Conservation of ecosystems, water, and 

wildlife, the production of energy – renewable and non-renewable – and many other 

environmental issues depend on the actions taken by rural residents; gaining rural buy-

in for environmental regulations can lead to greater success in their implementation. 

Aspects of modern rural political identities, such as feelings of disenfranchisement and 

resentment, combined with a concern about conserving the environment and natural 

resources, likely lead these Americans to have unique attitudes towards environmental 

policies that are worth closer examination.  
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Building on the insights of scholars that have investigated how rural identities 

drive political attitudes, this study explores how these aspects of rural identities drive 

environmental policy attitudes. Through a qualitative case study in North Carolina, I 

look at the shared experiences and perspectives that inform rural identities, and how 

they explain this population’s unique attitudes towards the environment and 

environmental policies. In what ways do rural identities drive environmental attitudes 

and policy preferences differently from those of urban and suburban Americans? How 

can this understanding help policymakers and policy communicators better engage 

rural Americans on environmental policy issues?  

In the following sections, I first review the literature on rural identities and 

environmental attitudes and discuss how the prior may inform the latter. I present two 

theoretical approaches to understanding rural identities and their effects on political and 

environmental attitudes and discuss how each may inform environmental policy 

preferences. I then describe the methods used to investigate the primary research 

questions, and how they provide useful insight into the broader connection between 

rural identities and environmental attitudes. I follow with a presentation of the findings 

from four focus groups in North Carolina. Discussions with the participants showed 

evidence of both aspects of rural identities: a sense of economic disenfranchisement and 

distrust of government (“rural resentment”) and a deep connection to nature. This 
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translated into five implications for rural views on environmental policy. Rural 

participants were found to (1) prioritize local environmental issues over global ones; (2) 

be open to environmental regulations but not trust the government to implement them 

effectively; (3) prefer self-reliance and local governance; (4) distrust traditional 

environmentalism; and (5) favor environmental information from scientists and local 

farmers. I conclude with a discussion of implications of this research on rural identities 

for environmental policy makers and communicators and an overview of next steps in 

this ongoing research project.  

3.2 Background 

Identities are important drivers of political attitudes and have been shown to be 

powerful predictors of environmental policy preferences (Clayton, 2003; Clayton & 

Opotow, 2003; Stets & Biga, 2003). Rural identities, as one form of place-based identities, 

can inform unique political and environmental attitudes. In this section, I review the 

relevance of identities in general, and specifically rural identities, in determining 

political attitudes. I then describe two strands of literature that inform our 

understanding of how rural identities may drive environmental policy attitudes. 

Emerging from political science, a first strand of literature looks at how rural 

consciousness informs a sense of resentment and distrust of government, combined with 

a prioritization of individual responsibility and collaborative governance. From the 
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environmental sociology literature, a second strand explores how rural individuals’ 

deep connection to nature and identification with their local environment can lead to 

greater environmental concern than among urbanites.  

3.2.1 Identities and Political Attitudes 

Social identities are psychological constructs that define who we are and how we 

see ourselves in the world. Specifically, we express our social identities by the groups 

that we belong to (in-groups) and how we differentiate ourselves from groups we do not 

belong to (out-groups) (Mead, 1934; Tajfel et al., 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The 

formation of social groups is an important part of human nature that helps us make 

sense of the world, ourselves, and our place in it (Tajfel et al., 1971). A multitude of 

research has found that humans will align themselves into groups and discriminate 

against other groups based on the smallest, often laboratory-generated distinctions (such 

as affinity for a certain painting or likelihood to over- or underestimate how many dots 

are on a page) (D. Abrams, 1985; Brewer, 1979; Tajfel et al., 1971). 

From a political science perspective, social identities are becoming increasingly 

relevant in modern American politics as important drivers of political attitudes and 

behaviors (Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002; Huddy, 2001; Mason, 2018). As Mason  

noted, “social identities translate into political ones when the group expresses political 

demands,” (Mason, 2018, p. 19). While partisan identities tend to be the most prominent 
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drivers of political attitudes, other identities, such as racial, religious, or place-based 

identities, can also inform political attitudes over and above the effects of partisanship 

(Greenlee, 2014; Huddy, 2015; Klar, 2013a, 2014; Pechar, 2018).  

3.2.2 Rural Identities  

Place-based identities – an individual’s sense of place and roots as part of how 

they conceptualize themselves – are one type of social identity that can inform political 

attitudes (Stedman, 2002). The attachment that individuals feel towards the place that 

they live in expands beyond simply geographic location, including the physical setting, 

human activities, and social interactions rooted in the physical setting of home 

(Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995; Relph, 1976, 1997). As described by Ryden, “identity is a 

crucial component of place: through extensive interaction with a place, people may 

begin to define themselves in terms of…that place, to the extent that they cannot really 

express who they are without inevitably taking into account the setting that surrounds 

them as well,” (Ryden, 1993, p. 76). 

As America faces a growing urban-rural divide, one type of place-based identity 

is growing in political importance: rural identities. Rural identities can be defined as a 

cultural identification with other individuals living outside of cities. This identification 

is more than just a physical location – it becomes a social identity through shared 

experiences and cultural values. As Ching and Creed described, “people live the 
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rural/urban distinction through mundane cultural activities such as their selections of 

music (country versus rap) and their choice of clothing (cowboy boots versus wing tips) 

– means through which identity is commonly expressed,” (Ching & Creed, 1997, p. 3).  

Rural identities are characterized by a deep attachment to and identification with 

place and a distinct differentiation from people in urban settings. Alkon & Traugot 

(2008) described how people in rural areas use “place comparison” – negatively 

characterizing urban places to maintain differences between them – to emphasize their 

own identities as rural. Additionally, social sorting, the process through which people 

increasingly sort themselves geographically and socially into homogenous identity 

groups (Mason, 2016), has contributed to an increase in the political salience of rural 

identity. As people in urban and rural areas share fewer and fewer overlapping 

identities, the differences between the two groups become more apparent, and physical 

location becomes an increasingly important part of one’s identity. A 2017 poll found that 

rural Americans strongly identify as a group that is different from urbanites or 

suburbanites, and nearly 7 in 10 rural residents said that their values differ from those 

that live in big cities (over 40% said that they were very different) (Washington Post-

Kaiser Family Foundation, 2017). These perceived differences lead rural Americans to 

more closely identify with other people that also live in rural areas. 
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3.2.3 Rural Resentment and Political Attitudes 

Recent research has begun to investigate how the development of this rural 

identity drives political attitudes in unique ways, specifically by focusing on how 

identification with rural communities is leading many Americans to feel disengaged 

with and resentful of government and elites. Cramer (2016) described the process 

through which rural identities inform political attitudes through the emergence of a 

“rural consciousness.” Her 2016 book detailed an in-depth ethnographic study of rural 

communities in Wisconsin. She described rural identity as “much more than an 

attachment to place…a sense that decision makers routinely ignore rural places and fail 

to give rural communities their fair share of resources, as well as a sense that rural folks 

are fundamentally different from urbanites in terms of lifestyles, values, and work 

ethic,” (Cramer, 2016a, p. 5). In an increasingly polarizing political world, Cramer made 

the case that rural identity can drive political preferences over and above the effect of 

partisanship. The rural identity described by Cramer is motivated not only by a shared 

experience of living in rural America, but also by a sense of being left behind by the 

nation’s social and economic policies, a resentment towards urban elites, and a 

perceived threat to the cultural values that ground rural communities. This leads to a 

distinct perspective on politics: a resentment of the political elite, urbanites, and public 

employees seen as receiving more than their fair share of government support and 
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attention while rural communities receive little to none. This distinction between rural 

“in-groups” characterized as hard-working and deserving of more resources than they 

currently receive, and urban/political elite “out-groups” receiving more than their fair 

share, translated into a strong rural support for small government.  

This sentiment of rural communities feeling left behind by a government that is 

too focused on urban issues is paralleled in Hochschild’s (2016) account of rural 

Louisiana. In this ethnographic study, she investigated why rural communities that are 

victims of environmental disasters due to under-regulation continue to support small 

government policies and lax regulation of corporations. Based on in-depth conversations 

with community members, Hochschild described rural citizens feeling like they are the 

only ones working hard while other groups (specifically minorities or recent 

immigrants) progress faster thanks to government support. This sentiment is also 

reflective of a core value of rural America, that of self-sufficiency and independence 

(Bostrom, 2003; Merchant, Coussens, & Gilbert, 2006). The remote geographic location of 

many rural Americans necessitates self-sufficiency and tight-knit communities, avoiding 

reliance on the government or outside groups. This self-sufficiency combined with 

feeling “left behind” leads to skepticism of the government, “urban elites” and 

minorities, favoring local governance and opposing social welfare programs that they 

view as giving others a free ride. This distrust of government translated to a preference 
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for minimal regulations on corporations, even when those corporations were actively 

polluting rural communities. While the individuals Hochschild spoke with recognized 

that corporations will be greedy, they viewed it as an inevitability of capitalism that they 

just learn to live with.  

These aspects of a rural identity, such as feeling disconnected from and 

distrustful of the government, may color rural Americans’ preferences for 

environmental policies in a way that extends beyond the typical divides of partisanship. 

Certain values prevalent in rural communities, such as pragmatism, independence, and 

communal reliance translate into a preference for a local, collaborative approach to 

environmental governance (Alkon & Traugot, 2008). Similarly, a sense of feeling left 

behind by the government often leads to disdain towards environmental regulations 

and a preference for more power to be given to corporations or private individuals 

(Cramer, 2016a; Hochschild, 2016). Alkon & Traugot (2008) found that rural 

communities in their study feared that heavy regulation would threaten the rural 

character – they believe that the rural area’s “pragmatic, trustworthy residents can solve 

local problems without government regulation,” (p. 97).  

3.2.4 Rural Environmental Attitudes 

While previous research has focused on the role of rural identities in driving 

political attitudes on economic and social issues, there is also reason to believe that rural 
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identities may also uniquely inform environmental attitudes. Rural Americans’ close 

interaction with the environment gives them a unique perspective on issues like 

conservation and wildlife. They also tend to have a deeper connection to place, since 

rural Americans have often lived in a particular area, or even specific farm, for 

generations. This imparts a sense of stewardship of the land that is often stronger than 

that of many urbanites who rarely interact with the natural world.  

Previous research on rural attitudes towards environmental issues has identified 

several broad themes that suggest a role for rural identity in the development of 

environmental attitudes. Some researchers have found evidence that where you live is a 

predictor of environmental attitudes, above and beyond other traditionally predictive 

characteristics. Hamilton et al (Hamilton, Colocousis, & Duncan, 2010) found that 

individuals in rural areas were more likely to support restrictions on development and 

also were more concerned about conserving resources for the future. Brehm et al 

(Brehm, Eisenhauer, & Krannich, 2006) found that place-based factors were more 

predictive of environmental concern than other sociodemographic variables. Living in a 

rural area may better predict an individual’s likelihood to undertake behaviors in line 

with pro-environmental attitudes, compared to those living in urban areas (Berenguer, 

Corraliza, & Martín, 2005; Bunting & Cousins, 1985; Hinds & Sparks, 2008). There is also 

evidence that a distinct rural identity is associated with support for particular types of 
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environmental policies. A study of rural communities in Italy found that the stronger an 

individual’s regional identity (measured as a combination of regional pride and regional 

empowerment), the greater their support for protected areas (Carrus, Bonaiuto, & 

Bonnes, 2005). Others have found evidence that rural communities are supportive of 

environmental protection policies, particularly if messages about such policies are 

crafted in language consistent with rural identities and values (McBeth & Foster, 1994). 

An important point to note when discussing rural identities and environmental 

attitudes is that a difference likely exists between the rural identities of longtime 

residents, who tend to be “users” of natural resources, and those of newcomers to rural 

areas. These newcomers, often relocating from urban areas, tend to prioritize 

preservation for the sake of nature. Meanwhile the longtime residents tend to prioritize 

the protection of land for economic use, generally through farming, forestry, or for 

livestock (J. Abrams & Bliss, 2013; Gosnell & Abrams, 2011; Lichter & Brown, 2011; 

Walker, 2003). In this study I refer primarily to the identities and attitudes of the 

longtime rural residents, as these identities and attitudes towards environmental policy 

are likely to be the most distinct from urbanites and more broadly applicable to wide 

swaths of rural Americans. Additionally, as users of environmental resources, it is 

particularly important to better understand how to engage these individuals in the 

environmental policymaking process.  
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3.2.5 Linking Rural Identities and Environmental Policy Preferences 

Taking the established research into consideration, this study contributes to the 

literature by linking what we already know about rural identities and political attitudes 

to the environmental policy realm. Existing literature on rural identities and political 

attitudes suggests that these communities may be opposed to environmental 

regulations, distrust the government and prefer self-reliant or community-based 

governance systems. Meanwhile, the literature on environmental attitudes shows that 

individuals from rural areas exhibit a distinct conservation ethic and potentially deeper 

concern about the environment than urbanites. In this study, I explore how these two 

strands of literature stand up in describing how rural Americans approach questions of 

environmental policy. By bringing these two previously distinct strands of literature 

together and understanding how they complement and conflict with each other, we can 

gain a deeper understanding of the role of rural identities in driving environmental 

policy preferences and understand how to better engage rural populations in effective 

and fair environmental and conservation policies.  

3.3 Sample and Methods 

  Identities, while inherent in human nature, rarely penetrate the conscious mind. 

Different from demographic or even ideological information, identities as mechanisms 

that inform political attitudes can be difficult to measure in a quantitative way. 
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Furthermore, rural identities are often less salient than other more commonly discussed 

identities, such as racial or gender identities. Because the literature on rural identities is 

still emerging, there is not a clear conceptualization of the components of a rural identity 

that would allow us to quantitatively examine the presence a rural identity and 

understand how it impacts environmental policy preferences. Qualitative research 

methods, on the other hand, are particularly helpful when trying to elucidate how 

people think, how they act, how processes unfold, or to understand general 

mechanisms. Given this, a qualitative research approach is a useful way to answer the 

questions posed in this study. 

Specifically, I use focus groups as the primary method to gather data in this 

study. Focus groups are “a form of group interview that capitalizes on communication 

between research participants” (Kitzinger, 1995, p. 311), and the group dynamics 

cultivated in focus groups are particularly helpful for research on shared social 

identities. Grouping individuals that share an identity can help elucidate that identity. 

Because participants play off each other and share anecdotes and experiences, focus 

groups are useful for understanding not just what people think, but why. For example, 

hearing the various rural experiences of other individuals, and realizing that these 

experiences resonate with one’s own experiences, can make a rural identity clearer 

within a subject and allow him/her to describe it better in their own words. The guided 
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nature of focus groups allows the researcher to dig deeper into concepts that the 

participants may not normally think much about while also allowing the researcher to 

shift the conversation to capture unique perspectives. 

Additionally, the nature of focus groups can encourage participation from 

people reluctant to be interviewed on their own, or who feel that they have nothing to 

say (Kitzinger, 1995). Because many people do not think often about their own identities, 

they may believe that they have nothing to contribute to a conversation about identities 

and political attitudes. However, being one voice among many can create a sense of 

comfort and reduce the intimidation of a one-on-one interview. Meanwhile, group 

dynamics can contribute to a downside of focus group research as well. Sometimes the 

group dynamics amplify the voices of the most talkative while suppressing the input of 

those that are quieter or more reserved with their opinions. Focus groups can also lead 

to groupthink by silencing voices of dissent (Kitzinger, 1995). While this is a 

consideration, researchers can ameliorate it through effective facilitation and 

observation that specifically seeks out the opinions of everyone in the room.  

The focus groups for this study took place in strategically selected rural locations 

in North Carolina. North Carolina offers a useful place to investigate both rural 

identities and environmental attitudes due to its diversity in geography, economic 

industries, and regional cultures. Depending on where you are in the state, the 
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prominent rural industries range from forestry to agriculture to manufacturing to 

commercial fishing. Similarly, the physical environment varies drastically across the 

state, offering a small-scale reflection of the broader American rural landscape. In the 

western part of the state, the Appalachian mountain range dominates the rural 

communities, which have a distinct culture from more agriculture-based communities in 

the central Piedmont and coastal communities in Eastern North Carolina. North 

Carolina is also one of the most “persistently rural” states in the nation, with 59% of its 

municipalities having 2,500 people or less (Stanford, 2017). Of the top ten most populous 

states in the country, North Carolina has the largest proportion of individuals living in 

rural areas (Tippett, 2016). 

The focus groups took advantage of this diversity in rural experience. We held 

four focus groups across the state in late 2017 and 2018: one each in the Eastern 

Piedmont (Greenville, November 13, 2017), Western Piedmont (Asheboro, November 14, 

2017), Western Mountain Region (Hendersonville, July 18, 2018), and Eastern Coastal 

Region (Kinston, July 19, 2018). Due to the difficulty of reaching rural Americans to 

participate in a research study, we contracted a research firm, Hart Research Associates, 

to recruit the participants and facilitate the focus groups. I, along with a research team at 

Duke University, established the research questions, guided the design of the focus 

group questionnaire (included as Appendix F), observed the focus groups and 



 

 

110 

performed the analysis of the results. Hart Research Associates recruited the participants 

and facilitated the focus groups using the jointly-designed questionnaire. By using a 

professional, external facilitator, we were able to mitigate potential biases that 

participants may have had towards researchers from a large, private university 

(particularly in a state where university sports loyalties are a very important part of 

many citizens’ identities).  

Each focus group involved nine participants (36 total) recruited from voter lists 

in zip codes from the surrounding area. Participants were asked a series of screening 

questions to ensure that they lived full-time in the area, had not recently participated in 

a focus group on current events, politics or the environment, were not (and did not have 

family members that were) employed in media, government or environmental 

industries, and were not military personnel. These restrictions contributed to the effort 

to recruit participants who would have as general of a perspective as possible and 

would not come to the discussion with biases about environmental or political issues 

that would differ significantly from the average rural American. We also sought 

participation from individuals involved in a variety of rural industries, including 

farming, forestry and livestock. The focus groups were audio recorded, lasted 

approximately two hours, and participants received compensation for their time. Table 1 

summarizes the demographics of the participants of each focus group, the group of  
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Table 1: North Carolina focus group participant demographics compared to 
U.S. rural averages 

 Greenville Asheboro Hender-
sonville Kinston Overall U.S. 

Rural3 
Number of 
participants 

9 9 9 9 36 n/a 

% Female 56% 33% 67% 67% 56% n/a 

Age 
(median) 

61 47 48 42 48 51 

Education 
(median) 

Some 
college 

College 
degree 

Some 
college 

Some 
college 

Some 
college 

HS grad 

HH Income 
(median) 

$50,000-
75,000 

$50,000-
75,000 

$30,000- 
50,000 

$30,000-
50,000 

$30,000-
50,000 

$52,386 

% White 
(non-
Hispanic) 

67% 78% 89% 67% 75% 77.8% 

% Living 
Outside City 67% 89% 89% 67% 78% n/a 

% 
Agriculture/ 
Forestry 

33% 33% 33% 33% 33% 10% 

% 
Republican/ 
Lean 
Republican 

22% 33% 33% 33% 30% 54% 

Ideology 
(mean) 
1=very liberal 
5=very 
conservative 

3.55 3.44 3.00 3.56 3.39 3.19 

% Trump 
voters 

56% 63% 63% 50% 58% 59%  

 

                                                      

3 U.S. rural statistics presented for reference. Data from 2012-2016 American Communities Survey (US 
Census Bureau, 2016a) and Pew Research Center (Parker et al., 2018) 
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participants overall, and average U.S. rural demographics for comparison purposes. 

Overall, the demographics of the sample were similar to the U.S. averages for rural areas 

(as defined by the U.S. census). This sample was slightly more educated and included  

slightly more individuals working in agriculture or forestry than the national rural 

average. Politically, the participants tended to identify less as Republicans, but reported 

being slightly more ideologically conservative than the national rural average. This is 

due in part to the fact that the majority of the participants, although politically 

conservative, identified as independents (potentially a reflection of current political 

times). 

Data analysis was done using thematic analysis of the focus group transcripts 

and observation notes. Thematic analysis allows the researcher to identify, analyze and 

report themes common across the focus groups, and is particularly helpful in cases 

when the goal of the research is to explore a previously under-researched topic (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). During and immediately following each focus group, I captured initial 

thoughts, impressions and rough quotations related to the research questions. Following 

the focus groups, I transcribed the audio and uploaded the transcripts into NVivo12 

qualitative data analysis software to analyze them for common themes. This software 

allows researchers to review primary data sources and assign “codes” representing 

common themes to segments of the data (generally sentences or other short quotations). 
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The codes then group the references to the theme throughout all data sources. Through 

several iterations of analysis, I developed a coding structure responding to the research 

questions and capturing common themes. Specifically, I coded evidence of rural 

identities and attitudes towards environmental issues. I also coded information on 

environmental policy preferences, where available. I then identified connections 

between evidence of rural identities and environmental attitudes to understand how one 

may influence the other, and to conceptualize what an environmental dimension of rural 

identities may be. Based on this coding structure, I identified the most common themes 

and the quotable evidence demonstrating the theme. The final coding structure is 

included in Appendix G. While this is a small sample and therefore the findings are not 

necessarily widely generalizable, they are a helpful first step in understanding the 

unique identities and environmental policy perspectives of rural Americans.  

3.4 Findings 

Participants acknowledged that as rural individuals, their understanding of the 

natural environment and environmental problems was unique, and likely different from 

people in urban and suburban areas. Themes from both strands of rural identity 

literature could be detected, and together they informed uniquely rural perspectives on 

environmental policies. In the following sections, I document how the participants 

exhibited both the rural resentment and the connection to nature and conservation that 
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are part of rural identities. I then share insights into how these aspects of their rural 

identities translated into four common themes guiding rural attitudes towards 

environmental policies.   

3.4.1 Evidence of Rural Identities 

The focus groups took place in predominantly rural areas, and the participants 

generally acknowledged that their attitudes on political and environmental issues were 

different from urbanites. Reflecting the two strands of rural identities discussed in the 

background section, rural participants in this study shared both a “rural resentment” 

and a deep commitment to the natural words that shaped their perspective on 

environmental policies.   

3.4.1.1 Rural Resentment 

Throughout the focus group discussions, participants shared a sense of economic 

resentment and disenfranchisement that was distinctly rural – reflective of the work on 

rural consciousness of Cramer and Hochschild. They felt that they were being left 

behind economically as all the wealth and jobs moved to urban areas, or urbanites 

moved to rural areas and drove up costs. This led to a disillusionment about 

government (seen as ignoring their needs) and a distrust of elites. It also reinforced a 

core aspect of rural culture – self-reliance, individualism, and community collaboration – 

that drove many of their political attitudes.  
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Rural resentment was communicated first through a distinct sense of feeling “left 

behind”. At the beginning of the sessions when the participants were asked about their 

overall level of satisfaction with “how things are going in the state,” many participants 

highlighted the difficulty they have been having with keeping up with increased costs 

and fewer job opportunities in their areas. In Asheboro, the conversation rested on how 

reliant people in rural areas are on the whims of large industries that locate in the 

region. A large car manufacturing plant opened several years ago, creating an economic 

boom, but then a few years later it shuttered its doors and the area has had a difficult 

time recovering due to lack of opportunities. In Hendersonville, rural areas have 

struggled to rebuild their economy after industries left: “Now, we're not industry-driven 

anymore. All the industry that was there has gone, so now our area is really trying to 

rebrand itself as a tourist area…People that are native that used to work in a factory like 

my mom, now they look for jobs in the service industry or in tourism because that's how 

it's moving.”  

Participants also shared their difficulty in keeping up with increased costs as 

wealthier outsiders move into their areas. This was particularly relevant in 

Hendersonville, where the national forests and Blue Ridge Mountains are increasingly 

attracting new residents from all over the country looking to live a more “rustic” 

lifestyle. As one Hendersonville participant shared,  
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“I guess for me, just seeing how the over-wealthy coming in, and I don't knock 
anybody for making the money that they deserve to make, but that movement 
coming is also bringing in people that want to build apartment homes or houses 
that fit their income. Just lately, there was a housing development for people with 
low income that was completely torn down. Everybody was kicked out and told 
you said they don't care what you do, you just got to go because they ultimately 
wanted to flip that into something they can make a profit off of it. Seeing that 
happen is- it's unfortunate.” 

 
This influx of new, wealthier residents is driving up prices, but not wages for 

long-time rural residents. “In 1989, I made $8.25 an hour. That was a big wage in 1989. 

My apartment was $475. Now, you’re looking at, if you’re lucky, $10-11 an hour. Your 

cost of living in Arden alone, there is nothing to be found under $900-$1,200 a month. 

Basically, in a nutshell, the cost of living doesn’t match our wages anymore,” said 

another Hendersonville participant.  

From a political perspective, feeling left behind translated into a disconnect from 

and disillusionment with government, which many participants saw as corrupt and 

ignoring the needs of rural residents like themselves. As one Asheboro participant 

stated, “the representation we have both locally and in Washington is catering to their 

own needs or whatever special interest group is in front of them.” Similarly, another 

Asheboro participant added, “Sometimes you’ve got people sitting up there in 

Washington that have never set a foot on a farm sitting there making these policies.” 

Participants commented on how resources seemed to be funneled into cities, while rural 



 

 

117 

areas were ignored. In Greenville, one participant described this sense that the 

government ignores rural areas: 

“Well, traditionally in eastern North Carolina it's been considered quite a rural 
area, a backward area because it's not Raleigh, it's not Durham, it's not Asheville, 
it's not Piedmont. Piedmont [the capital region] is more aggressive and they know 
more and they can make the rules and they don't care about us getting a lot of 
roads down here, or our transportation. It's more about, ‘Oh let's put it in the big 
city, because they're already established and set up and maybe it will be cheaper.’ 
 
They look at us, I think the politicians look at this eastern North Carolina, they 
say, ‘Oh it's just a rural area.’ Well, no, it's not just a rural area. It's an area with 
people who have specific needs and if they're given the opportunity to progress 
through legislation or whatever, they will. If the politicians keep having their 
biases, well- if you don't give people a chance to move forward, how can they?” 

 
Because they felt abandoned by the government, the rural participants doubled 

down on their cultural commitment to individualism and self-sufficiency. Particularly 

when conceptualizing environmental responsibilities, most participants focused on their 

own and others’ individual responsibilities to mitigate their personal impact on the 

environment. As opposed to thinking that large-scale policies and infrastructure are 

necessary for environmental protection, the participants in the focus groups were much 

more likely to talk about individual action and the responsibility that comes with 

common sense. “If you take care of yours and he takes care of his and everybody follows 

the rules for the environment, then it should all go okay,” stated a participant in 

Kinston.  
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3.4.1.2 Deep Connection to the Environment 

A second aspect of rural identity shared by the participants was a deep 

connection to the natural world and a sense that this made them unique from other, 

non-rural citizens. When asked if they believed that they had a different perspective on 

environmental issues than people in urban or suburban areas the response was a 

resounding “yes” in each focus group. “We’re more in touch with the environment than 

someone who lives in a concrete high-rise in Raleigh or Charlotte,” described one 

participant in Greenville.  In general, participants felt that the environment played a 

larger role in the lives of people in rural areas, and therefore they were more tuned into 

the needs of the natural environment than those in urban areas. As one participant in 

Kinston mentioned, “Rural people are closer to the earth…people in urban areas are 

more concerned about their careers, working out at Planet Fitness, and what smoothie 

they will have today…rural people, they got dirt underneath their fingernails. They’re 

all these hard-working people.”  Another Kinston participant focused on how people in 

rural areas have a better understanding of natural processes, noting that “people in 

urban areas, they don’t understand what it takes to grow food. If you’re rural, you’re 

growing something.”    

The roots of this deep connection to the environment that informed part of their 

rural identity had three origins. First, the rural participants described a deep connection 
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to their land and their communities, and pride in where they lived. This pride was 

particularly poignant in the Hendersonville focus group, “I love Western North 

Carolina…we’re very blessed to live here.” Others felt that their regional characteristics 

made up an important part of who they were, and lamented that newer generations 

were not getting to build their connection to the land as deeply as before. One 

participant in Greenville mentioned how when he was in school, the students were 

educated on the coastal marine biology of the region, which led him to have a deep 

appreciation for his local environment. However, because education is so standardized 

now, students are no longer learning about local issues and building a connection to the 

place where they are from. Participants also reflected on how people in their area tended 

to have been there for generations, further documenting their deep personal ties to the 

land. Most of the participants lived with their extended family members, and many on 

land that had been in their families for generations. One participant was a teacher and 

described how the same families cycle through the schools, generation after generation: 

“We’re a legacy school. We’ve got teachers that had the principal as their teacher. 

Parents of current students will come in for a meeting with me, and the principal will 

recognize them from when they taught them. We see a lot of the same people and 

families over the years.” This tends to be a different experience than people living in 
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primarily urban areas that are often more transient and less committed to their 

geographical surroundings.  

 Second, many of the differences between the environmental attitudes of rural 

and urban citizens, according to the participants, were because people in rural areas 

were more likely to have close encounters and interactions with nature. In Asheboro, a 

participant that had not grown up rural commented, “Before I married into the farm, I 

was that suburbanite, I had no clue what was going on. In the last five years, I can see 

when fall gets here in the middle of July, I couldn’t see that before.” When he lived in a 

suburban area this participant was disconnected from the subtle changes of the 

environment. However, moving to a rural area increased his connectedness to nature. 

Another Asheboro participant said, “I was thinking about probably people that live in 

town, more people, for example, they don’t see wildlife as much, maybe they do, but 

they might think, ‘We don’t want to shoot anything,’ or, ‘We don’t want to kill 

anything.’ The reality is that sometimes this wildlife can cause problems with the way 

that we live.” Living in close proximity to nature gave rural residents a different, and 

not always as rosy, perspective on nature. For example, one participant in Greenville 

told a story about a nutria (a large river rat, also known as a coypu) that was trying to 

get into her yard and attack her dogs. When she eventually got animal control to come 

take care of it, she was told that she was not allowed to kill any animals on her property 
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unless they were endangering her. This participant and others felt that this was 

something that people in urban areas did not think about, but that might be 

disproportionately detrimental to people in rural areas: “They’re not having to worry 

about the wildlife and having somewhere for them to go so they’re not in my backyard, 

trying to bite my kid.” 

These experiences not only differentiated them from urbanites but gave them a 

shared sense of pride that their lifestyles were more natural and less tainted by human 

impact than those of people in urban areas. For example, one participant in 

Hendersonville commented on how urban dwellers that live on bottled water are out of 

touch with the natural state of water from the ground:  

“I grew up country living and didn’t even know there was other water besides 
well water. So at the age of six when I tried bottled water for the first time, I told 
my mom, something doesn’t taste right. She said ‘no, water is water.’ But I could 
taste a difference. So living in a farm area that is untouched is different than 
coming to a city where everything has been touched by man.” 

 
Others criticized people in urban areas for not knowing where their food comes 

from. As one participant in Asheboro said, “Years ago, when I was in college, there was 

a kid in my class. He literally believed that corn grew in a can [others laughing]. 

Seriously. There was no laughing about it. That’s what his momma and daddy said. 

They’d never seen a corn field or nothing.” 

Third, the fact that many people in rural communities rely economically on the 

environment and natural resources also colored their rural identity. While only a third 
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of the focus group participants worked directly in the farming and agriculture 

industries, most of them felt connected to these industries through family or other 

community members. This made them both more attuned to the needs of the 

environment and warier of efforts to limit their use of natural resources. As one forestry 

participant in Kinston described, “I try to do the right thing to the environment, but it 

doesn’t hurt my feelings to take a chainsaw to a tree.” The participants’ lived experience 

with the environment led them to have environmental attitudes that focused more on 

“wise use” and “conservation” as opposed to the “preservation” that they saw urbanites 

preaching. As a participant in Greenville described, 

 “My observation is that city folk tend to be more preservationist and just want 
things to stay pristine and never change…And as people who live in rural areas, 
we tend to use things, resources, more, and see them as more of a utilitarian type 
of thing. Not to the point of abusing the resource, but of using it.”  
 

Even among the rural participants who did not rely on the environment in their 

professions, there was a consistent sense of valuing their freedom and ability to use 

natural resources instead of just preserving them. 

3.4.2 How Rural Identities Inform Environmental Policy Preferences 

These two main aspects of rural identity – rural resentment and a deep 

connection to nature – jointly informed several unique environmental attitudes and 

policy preferences among the study participants. In this section I identify 5 themes that 
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emerged regarding environmental policy attitudes of the focus group participants and 

discuss how they reflect their rural identities as described above.  

3.4.2.1 Prioritize Local Environmental Protection  

A first major theme that emerged in the focus groups was that participants had a 

high level of concern about the health and quality of the natural environment. Living in 

a rural area, taking care of the land becomes deeply personal because you can not only 

see the impact of your own personal actions, but often you rely on the health and vitality 

of the environment for your economic livelihood.  The deep ties that rural citizens have 

to the natural world, a cornerstone of their identity as rural Americans, contributed to 

significant concern about environmental issues.  

However, concern about the environment was specifically focused on local 

environmental issues. Almost all participants prioritized issues of their local 

environment, such as clean air and clean water, over more global issues such as climate 

change. During the focus group, participants were given a list of 11 environmental 

problems and asked to rank the two they felt were the biggest priorities. The issues 

ranged from the more local (clean air, clean water, protecting crop land) to the more 

global (addressing climate change, reducing pollution in the world’s oceans, addressing 

overpopulation). Figure 1 shows the top six issue areas and the frequency with which 

they were chosen by participants. Ensuring clean air and water in the local environment 
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ranked highest, followed by protecting crop lands, developing renewable energy, 

protecting public lands, and addressing climate change.  

 

Figure 4: Frequency of the top environmental priorities as identified by participants 

  

Aspects of rural identity grounded in resentment of outsiders and non-rural 

communities was a key motivator of this prioritization of local environmental issues. 

Reflecting the value of self-sufficiency participants felt most concerned about their own 

local environment. “It’s inevitable that you’re going to look locally, because that’s where 

you live. That has the most direct impact on you…Take care of your house first,” said a 

participant in Hendersonville. Another participant in Hendersonville echoed this 

sentiment, “You should definitely fight local first, before going on a global scale, because 

if things aren't in order locally, you can't do anything about it globally.” Others felt that 
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efforts to try to address global environmental concerns were pointless, because people 

living in other countries couldn’t be trusted to pull their part of the bargain:  

“You’re better off starting locally and taking baby steps to work your way out. I 
mean, I definitely don’t think you’re going to get people in China to really care 
about the environment, with the mass productions that they have, dumping waste 
in the rivers and polluting the air where people have to wear masks all the time to 
breathe. So I think it has to be small steps, do it locally, and then build from 
there.” 

 
Local water and air quality dominated the environmental concerns of the 

participants. As one of the Kinston participants said, “No air, no water, no life.”  Many 

of the participants mentioned that they or someone in their family had asthma, which 

they attributed to local air pollution. This seemed to be a major concern particularly in 

the eastern North Carolina focus groups (where residents grapple with air pollution 

from the hog farming industry). Participants also seemed concerned that urban growth 

would compromise their local environment (emphasizing the differences between in-

groups and out-groups). As one Asheboro participant commented,  

“I’m concerned that as Greensboro [the larger neighboring city] and other cities 
grow, they’re going to take the water and the air for granted and the industry will 
come in, do their thing, leave, and then we’re stuck. We’re stuck without those 
resources anymore because we took them for granted and didn’t appreciate 
them.” 
 
Regarding more global issues like climate change, global deforestation or 

overpopulation, participants felt more detached and disengaged. While all four of the 

groups emphasized their concern about maintaining clean air and clean water, few of 
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the participants highlighted climate change as a priority issue for them. Many were 

unsure about its causes and did not really believe that their actions could influence the 

environment on that large of a scale. Religion also played a role in how some 

participants made sense of more global environmental issues, and some felt that that the 

global environment was controlled not by humans but by God. For example, in 

Asheboro one participant described how he did not believe humans could have created 

a hole in the ozone layer:  

“Think back to when they quote unquote discovered the hole in the ozone layer. 
You don't think God put a pressure cooker here without a vent? Just because we 
figured it out doesn't mean it wasn't always there… we're discovering all sorts of 
new things and we're trying to base policies and procedures and actions, but just 
because we found it today doesn't mean it wasn't there a hundred years ago or a 
thousand years ago, or ten thousand.”  
 

3.4.2.2 Open to Environmental Regulations, but Distrust the Government to 
Implement 

Conclusions drawn from Hochschild and Cramer’s work suggest that rural 

residents are generally opposed to regulation, leading to the expectation that the 

participants would not agree with most environmental regulations. However, the rural 

residents in this study recognized that both individuals and corporations are flawed and 

likely to take advantage of environmental resources, so rules and regulations are needed 

to ensure the protection of their local environment. There was less consensus on how to 

implement the regulations to protect the environment. On the one hand, almost all the 
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participants recognized a need for and value of environmental regulations to protect 

natural resources. However, there was also a sense of opposition to some current 

environmental regulations, rooted primarily in a distrust of government and in personal 

experiences with regulations limiting their economic independence.  

As part of the discussion, we asked the participants whether they thought that 

environmental regulations generally did more harm than good, or more good than 

harm. The results were decidedly mixed but leaned toward a positive evaluation. There 

were 21 references to the positive or necessary features of environmental policies, 

compared to 16 negative comments and 11 that were mixed (where participants saw 

environmental regulations as a “necessary evil”). Several individuals brought up the 

slackening of environmental regulations as one of their major concerns at the beginning 

of the focus group, before the environmental focus of the discussion was even shared 

with them. For example, one participant in Asheboro, when asked what his biggest 

concerns about how things were generally going right now, highlighted “the relaxing of 

environmental laws that's going on now. We've worked very hard in this state to get our 

waterways cleaned up. These policies are slowly being revoked and they're allowed to 

do some of the things again that will pollute our water.” Others recognized the conflict 

between environmental regulations and economic growth but prioritized environmental 

protection: “I've grown up around rivers. I want to see corporations grow, and I want to 
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see the jobs, but don't give up my rivers. I don't want to go back to where you can't 

swim and some of the kids out there, then you turn brown whenever you come out,” 

said another participant in Asheboro. This was echoed in Hendersonville, with one 

participant commenting, “I don’t really feel like there’s enough regulations that are out 

there to protect against the pollution that is leading to the asthma attacks in children and 

worsen heart disease and such. I don't know that there is enough protection with public 

health and safety.” 

Among the participants that voiced negative perceptions of environmental 

regulations, most of their concern was driven by a distrust of government and a sense 

that the elected officials making the regulations were out of touch with their lived reality 

in rural areas. “[Regulations] are usually made up by bureaucrats who don’t understand 

the effects these regulations could have on people in the real world,” said a participant 

in Asheboro. The participants in these focus groups seemed to agree with environmental 

regulations in theory, but heavily criticized how the government applied these 

regulations. Some saw the government as highly corrupt and not taking the time to 

understand how to best fix a problem. In Greenville, one participant said,  

“Well, in fact, everything the federal government gets into seems to get worse, not 
better…Environment, anything the federal government gets involved in seems to 
get complicated and confused, and then they throw money at it. Throwing money 
is not going to solve the problem. That's just throwing money. You don't throw it 
back to take the money and put it in the right place, in the right work. I think that 
the responsibility is up to each individual.” 
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There was a general sense that elected officials and people in the government 

were underqualified, out of touch, and did not represent their interests. A Greenville 

participant said: 

“The people that are in charge, whether it's the federal government or state 
government or the local government, you've got to have qualified people. If you 
got just a background of political employment, and don’t know anything or don’t 
know the subject area, and you just put anybody in charge, it's not going to get 
done… If you don't have people that know what they're doing in any level, it's 
going to fail.”  

 
Another common perspective on government officials was that they were being 

influenced financially through lobbying and therefore not representing the people. A 

participant in Asheboro described how she thought the government was corrupted by 

special interests, a sentiment echoed in several other focus groups: “I mean theoretically 

the EPA is supposed to be over it all, but I think a lot of them get paid off, eventually,” 

and “powerful lobbying groups like Monsanto and all them, if they want something 

done, it happens.” 

Others shared negative personal experiences with environmental regulations 

that made it difficult to fulfill their livelihoods. A farmer in Asheboro described how 

next year he may have to get rid of his chickens because new regulations mandating the 

refrigeration of eggs makes his chicken operation financially unsustainable. Others 

described how endangered species regulations presented a burden for management of 

lands. As one participant in Greenville mentioned,  
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“I think in past they have declared certain animal species to be protected species. 
In the past, there was some farmers or other people whose property happened to 
have that particular species and the federal government wouldn't allow them to 
do their farming. That caused a lot of hardship for different businesses and people 
in the past.”  
 

Like the subjects in Hochschild’s study in Louisiana, several participants felt that some 

level of environmental disturbance was acceptable and just part working with the land 

and having a flourishing economy. “I think if it's a balance of trade-offs where you have 

a lot of environmental regulations, it is going to be a cost of doing business. Businesses 

will not want to be in an area where they're going to be highly regulated. They're going 

to go elsewhere,” commented one participant from Kinston. 

In sum, the participants in this study recognized the need for environmental 

regulations, and many of them could point to the positive effects that environmental 

regulations had had on their local environment. However, their general distrust of 

government and some negative personal experiences with environmental regulations 

led to ambivalence towards such policies.  

3.4.2.3 Preference for Local Environmental Governance & Personal Responsibility 

This focus on local environmental issues translated to a sense that the unique 

needs of rural areas require a more local approach to environmental governance. “It’s 

important that [environmental governance] is local because that means they have a 

hands-on understanding of what’s going on locally and they’re trying to fix what’s 
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going on,” said a participant in Hendersonville. Participants saw the environmental and 

regulatory needs of their areas as unique and felt that broad regulations did more harm 

than good. As one participant in Asheboro mentioned, “North Carolina is not the same 

as Utah. And we don’t want the same laws governing North Carolina agribusiness as 

Utah. State’s rights should be considered greatly over the federal government.” Another 

participant in Greenville felt that state-level governance was still too high-level to 

understand the needs of rural communities: “I have very mixed feelings when it comes 

to the state government. Because, locally, the state is trying to take away local rights…I 

don’t like the idea of a state judge being picked by our representative in Raleigh.” 

Others felt that bureaucrats at the federal government level could not adequately 

address the needs of rural North Carolinians: “The idea that someone in Washington 

can dictate to someone in North Carolina how something should be done, I just don't 

agree with. Our area knows what our area needs.” Similarly, another participant in 

Greenville echoed this distrust of outside governance, saying “Someone that lives in 

D.C. doesn’t know what it’s like to live in North Carolina. They’d say ‘Oh, I know better. 

I know.’ Well, you don’t live here. You don’t know.” 

Rural policy preferences were also driven by a shared value of personal 

responsibility and individualism. The feeling of being left behind by burgeoning urban 

growth, along with the physical isolation of rural geographies, has made self-reliance 
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and individualism a core aspect of rural identities. For environmental policies, this 

translated into a sense that individuals should be most responsible for environmental 

protection. During the discussion, we asked participants who they felt should have the 

primary responsibility when it comes to protecting the environment – farmers, 

businesses, state government, federal government, or individuals. Most respondents 

chose individuals (18), followed by state or federal government (14). A common theme 

that emerged was that participants felt that there was a “common sense” or “common 

decency” that should drive how people interact with the environment. “I think it just 

boils down to common decency really. Just plastic bottle, don’t throw it on the ground. 

Just put it where it’s supposed to be,” said a participant in Greenville. A participant in 

Hendersonville discussed how she felt a greater responsibility for the welfare of wildlife 

on their property and the consequences of their actions since they were the only ones 

around:  

“We had a woodchuck that lived on our property for as long as we’ve been there. 
We called him Chip. We’d see Chip every day, I loved Chip. But the other day 
we’re driving down the driveway and Chip is dead at the bottom. I’ve been upset 
about this. And the first thing I thought was did we put something on the grass or 
somewhere that could have killed it? Around here you think, it must have been 
me. There can’t have been anyone else.” 

 
She felt that people in rural areas are uniquely tied to what happened in their 

surroundings, while urbanites are more disconnected. This translated into greater 

personal responsibility for the wellbeing of the local environment. 
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There was also a sense of efficacy in their own power to impact the environment 

as individuals, and the resulting responsibility of individuals to keep the government 

accountable and the environment clean. As one participant in Kinston said: 

“Individually, we have the power to really affect the environment. If the state's 
not doing something, we can all protest, petition, what have you, to try to make it 
happen. The same thing with corporations. We can protest if they're doing 
something that's below board. So, I think it falls on individuals. I think it starts at 
the bottom and goes up.”  
 

This sentiment was particularly striking in contrast to the rural resentment and 

disconnection from government that characterizes rural identities. While prior research 

has found that rural individuals tend to feel left behind and without a voice in 

government, the participants in these focus groups felt like their actions could impact 

things politically, at least on environmental issues. 

3.4.2.4 Distrust of Environmentalists 

Research on the “rural resentment” aspect of rural identities has identified a 

theme of anti-elitism as a core part of how rural citizens identify themselves. Cramer 

highlights significant distrust among her subject of the academic and government elites. 

From an environmental perspective, we were particularly interested in how this 

translated to the mainstream environmental community. Did the rural participants in 

our study that recognized and prioritized the health of their environment consider 
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themselves environmentalists? Who was this term associated with and did it color their 

impression of environmental protection? 

We found that despite professing a strong commitment to caring for the 

environment, almost none of the participants self-identified with environmentalists or 

the mainstream environmental movement. Building on anti-elitism sentiments, the 

environmental community was seen as out of touch with their reality and not 

representing their interests. Most of the participants viewed environmentalists as a 

distinct out-group that they felt little connection to: “I am not an environmentalist 

because I don’t drive a Prius or anything,” mentioned one Kinston participant. One 

participant in Asheboro described environmentalism as “too radical to be effective. You 

wouldn’t associate any of us quote unquote normal people in this room with 

environmentalism…In my mind I think of them as just doing really stupid stuff to 

prevent progress and growth.” Similarly, in Kinston, another participant described 

environmentalists as “going to extremes to protect things like old growth forests and 

coming across as crazy.”  

This disassociation with environmentalists and environmentalism influenced 

how participants related to the natural environment and environmental policies. Instead 

of associating themselves with environmentalism, many participants instead preferred 

to call themselves conservationists: “I consider myself to be a conservationist, not an 
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environmentalist,” said a participant in Asheboro. This term seemed to resonate more 

with the participants because it reflected values that people in rural areas tend to 

champion, such as being conscious about how you are using resources and not being 

wasteful: “Conservation should be using less. Or using it more effectively,” commented 

another Asheboro participant. It also resonated with practices they valued, like taking 

care of the land and not depleting resources: “[Conservation] really focuses on being 

good custodians…if all I’m doing is paying taxes on land that God has given me the 

opportunity to be a custodian for a little while. I just hope to be able to leave it a little 

better than I found it.”  

3.4.2.5 Strong Trust in Scientists and Local Farmers for Information 

While anti-elitism was reflected in some ways among participants in this study 

(particularly towards elected officials and environmentalists), there was also a high level 

of trust in one group that is often grouped in with other non-rural elites: scientists, 

particularly at state-based universities. While Cramer found a common anti-elitist 

attitude towards academics in her study, the North Carolina focus groups showed that 

rural participants still strongly trust scientists, particularly when it comes to information 

on environmental issues. When asked who they would most like to receive 

environmental information from, almost all participants chose scientists, especially those 

from North Carolina universities. Figure 2 shows the distribution of preferences when 
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the participants were asked to identify the two groups that they would most trust to 

receive information about environment and environmental policies.  

 

Figure 5: Participant preferences on who is most trusted to communicate 
environmntal information 

When asked why they would most like to hear from scientists, most responded 

that they respected data. “Well, they do the research,” said one participant from 

Greenville. “We may not always agree with them, but they do the studies and the 

research and give us the information that tells us how we should base our rules and 

regulations.” The participants seemed to respect that the scientists doing research in this 

area are experts, and they respected this expertise: 

“My number one was scientists because I'm a facts person, so people can debate 
all day long but if you have the actual data such as global warming or whatever, 
people have their opinions about it, but if you have facts that it's changing or not 
changing or whatever, you can't really dispute that. You can build solutions 
around the factual data, what's going on. Probably the government environmental 
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agencies because they compile information from a lot of the other groups so they 
might have more information than some of the other.”  

 
While the top response was scientists, participants also prioritized hearing about 

environmental issues from local farmers and ranchers. These individuals not only 

shared the participants’ rural identities, but they have close, daily interaction with the 

environment that the focus group participants perceived as highly valuable. “If it was a 

farmer, if it was somebody that was dealing with this stuff and has firsthand knowledge. 

I’m from the old-school, I believe you learn the most from hands-on, not taught,” 

commented a participant from Asheboro. “I would go for the farmers, the ranchers, the 

fishery guys…they might not be able to rattle off the statistics and such, but I trust their 

knowledge base and being able to convey it to me,” said another participant from 

Greenville. Some felt that the local farmers and ranchers were the depositories of 

relevant information and were most connected to the government: “The local farmers 

can probably tell you what the government environmental agencies say and what the 

elected officials stand for, and what's going on at the state level. They can tell you all of 

that,” said a participant in Kinston. And finally, participants saw local farmers as the 

voice of nature, giving representation to cherished natural resources. As a participant in 

Kinston mentioned, “the tree and the fish don't talk so you had the local farmers to talk 

for them.”  
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In general, while some anti-elitist sentiments were detected among the 

participants in this study, they were not as cohesive as described in previous studies. 

The participants tended to distrust elites that they saw as outside of their identity group 

– specifically political and environmental elites that they felt they could not identify 

with. However, the participants maintained a high regard for the facts and data that 

scientists could provide, despite the findings of previous research that scientists and 

academics are viewed as inaccessible and unrelatable to rural communities (Cramer, 

2016b). Consistently, local farmers and ranchers were also held to a high regard for their 

opinions on environmental issues, signaling that rural participants highly value 

personal experience over political expertise.  

3.5 Discussion and Future Research 

As rural identities grow in political salience and importance in the United States, 

their effect on a variety of policy attitudes is receiving increasing attention. In this study, 

I look specifically at how aspects of rural identities inform unique environmental policy 

preferences. Building on two primary streams of literature on rural identities and their 

relevance to environmental attitudes, this research uses inductive research techniques to 

understand how established aspects of rural identities inform environmental policy 

preferences. The participants in this study prioritized environmental protection, but 

primarily at the local level and focusing on local environmental issues. Their 
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understanding of environmental responsibility was focused on individual responsibility, 

which reflects a core cultural value of rural America. They also had mixed feelings 

towards environmental regulations – while recognizing the need for and value of 

policies protecting the environment, a shared distrust of government led to some 

opposition towards environmental regulation that lacks local input. This led to a 

preference for more local environmental governance. Finally, there was some evidence 

of the anti-elitism found in previous studies (particularly targeted towards elected 

officials and environmentalists who participants viewed as out of touch with their 

realities). However, participants also strongly trusted scientists and their local farmers 

for environmental information, suggesting that the anti-elitism may not always translate 

to a distrust of intellectual elites.     

The findings of this study have important consequences for environmental policy 

makers and policy communicators. A useful starting point is that the demand for 

environmental protection is evident among rural Americans. The focus group 

participants highly valued a clean and healthy ecosystem and were supportive of many 

of the environmental efforts that are common in rural areas, such as the cleaning of 

water sources. However, to gain the broadest support and adoption of policies, policy 

makers should consider several factors when implementing environmental policies in 

rural areas. A first lesson is to tie everything back to the local community. The rural 
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participants in this study tended to be more concerned about local environmental issues 

like clean drinking water and clean air than global ones such as climate change. While 

addressing global environmental problems is an important concern of environmental 

policymakers, these efforts may gain broader support among rural communities if the 

link to their local community is emphasized. For example, underscoring how the 

impacts of climate change will be felt in their local communities, and how supporting 

clean energy policies will directly benefit them in the end. 

Another dimension of tying environmental policies back to the local community 

is reflected in policy design and communication. The rural Americans that we spoke 

with believed that they have a unique perspective on the environment that is different 

from how urbanites engage with it. They saw other rural Americans, particularly 

farmers and people working directly with the land, as the best source of information on 

the environment and environmental issues. A lesson for policy communicators may be 

to engage these individuals more, both to seek their insight in policy design, and to use 

them as trusted sources to communicate important environmental information back. 

This may be a beneficial strategy for environmental communicators, because research 

has found that farmers generally believe the climate is changing (Islam, Barnes, & Toma, 

2013; Safi, Smith, & Liu, 2012; Stuart, 2017), and may therefore be effective 

communicators about environmental protection. As for policy design, there was a strong 
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sentiment that because each area’s environment is so different, environmental policies 

should be as localized as possible. This also reflects a general distrust of the federal 

government to know what is best, and a preference for policies designed and 

implemented at the state and local levels.    

A corollary to this is that among the rural voters we spoke with, 

environmentalists and the environmental community were not viewed very positively. 

If people viewed as “environmentalists” are the only face of environmental policies in 

rural America, they are unlikely to be fully trusted by many rural Americans. When the 

people championing environmental policies do not share rural values and identities, the 

policies themselves may not be easily adopted. This finding provides lessons for how 

the environmental community portrays itself in rural America, and for how they 

promote and communicate policies. To broaden their appeal in rural communities, 

environmental groups may want to consider engaging more rural Americans in their 

campaigns and communications. If someone sees or hears something from someone that 

they identify with, they are more likely to believe and support it. Additionally, finding 

ways to expand the scope of what rural Americans view as “environmentalism” could 

build broader support for environmental policies. Particularly if the attitudes and values 

of rural Americans, such as prioritizing conservation while allowing moderate use of 
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natural resources, become more incorporated in the narrative of the environmental 

community.  

Although previous research has found that rural Americans tend to feel 

disconnected from and disenfranchised with government, there is some evidence in this 

research that on environmental issues in particular, rural American may feel a greater 

sense of agency and efficacy in influencing policy. This is an interesting divergence from 

the “left behind” sentiment that characterizes rural identities and suggests that 

environmental issues may be an important way to bridge the distance between rural 

communities and governmental policies. Future research should investigate this 

sentiment further to better understand whether rural individuals truly do feel a greater 

sense of political agency on environmental issues than on other political issues.  

While this study offers a helpful first look at rural environmental policy 

preferences, its nature as a small, qualitative study also highlights several limitations. A 

first major limitation is the sample size and the question of population 

representativeness. Not all of the participants in this study reported living outside of city 

limits, which could confound conclusions about “rural” people (although the U.S. 

Census Bureau classifies small towns with less than 2,500 residents as rural). However, 

even individuals that lived inside the limits of small towns surrounded by rural areas 

likely share a consistent perspective and differentiated themselves from people in more 
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urban places. This allows for potential extrapolation of these findings to other 

Americans that don’t necessarily live in rural areas but align/identify with them 

culturally. 

Additionally, North Carolina is just one state out of fifty, and although its unique 

geographic features and rural diversity allow us to capture various perspectives on and 

experiences with the environment, the attitudes of rural North Carolinians are likely 

quite different from those in rural Wyoming, rural Maine, or rural Louisiana. To address 

this, we plan to expand this study to other states by executing additional focus groups in 

the Midwest and Rocky Mountain regions. We also plan to launch a nationwide survey 

of attitudes towards the environment in both rural and urban areas. This will allow us to 

capture a more diverse and universal perspective, as well as make direct comparisons 

between the two geographic contexts. 

Another important area of future research is to better understand racial 

differences in both rural identities and environmental attitudes. A criticism of much of 

the prior research of rural political attitudes is that it focuses primarily on the attitudes 

of white, working class rural Americans, and that evidence of a rural identity may 

simply by coded racism. While the U.S. rural population is more than 75% white, rural 

racial minorities likely have a much different relationship with and perspective on 

environmental issues. It is important, therefore, to understand whether the conclusions 



 

 

144 

about rural identities and environmental attitudes presented in this research are 

universal among rural Americans, or whether they are specific to primarily white rural 

communities. In the next stage of research, we will hold at least one focus group with 

African-American rural landowners in the South, to determine whether similar themes 

occur within that population. In general, however, it is important to acknowledge that 

there is diversity in rural America, and our future research will hopefully help capture 

more of that diversity in identities and attitudes.   

As rural Americans become an increasingly important part of the American 

electorate, engaging them on a variety of policy issues will grow in importance. On 

issues of environmental policy in particular, engaging rural audiences is highly 

important, as these communities tend to be at the center of many environmental 

conservation efforts. While this study helps conceptualize how aspects of rural identities 

and may inform unique environmental policy preferences, more research is needed to 

further understand how rural identities drive a unique perspective on the environment. 

With these insights, we hope to identify new ways to better engage rural Americans in 

environmental policymaking. 
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Dissertation Conclusion 
Political polarization on environmental policies, particularly climate change 

policies, is a major roadblock to implementing effective policies to protect the 

environment.  The current political debate surrounding climate change has stagnated 

along party lines, leading to political gridlock and few meaningful policies passed at the 

national level in decades.  Non-partisan identities, including parental, conservationist, 

and rural identities, may offer insight into how to depolarize attitudes on environmental 

issues, especially on highly polarizing topics like climate change. In this dissertation, I 

investigate the relationship between identities and environmental policy attitudes. The 

findings of this research offer important implications for efforts to design, communicate, 

and garner support for environmental policies among the American public as a whole.  

In the first chapter, I demonstrated how priming a non-partisan (parental) 

identity can change how an individual interprets a framing message about climate 

change. Using an online survey experiment with Republican and Democrat parents, I 

found that priming a parental identity before reading a climate change frame made 

Republican participants more concerned about climate change and more likely to 

undertake pro-climate behaviors than baseline Republicans (receiving no identity 

priming or message). Meanwhile, first priming a Republican’s partisan identity 

eliminated any effect of the framing message on climate change concern, behavior, or 

policy support. Among Democrats, priming their partisan identity increased climate 
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change concern, while priming their parental identity reduces likelihood of undertaking 

political behavior or supporting climate change policies, compared to baseline 

Democrats. In general, the results showed that interpreting framing messages through 

the lens of non-partisan identities may lead to more bipartisan agreement on climate 

change. This has important implications for policy communicators; communicators 

should consider not only the message content, but also the identity context that an 

individual is in when they receive a framing message.  

In the second chapter, I examined the strategies that individuals use when facing 

conflicts between their partisan and non-partisan identities. Using a unique sample of 

politically conservative members of an environmental conservation organization 

(“conservative conservationists”), I identified four strategies that the participants used to 

reconcile their identities and form their attitudes towards climate change. The findings 

support prior research finding that cross-pressured partisans manage their attitudinal 

conflicts by distancing themselves from one of the identities or increasing their 

deliberate political calculations. I also found that some participants reconcile the conflict 

by redefining the issue to fit both of their identities or creating a new identity that 

merges the non-conflicting aspects of the original identities.  These findings extend the 

existing literature on cross-pressured partisans by examining attitude conflicts through 

an identity lens. 
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The third chapter examined the role that rural identities play in driving 

environmental policy attitudes. Rural Americans are an important identity group in 

modern day politics, and their close interactions with the natural environment make 

them an important stakeholder group for environmental policymaking. In this pilot 

study, I showed that two key aspects of rural identities – a “rural resentment” defined 

by as disconnect from government and the urban elites, and a deep personal connection 

to the natural world – informed how rural Americans view the environment and 

environmental policies. This research has implications for environmental policymakers 

seeking to design and implement policies in a way that engages rural communities, and 

for the environmental community seeking to understand how to increase rural support 

for environmental protection.  

This dissertation takes a unique view on potential solutions to a defining 

problem of modern American politics – the high levels of political polarization on 

environmental issues broadly, and climate change specifically. By investigating the role 

that non-partisan identities play in driving environmental attitudes, I open a potential 

route for making environmental issues more broadly relatable and increasing bipartisan 

agreement on the policies needed to protect and preserve the environment for 

generations to come. However, this research also opens additional questions about how 

identities drive political and environmental attitudes. Future research should continue 

to investigate the boundaries of identities in driving political attitudes. Specifically, how 
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does the power of identities change when an identity is ascribed (for example, a rural or 

parental identity) versus chose (a political or conservationist identity). Similarly, how 

does identity salience play out in the real world? Do one or more of these types of 

identities tend to be more salient – is there a hierarchy of identities that we all hold? And 

how do the effects of these non-partisan identities on political attitudes change based on 

the individual context? These questions demonstrate that there is still much to learn 

about the relationship between partisan and non-partisan identities on informing 

political attitudes. By contributing to our understanding of identities and how they drive 

political attitudes on the environment, this dissertation offers a starting point from 

which future research can begin.     
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Appendix A. Frame and Identity Priming Questions 

Future Generations Frame: 

Recently, the advocacy group UNICEF released a report detailing the impacts of 
climate change on future generations. An excerpt from this report is on the next 
page.  

 
Please read it thoroughly, and then you will be able to proceed to the remaining 
questions.  
 

 

 
 

Unless We Act Now: The Impact of Climate Change on Children - UNICEF report, 
2015 
 
“There may be no greater, growing threat facing the world’s children – and their 
children – than climate change. In every crisis, children are the most vulnerable. Climate 
change is no exception. 
 
• As increased droughts and flooding affect food production, children will face 

more hunger and malnutrition. 
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• As temperatures increase, children will feel the deadliest impact of diseases and 
asthma. 

• As more extreme weather events expand the number of emergencies and 
humanitarian crises, children will pay the highest price. 

 
These are the threats that future generations face from climate change. Unless we act 
forcefully to stem the climate crisis now, the danger will only escalate.”  

 
 
 

Parental Prime: 

To begin, please take a moment to think about your identity as a parent.  
 

1. How many children do you have? 
a. 1 
b. 2 
c. 3 
d. 4 

2. What are the age ranges of your children (select all that apply)? 
a. 0-3 
b. 4-6 
c. 7-10 
d. 11-15 
e. 16-18 
f. 19-30 
g. 31-50 
h. 51+ 

3. How important is it for you, personally, to make the world a better place for your 
children? 

a. Extremely important 
b. Very important 
c. Moderately important 
d. Slightly important 
e. Not at all important 

4. Some parents are worried that priorities that they have as a parent are being 
threatened by current policies. What about you? When you make political decisions, 
how important is it to protect your priorities as a parent? 

a. Extremely important 
b. Very important 
c. Moderately important 
d. Slightly important 
e. Not at all important 
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Partisan Prime: 

To begin, please take a moment to think about your partisan (political) identity.  
 

1. Do you consider yourself a Democrat, Republican, or Independent? 
a. Democrat 
b. Republican 
c. Independent 
d. Other (fill in) 

2. How long have you affiliated with your current political party? 
a. Less than one year 
b. 2-5 years 
c. 6-10 years 
d. 11-20 years 
e. More than 20 years 
f. Do not affiliate with a political party 

3. How important is it for you, personally, to see the policies supported by your political 
party implemented? 

a. Extremely important 
b. Very important 
c. Moderately important 
d. Slightly important 
e. Not at all important 

4. Some voters are concerned that the principles that underlie their party affiliations are 
being threatened by current policies. What about you? When you make political 
decisions, how important is it to protect your party's principles? 

a. Extremely important 
b. Very important 
c. Moderately important 
d. Slightly important 
e. Not at all important 
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Appendix B. OLS Regression Tables 
Table 2: Treatment effect of message on climate change concern; Republican 

subsample 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Frame Only Parent Prime + Frame Partisan Prime + Frame 
    
Treatment 0.711** 0.702** 0.189 
 (0.291) (0.331) (0.327) 
Age -0.006 0.001 -0.008 
 (0.016) (0.017) (0.015) 
Ideology -0.817*** -0.934*** -0.926*** 
 (0.146) (0.167) (0.173) 
Female -0.185 -0.126 0.279 
 (0.296) (0.324) (0.330) 
Child Age 0.095 -0.269 -0.328* 
 (0.198) (0.216) (0.180) 
Constant 7.819*** 8.659*** 8.918*** 
 (0.685) (0.789) (0.818) 
    
Observations 124 117 128 
R-squared 0.253 0.259 0.224 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 3: Treatment effect of message on likely behavior; Republican 
subsample 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Frame Only Parent Prime + Frame Partisan Prime + Frame 
    
Treatment 0.711** 0.702** 0.189 
 (0.291) (0.331) (0.327) 
Age -0.006 0.001 -0.008 
 (0.016) (0.017) (0.015) 
Ideology -0.817*** -0.934*** -0.926*** 
 (0.146) (0.167) (0.173) 
Female -0.185 -0.126 0.279 
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 (0.296) (0.324) (0.330) 
Child Age 0.095 -0.269 -0.328* 
 (0.198) (0.216) (0.180) 
Constant 7.819*** 8.659*** 8.918*** 
 (0.685) (0.789) (0.818) 
    
Observations 124 117 128 
R-squared 0.253 0.259 0.224 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 4: Treatment effect of message on policy support; Republican subsample 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Frame Only Parent Prime + Frame Partisan Prime + Frame 
    
Treatment 0.417 0.412 -0.416 
 (0.275) (0.303) (0.296) 
Age -0.021 -0.024 0.006 
 (0.016) (0.016) (0.013) 
Ideology -0.645*** -0.648*** -0.659*** 
 (0.138) (0.152) (0.157) 
Female -0.088 -0.131 0.433 
 (0.280) (0.297) (0.300) 
Age of Child 0.337* -0.055 -0.395** 
 (0.187) (0.197) (0.164) 
Constant 7.429*** 8.302*** 7.536*** 
 (0.648) (0.722) (0.742) 
    
Observations 124 117 128 
R-squared 0.201 0.197 0.188 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 5: Treatment effect of message on climate change concern; Democrat 
subsample 

 (1) (2) (3) 
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VARIABLES Frame Only Parent Prime + Frame Partisan Prime + Frame 
    
Treatment 0.177 (0.074) 0.267** 
 (0.125) 0.077 (0.114) 
Age 0.000 (0.132) 0.000 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
Ideology -0.111 -0.189** -0.141** 
 (0.079) (0.076) (0.065) 
Female 0.203 0.172 0.229** 
 (0.130) (0.130) (0.115) 
Age of Child -0.090 -0.138* -0.096* 
 (0.062)  (0.054) 
Constant 6.750*** 7.006*** 6.802*** 
 (0.225) (0.228) (0.184) 
    
Observations 88 105 93 
R-squared 0.111 0.104 0.164 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 6: Treatment effect of message on likely behavior; Democrat subsample 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Frame Only Parent Prime + Frame Partisan Prime + Frame 
    
Treatment -0.546* -0.342 -0.309 
 (0.276) (0.280) (0.300) 
Age 0.000 0.000 -0.000 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Ideology -0.184 -0.324** -0.247 
 (0.175) (0.161) (0.172) 
Female 0.154 0.488* 0.598* 
 (0.286) (0.278) (0.303) 
Age of Child 0.041 -0.128 -0.274* 
 (0.137) (0.157) (0.142) 
Constant 5.668*** 6.065*** 6.153*** 
 (0.497) (0.486) (0.486) 
    
Observations 88 105 93 
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R-squared 0.068 0.093 0.095 
Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

Table 7: Treatment effect of message on policy support; Democrat subsample 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Frame Only Parent Prime + Frame Partisan Prime + Frame 
    
Treatment 0.090 -0.250 0.170 
 (0.165) (0.200) (0.178) 
Age 0.001 0.000 0.000 
 (0.000) (0.001) (0.000) 
Ideology -0.325*** -0.259** -0.371*** 
 (0.105) (0.115) (0.102) 
Female 0.016 0.213 0.309* 
 (0.171) (0.198) (0.180) 
Age of Child 0.012 -0.163 -0.121 
 (0.082) (0.112) (0.084) 
Constant 6.683*** 6.800*** 6.861*** 
 (0.297) (0.346) (0.288) 
    
Observations 88 105 93 
R-squared 0.134 0.099 0.180 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Appendix C. Sample Audubon Ambassador Training 
Agenda 

 

Audubon Ambassador Training – Agenda 

Saturday, March 4, 2017 

St. Francis United Methodist Church, Cary, NC 

 

9 a.m. Welcome and introductions 

9:30 a.m. Impact of a Changing Climate on Birds in NC  

10:20 a.m. How to Engage on Climate Change  

11:20 a.m. Plants for Birds: How you can help birds by gardening 

12:10 Group photo 

12:15 p.m. Lunch  

1 p.m. Take Political Action  

1:25 p.m. How to get involved locally 

1:45 p.m. Online Resources & How We Will Stay Connected  
 
1:55 p.m. Evaluations and goodbyes 
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Appendix D: Conservative Conservationists Semi-
structured Interview Guide 

Part 1:  

1. I like to start off by asking people to come up with the three nouns that describe 
them the best. So for example, I might say “Student, Daughter, Dog-lover”. 
Thinking about your life and who you are, what are the top three ways you would 
describe yourself? This could be anything – a role you play, a job you do, 
something you love or hate, a group you belong to, whatever best defines you. 

Part 2:  

Next I’d like to talk a bit about your experience in Audubon.  

1. How did you first become interested in birds? 
2. Tell me about your experience with Audubon as an organization. How long have 

you been a member? Can you tell me about some of the activities do you do with 
Audubon? 

I am also curious about the role that bird conservation plays in your life.  

3. Is bird conservation an important part of who you are? 
4. Do you have many other friends or family members that are engaged in Audubon 

or care about birds? If so, who? 

Part 3:  

5. Have you ever attended an Audubon Ambassador training, that focuses on the 

impact of climate change on bird populations?  

6. What are your thoughts on the issue of climate change?  
a. Do you think it is happening?  
b. What do you think causes it? 

7. Have you experienced any of the effects of climate change? (Either personally or 
seen it happen to others? 

8. Do you think much about the issue of climate change and birds? 
9. How did attending the Ambassador training change your thoughts about climate 

change? 
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10. What do you think we need to do to stop climate change? Are we currently doing 
enough? 

Part 4:  

Since I’m interested in how Audubon helps the public navigate political 
engagement, the next few questions are about your political identity. I’m interested 
in how you think about the political world, and how interested you are in politics. 
People have very busy lives and sometimes don’t really have time to pay attention 
to or participate in the political world. 

11.  How about you? Would you say you are someone that is interested in politics?  
12. How important would you say your political identity is to who you are? 
13. Would you say that you were a Democrat, Republican, or Independent?  

a. [If Democrat or Republican] Strong or weak? 
b. [If Independent] Leaning toward Democrats or Republicans? 

14. Do most of the people you interact with on a daily basis share the same political 
views as you? What about your family and friends? 

Part 5:  

15. We’ve talked about your views on climate change and your political views. Do 
you ever feel torn between these? 

16. Imagine there is a policy proposed in your state that involves limiting emissions 
to fight climate change. Would you support that policy? 

17. Would you:   
a. Be willing to vote for a candidate from another party that supported 

climate change policy?  
b. Be willing to press for change within your own party?   

18. Has your experience in Audubon encouraged you to think differently about 
policies that aim to address climate change? 

a. If so, how did your views change? What prompted that change? 
19. In what ways has participating in Audubon impacted your political engagement? 

 

Any closing thoughts or comments you’d like to share? 
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Appendix E: Conservative Conservationists NVivo 
Coding Structure 

• Characteristics of conservative identity 
o Distrust of government 
o Favor private sector 
o Climate denial 
o Religion 
o Fiscal conservative 
o Distrust science 
o Anti-immigration 

• Characteristics of conservationist identity 
o Stewardship of nature 
o Source 

 Family or childhood 
 Seeking community 
 Personal experience 
 Faith/religion 

o Motivation 
 Threat to birds 
 Threat to nature 

o Membership in other conservation organizations 
• Perceive an identity conflict? 

o Yes 
o No 

• Reconciliation Strategies 
o Detaching 

 Politics 
 Climate change 

o Rational decisionmaking 
o Redefining issue 
o Create new identity 
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Appendix F: Rural Focus Group Discussion Guide 
Introduction: 

• Explanation of ground rules 
• Participants introduce themselves 
• Distribute workbooks 

 

I. Overall Mood and Views of Environmentalism 

A. [HANDOUT A] I want to start by having you answer a couple of 
questions in the first handout in your packet.  Please write down your 
answers, then we’ll discuss them. 
 
1) How satisfied are you with how things are going in North Carolina 
these days? 
 
 ___ Very satisfied 
 ___ Somewhat satisfied 
 ___ Mixed feelings—satisfied and dissatisfied 
 ___ Somewhat dissatisfied 
 ___ Very dissatisfied 
 
2) Please list three issues that are particularly important in your 
community and area of the state. 
 
• First, tell me your answer for #1.  If you feel satisfied, explain why 

you feel that way. 
o If dissatisfied, what are you dissatisfied about in particular?  

What could be improved? 
o If you have mixed feelings, explain the good and the bad to me. 

• Now let’s talk about your answers for #2.  Tell me some of the 
issues that are important in your community these days. (CANVASS 
TABLE.) 
o Why are those issues top of mind for you? 
o Do you feel that those issues are getting enough attention, or 

not?  Why do you feel that way? 
• This area might be considered a little more rural that some other 

areas of the state.  Is there anything unique or different about 
living in a more rural area of North Carolina rather than a more 
urban or suburban area? 
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o Do you feel like you and your neighbors have a different 
perspective on things than folks who live in cities or suburbs?  
How do you think your perspective might be different? 
 

B. [HANDOUT B] Now turn to the next page in your packet, which just 
has some numbered blank lines. 

On Line #1 I want you to write down the word 

“Environmentalism”.  Then I want you write down whatever comes to 

mind when you hear that word.  What are the ideas that come to 

mind?  What are the pictures or images that pop into your head?  

Describe for me what comes to mind. 

On Line #2 I want you write down the word “Environmentalist,” 

then do the same thing in terms of what comes to mind.    

On Line #3 I want you write down the phrase “Natural resource 

conservation,” then do the same thing in terms of what comes to 

mind.    

• (FOR EACH WORD/PHRASE:) Does this word have more of a 
positive or more of a negative connotation to you, or is it just 
neutral? 

• What types of things does it bring to mind?  Tell me what you 
wrote down. 

• Do you have different or similar images in your mind for 
“environmentalism” and “environmentalist”?  How are they similar 
or different? 

• What about environmental organizations?  What is your view of 
groups that focus on the environment? 
o Do you find that you more tend to agree or disagree with the 

goals and objectives of these kinds of groups? 
o Are there specific environmental groups you can name that you 

like and respect—or do NOT like and respect?  Why do you feel 
that way? 
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• What about environmentalism vs. natural resource conservation? 
Are these similar or different things in your mind?  What makes 
them so? 

• Do you personally associate yourself with any of these words?  I.e., 
do you consider yourself an environmentalist?  Or a 
conservationist?  Why or why not? 
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II. Environmental Priorities 

A. [HANDOUT C] The next handout lists a few issues.  I would like to 
know how much each one of these is a priority for you personally.  
Please rate each one on a scale from 0 to 10—a “0” means this is not a 
priority in your mind at all, and a “10” means it is an extremely high 
priority in your mind.  After you rate each one, please circle the TWO 
that you consider to be the highest priorities on this list. 

a) Protecting wildlife 
b) Protecting and conserving national parks, national 

monuments, and other public lands 
c) Ensuring clean water 
d) Addressing climate change 
e) Reducing pollution in the world’s oceans 
f) Ensuring clean air 
g) Protecting earth’s diverse habitats and ecosystems  
h) Protecting and conserving crop lands, range lands, and 

forests 
i) Reducing deforestation 
j) Developing renewable sources of energy, like solar and 

wind power 
k) Addressing overpopulation 

• Tell me the two you circled as being the highest priorities? 
(CANVASS TABLE.) Why are those so important to you? 

• Are there any items on this list that you gave low ratings to (4 or 
lower)?  Why do you not consider those to be high priorities? 

• Are there other issues or priorities related to the environment and 
conservation that you think are particularly important and that are 
not listed here?  What would those be, and what makes them 
important? 

• Some of these issues (deforestation, overpopulation, ocean 
pollution, climate change, ecosystems) could be considered global 
problems.  Do these kinds of global environmental issues have any 
effect on you personally?  Do these issues affect folks here in North 
Carolina, or are they more problems that “other people” face?  
o Should it be a priority for the government to address these 

global environmental problems, or should they focus on the 
more local ones. 

B. Regardless of how big a priority you think these things are, how would 
you say North Carolina is doing in these different areas? 
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• In which of these areas, if any, are things pretty good here?  Are 
there any areas where things are not so good here? Why do you 
feel that way?   

III. Role of Government and Environmental Policy 

A. When it comes to the items on this list, whose job do you think it is to 
make sure these things are done?  Whose responsibility is it to ensure 
there is clean air, that wildlife is protected, etc? 
• To what degree do each of the following have a role and 

responsibility? 
o The federal government 
o North Carolina state government 
o Businesses and corporations 
o Farmers and forest landowners 
o Individuals 

• Among those five groups, who do you think has the most 
responsibility?  If that varies depending on the issue we’re talking 
about, explain to me how it differs by issue. 

• Do you trust each of these groups to act in an appropriate and 
responsible manner when it comes to the environment and 
conservation?  Who do you have more or less trust in, and why? 

B. Thinking specifically about government policies related to the 
environment and conservation—do you think government policies tend 
to go too far in protecting the environment, not go far enough, or 
usually strike the right balance? 
• Explain your thinking to me on that. 
• Can you think of specific examples—in your community or in North 

Carolina—of policies that have either gone too far or struck the 
right balance? 

• In cases where you think it goes too far, what do you see as the 
consequences of that?  What do you see as the effects of 
environmental/conservation policies that you think go too far? 

• In cases where it does not go far enough, what do you see as the 
consequences and effects? 

C. What are your opinions of the US Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA)?  Do you think it tends to do a good job and have the right 
priorities, or not?  Why do you feel that way?   

• Do you have a different or similar view of the EPA of today 
versus the EPA of 5 or 10 years ago? 

• What about the departments in North Carolina state government 
that oversee environmental rules and standards—good job and 
right priorities, or not?  Why do you feel that way? 
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IV. Talking about Environmental Policy  

A. [HANDOUT D] This next handout gives two different points of view 
about policies related to the environment and conservation.  I’d like 
you to read through both of these statements.  As you do so, please 
underline any words/phrases/sentences you think are particularly 
persuasive.  And then put a star next to the statement that you 
personally agree with more. 

B. Supporters of government environmental and conservation 
regulations say that regulations protect public health and safety and 
support the economy and create jobs. Environmental regulations 
protect against the pollution that leads to severe asthma attacks in 
children, worsening heart disease, and toxic substances in our air and 
water. Additionally, these regulations can help protect against extreme 
weather like droughts, forest fires, and floods that are becoming more 
frequent and more powerful and that have devastating effects on 
safety, agriculture, and the economy. These policies also promote 
homegrown American industries and energy sources like solar and 
wind power that create thousands of good-paying jobs across the 
country and reduce our need for foreign oil. 
Opponents of government environmental and conservation 
regulations say that regulations tend to place more value on wildlife 
and the environment than on people’s day-to-day lives. Regulations 
often lead to increased costs to businesses, ultimately causing job 
losses and higher prices for consumers. They are usually made by 
bureaucrats who don’t understand the effects these regulations can 
have on people in the real world, and regulations from different 
agencies are often either duplicative or contradictory.  These policies 
decrease production of American oil, coal, and natural gas: industries 
that have long been important sources of energy and create thousands 
of good-paying jobs.  Additionally, US regulations can only protect the 
environment so much when major polluters such as India and China 
are slow to make changes in their own policies. 
• Which statement did you agree with more? (CANVASS TABLE.)  

Explain to me why you starred that one. 
• Did you underline anything—from either statement—that you found 

to be particularly persuasive? 
• Is there anything in either statement that you just reject 

completely or strongly disagree with? 
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C. It has been said that rural areas have unique needs and a unique 
perspective when it comes to environmental and conservation issues.  
Do you think that is the case? 
• In what ways do you think the needs and perspectives of people in 

rural areas might differ from those of people who live in cities or 
suburbs when it comes to these issues? 

• Do you think the needs and interests of rural residents are being 
taken into account as environmental and conservation policy is 
made?  Explain your thinking on that. 

 

V. Messengers and Climate Change 

A. Thinking about environmental and conservation policy broadly—not 
just climate change, but all of the various issues we discussed—if you 
wanted more information to help you make sense of it all and 
understand whether environmental regulations are a good or bad thing 
generally speaking, where would you go to find that kind of 
information?  What sources would you look to?   
• Are there particular groups or individuals whose information you 

would trust on this topic? 
• I’ve written some different groups and individuals here.  Which of 

these would you be most interested in hearing from on these kinds 
of issues, and why? (WRITTEN ON EASEL:) 

Hunter and sportsmen groups 
Government environmental agencies 
The Farm Bureau 
President Trump 
Scientists at North Carolina universities 
Elected officials 
Generals and other US military leaders 
Local farmers and ranchers 
Environmental and conservation groups like the Sierra Club 

•  (PROBE ON PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE UNIVERSITIES.) 
B. We talked a little bit about climate change before.  Do you think there 

is too much, not enough, or the right amount of focus on climate 
change these days?  What makes you say that?  
• Do you think that the perspectives of rural residents about climate 

change are unique in any way?  How so? 
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• Is climate change more or less of a problem for people in rural 
areas than elsewhere? 

• Do you feel that climate change affects you personally in any way? 
• Are there challenges related to climate change that people in rural 

areas face that others do not?  Are you aware of anything being 
done to address those challenges? 

C. [HANDOUT E—IF TIME ALLOWS] The next handout lists some 
reasons that have been given for why it is important to address 
climate change.  Please rate each one on a scale from 0 to 10.  A “10” 
means you find this statement to be extremely persuasive, and a “0” 
means you do not find it to be persuasive at all.  After you’ve read 
each one, please circle the TWO that you find to be MOST persuasive. 

a) [EXTREME WEATHER] Scientists say that climate change is increasing the 
frequency and severity of weather events that destroy communities and ruin 
people's lives.  The result is more severe droughts, worsening floods, more 
wildfires, and more and stronger hurricanes. 

b) [WILDLIFE/CONSERVATION] Climate change is having a damaging effect on 
wildlife.  Rising temperatures mean food and water supplies are becoming scarcer 
for many species, and others are having trouble adapting and finding safe 
habitats to raise their young.  If this continues, fish to catch and game to hunt 
are going to become more and more scarce.  This is bad for animal species, and 
it is also bad for people for whom hunting, fishing, and outdoor activities are a 
way of life.  Reducing climate change is an important part of nature conservation. 

c) [PUBLIC HEALTH] Climate change contributes to air pollution, such as smog, 
that makes serious health problems worse, including chest pains, asthma attacks, 
and shortness of breath for people with emphysema—all problems that children 
and the elderly are especially vulnerable to. 

d) [AGRICULTURE] Climate change has a particularly negative effect on U.S. 
farmers and ranchers.  North Carolina farmers could see significant annual crop 
losses over the next two decades because of climate change.  Droughts have a 
devastating effect on crops and herds, making life for already-struggling farmers 
and ranchers even worse, and forcing many to declare bankruptcy or otherwise 
go out of business.   

e) [AIR/CARBON POLLUTION] Until last year, there was no federal limit on the 
amount of carbon pollution that power plants can pump into our air.  We have 
successfully limited the amount of toxic chemicals like mercury, sulfur, and 
arsenic in our air and water for years, but never before has carbon pollution been 
regulated. We need to continue taking steps like this in order to ensure that we 
have clean air going forward. 

• Which two of these did you circle as being most persuasive? 
(CANVASS TABLE.)  Tell me why you found those particularly 
convincing. 

• Are there any statements you gave very low ratings to?  Why did 
you not find those persuasive? 

D. Thinking about everything we have discussed this evening, what 
information, if any, do you think will be sticking with you? 
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• If I brought you back here in a month, what parts of our discussion 
will you still be thinking about? 

 

Thank and dismiss. 
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Appendix G: Rural Identities NVivo Coding Structure 

• Evidence of rural identity 
o Differentiation from urban 
o Resentment 

 Anti-elitism 
 Disconnected from gov 
 Individualism 
 Left behind 

o Connection to natural world 
 Economic dependence 
 Local pride 
 Direct experience 
 Stewardship 

• Environmental Policy Preferences 
o Local vs. global 
o Regulation 

 Negative 
 Positive 
 Mixed 

o Primary responsibility 
 Individuals 
 Federal gov 
 State gov 
 Farmers 
 Corporations 

o Top issues 
 Clean air 
 Clean water 
 Climate change 
 Protecting crop lands 
 Deforestation 
 Ecosystem preservation 
 Ocean acidification 
 Overpopulation 
 Protecting public lands 
 Renewable energy 
 Wildlife protection 

• Environmentalism 
o Negative 
o Positive 
o Self-identify 

• Government attitudes 
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o Negative 
o Positive 

• Trust for information 
o Elected officials 
o Environmental groups 
o Farm Bureau 
o Farmers 
o Government environmental agencies 
o Hunters and sportsmen 
o Military 
o Scientists 
o President Trump 
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