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Abstract
It is important to understand public perceptions of energy systems, particularly those 
located in rural areas where energy technology is likely to be situated. The general 
public can sometimes influence the deployment of energy systems through their 
opposition to, or support for, such development. This paper examines perceptions 
of energy systems and climate change in relation to public perspectives of “place” 
(i.e., relationships with the area and landscape). Sixty-nine residents from two 
communities were interviewed to examine their attitudes toward climate change 
and energy development. The results demonstrate that sense of place is an important 
factor in participants’ preferences for energy systems. Participants were supportive of 
energy development if it was seen to be consistent with their perception of the area 
and landscape. Further, participants consistently referred to place when discussing 
the influence of climate change. The results of this study highlight the importance 
of understanding local residents’ views on “place” when assessing their perception of 
climate change and their support for, or opposition to, transitioning to renewable 
energy systems. 

Keywords: risk perception, place, climate change, energy systems, wind, hydro, 
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Introduction
Risks associated with climate change and concerns about environmental 
sustainability have engendered the need to transition to low carbon energy systems. 
Public opinion is recognized as an important factor in the successful development 
or deployment of new energy systems (Devine-Wright, 2005). It is particularly 
important to understand the risk perceptions of rural populations, as energy systems 
are often located in rural areas and residents can influence deployment through their 
support for, or opposition to, a technology (Ashworth et al., 2010).

1  Corresponding author: amanda.boyd@wsu.edu.
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Understanding risk perceptions is critical for effective risk communication among 
scientists, policy-makers, the public, and other stakeholders (Miller, 2001; Sjoberg, 
1998). Ascertaining risk perceptions about traditional or alternative energy systems 
can provide stakeholders and policy-makers with insight into how the public 
is likely to react toward a development (Covello & Sandman, 2001), which, in 
turn, can facilitate the effective delivery of risk messages by communicators to 
the public (Leiserowitz, 2006). A thorough examination of risk perceptions is 
important because attitudes and behaviors can be influenced by multiple social and 
psychological factors that go beyond the scientific and technical risk assessment 
of a hazard (Pidgeon et al., 2003; Slovic, 1987).

A number of studies have examined the variables that influence perceptions of 
energy development (Walker et al., 2010; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). However, less 
research has focused on local residents’ attachment to “place” (i.e., relationships with 
the land and the desire to change or protect the landscape) and how this attachment 
may affect perceptions of energy systems (e.g., natural gas extraction, wind turbine 
siting, nuclear power plants, and solar photovoltaic development) and attitudes 
to climate change—knowledge that could provide stakeholders with information 
leading to better, more effective, discussions about climate change and energy 
development with local populations.

For this project, case studies were completed in two rural Canadian communities 
to assess perceptions of energy development and understandings of climate change. 
Extensive fossil fuel extraction currently occurs in the two communities, which 
are located in the provinces of Saskatchewan and Alberta. The case studies provide 
insight into participants’ views regarding a shift in energy systems development—
from high carbon, fossil fuel–based energy systems to low carbon, renewable energy 
alternatives. Further, we examine how place-based elements influence attitudes 
toward climate change.

This paper begins with a description of energy systems development in Canada, 
followed by a review of factors that may influence attitudes toward energy 
development and climate change. We then provide information about the case 
study methodology and profiles of the two communities. Finally, we present our 
results and provide recommendations for future research.

Background

Climate and energy context in Canada
Many countries, including Canada, have acknowledged the need to diversify 
energy systems and increase the use of renewable resources to produce energy. 
The  reasons for this diversification are numerous, including pressure for energy 
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security, job creation, rural development, and the threat of decreasing fossil fuel 
reserves (International Energy Agency, 2011). Further, concern over pollution levels 
and increasing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have created the need to promote 
alternative, renewable energy technologies, such as solar photovoltaics and wind 
turbines (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2015), and find 
new locations for these.

Canada has relatively high levels of GHG emissions, including substantial carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions. The country accounts for 0.5% of the world’s population, 
yet is responsible for approximately 2% of the world’s GHG emissions (Environment 
Canada, 2012). Ample research has shown that an increase in anthropogenic CO2 
levels has contributed to climate change and that these levels need to be reduced 
(IPCC, 2015). Electricity generation is one of the contributing factors leading to 
high CO2 levels in the atmosphere. 

In Canada, electricity is generated from a diversified mix of renewable and 
nonrenewable sources. These differ by region and depend on a number of factors, 
such as the availability of nearby natural resources (Natural Resources Canada, 
2015). In Canada, the bulk of electricity is produced from hydropower in locations 
where favorable geography and hydrography exist (e.g., Quebec, British Columbia, 
Ontario, Labrador, and Manitoba) (Natural Resources Canada, 2015). Electricity in 
the Prairie Provinces (i.e., Alberta and Saskatchewan) is primarily generated by coal 
and natural gas–fired power plants. Extensive fossil fuel production in this region is 
due, in part, to the region’s large fossil fuel basins. 

The need to reduce CO2 emissions in high fossil fuel extraction regions (e.g., the 
provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan) has prompted significant research regarding 
additional energy systems and raised important questions: Would communities 
continue to support only fossil fuel extraction or would they recommend other 
energy development in the area? Due to the fact these communities already support 
industrial development, would residents be more likely to support additional 
technologies? Communities with a history of fossil fuel extraction often depend 
on those industries for employment and economic development (Freudenburg 
& Gramling, 1992); therefore, it is critical to examine how communities perceive 
additional energy systems development.

The role of sense of place in perceptions 
of energy technology
There are risks associated with energy systems technologies; however, there are also 
ample benefits (Wiener & Graham, 2009). The need to examine rural communities’ 
perceptions of energy systems technology to better communicate the risks and 
benefits of developments is well-established (Devine-Wright, 2011b). Public 
opinion on any controversial technology can factor into its successful development 
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and this is especially true of energy systems (O’Hare et al., 1983). Public support 
for (or opposition to) energy systems has been a factor in the development of energy 
infrastructure throughout North America (Owens & Driffill, 2008). According 
to social scientists, public opposition has been a factor in the decline of new 
nuclear power reactors since the 1970s and was also significant in the 1990s-era 
moratorium on offshore drilling along many coastal areas in the United States (US) 
(Smith, 2002).

It is particularly important to understand local perceptions of energy development. 
Such views are critical because “affected” populations have a greater ability to 
halt renewable energy development in their area through opposition and protest 
(Ashworth et al., 2010). A number of factors affect rural community members’ 
views of energy technology (Wong-Parodi & Ray, 2009; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). 
Elements shaping perceptions of technological development include the potential 
to upset or uphold social systems, health and biophysical systems, and economic 
systems (Freudenburg & Gramling, 1992). Social systems generally refer to the 
degree of connectivity among people and the quality and quantity of social relations 
possessed by a population (Harpham et al., 2002). Changes to social systems can 
occur as interest groups mobilize their resources in an attempt to promote or oppose 
a development. Residents may be concerned about how a development will affect 
their relationships with others in the community (Gross, 2007). Further, changes to 
the physical environment can affect perceptions of energy systems. The deployment 
of technology, development of transportation systems, storage of hazardous materials, 
and/or renovation of facilities can result in changes to the physical environment. 
Such alterations can have significant effects on nearby communities and influence 
how residents perceive energy developments (Devine-Wright, 2011b). The opening 
and closing of economic opportunities can also be outcomes of technological 
development and can affect perceptions of energy development (Boyd, 2015). 
Examples of potential economic opportunities include increased jobs, business 
revenue and tourism; negative economic outcomes include a decrease in real estate 
values, tourism or business revenue. An energy development may be opposed if it 
could potentially detract from future economic development (Flynn et al., 1992); 
however, it could be supported if it was likely to create employment.

There are numerous factors that help to form local perceptions of energy systems. 
Community members’ attachment to place may be one of these factors and, 
consequently, may influence their views on energy systems and climate change 
(Devine-Wright & Howes, 2010; Sherren et al., 2016). The term “sense of place” 
has been used in many different ways; however, it can generally be described as 
the affective link between individuals and places (Tuan, 1977; for an overview, see 
Bott et al., 2003). Sense of place is mediated by biophysical and cultural aspects 
(Bott et al., 2003). Studies examining sense of place show that biophysical attributes 
can predict place attachment to constructed meanings of place (Stedman, 2003; 
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Willox et al., 2012). Sense of place also consists of numerous social and cultural 
dimensions, including the cultural and historic context within which meanings, social 
interactions and values are created (Tuan, 1977). In regard to energy development, 
sense of place can act as an obstacle or accelerator (Rollero & De Piccoli, 2010). 
Research has found that, when an individual’s pre-existing emotional bonds to 
a place are disrupted, energy development may be seen as a threat that can result in 
place-protective action, such as oppositional behavior (Devine-Wright & Howes, 
2010). For example, research on wind turbine development demonstrates that the 
technology must fit with the community’s views of the area; if the development 
is perceived as “industrializing” a “natural” place, the incompatibility can lead to 
opposition and protest among community members (Devine-Wright & Howes, 
2010; Boyd, 2017). 

Place attachment has also been shown to positively predict acceptance of energy 
projects; change does not always negatively affect or “disrupt” attachment to place—
it has the ability to enhance attachment and predict support or acceptance as well 
(Devine-Wright, 2011a). While there has been research that suggests that place 
can influence perceptions of energy systems in regions that are viewed as “natural” 
(i.e., minimal energy development), less research has examined the perceptions of 
people living in regions with extensive energy development. Therefore, it is necessary 
to examine the views of those living with extensive energy development to better 
understand and predict how residents could view potential changes in their region.

The role of sense of place in perceptions 
of climate change
Sense of place reinforces and reflects the social construction of risk in the local 
environment; it can be seen as central to the process by which people select and 
interpret risks as salient, such as those associated with climate change (Masuda & 
Garvin, 2006). Place-related social identity can be associated with attitudes toward, 
and concern about, local environmental issues and climate change (Hess et al., 
2008). This association has been highlighted by researchers who have examined 
rural farmers’ perspectives on climate change in Ethiopia (Deressa et al., 2009) and 
Sahel (Mertz et al., 2009). In these studies, rural populations related crises such as 
drought with personal experiences and observations.

The factors that influence beliefs and decisions about climate change are discussed 
in a growing body of literature that explores the role of information obtained 
through  others (e.g., statistical descriptions) versus the role of information 
obtained  through personal experience (Weber, 2006). The same information can 
lead to different choices depending on its source (Hertwig et al., 2004). This 
finding is particularly relevant for assessing rural communities’ beliefs and decisions 
about climate change, as these populations often rely on personal experience and 



Human Ecology Review, Volume 24, Number 1, 2018

8

observations to assess risk (Mertz et al., 2009). Therefore, it is critical to understand 
local public values—including sense of place—and how these may influence 
perceptions of energy technology and climate change (Devine-Wright, 2005).

Community profiles
Two communities in two Canadian provinces were examined. The communities 
were chosen because each had large fossil fuel developments in addition to other 
proposed or possible renewable energy developments. Discussions with residents 
about potential and realized energy systems developments were used to evaluate 
how local, social contexts influenced perceptions about energy developments. 
The communities we examined were Fairview, Alberta, located near a proposed 
nuclear power plant and hydroelectric dam, with existing considerable natural 
gas development, and Weyburn, Saskatchewan, located on the Bakken oil field. 
The following section provides an overview of the energy systems currently located 
or proposed in these communities.

Fairview, Alberta: Nuclear, hydro and natural gas 
development
Fairview is located approximately 560 kilometers (350 miles) north of Edmonton. 
The nearest population centers are Grande Prairie, 114 kilometers (70 miles) to 
the south, and Peace River, 80 kilometers (50 miles) to the northeast. Surrounded 
by farmland, boreal forest and wetlands, the town of Fairview has a population of 
3,297 and the Municipal District2 (MD) has 1,432 residents (Statistics Canada, 
2012). The population of Fairview grew by 4.5% between 2001 and 2006; 
however, the broader MD experienced a population decrease of 20.5% over the 
same period. The primary industries in the area include natural gas extraction and 
agriculture. Approximately 21% of residents in the town, and 40% of residents in 
the municipality, work in “agriculture and resource-based industries” (compared to 
12% of the Albertan population). Other major employers in the area include a small 
branch campus of Grande Prairie Regional College and a tree nursery.

The town is situated on a large natural gas reserve (the Dunvegan Natural Gas 
Field) and near a river that is suitable for hydroelectric projects. Large natural 
gas fields south of Fairview provide employment opportunities for many in the area. 
The company, Canadian Natural Resources Ltd, employs approximately 115 people 
in the MD and 45 people in town. A hydroelectric project was proposed on the Peace 
River, 25 kilometers (15 miles) south of the town. It was estimated that construction 

2  A “Municipal District” is a type of rural municipality in the Province of Alberta that is governed by elected 
councils.
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of the dam would take three to four years and would generate approximately 
500 person-years of employment (Town of Fairview, 2012). The community was 
also involved in the North Peace nuclear power debate, which involved a proposal to 
build a power plant 45 kilometers (27 miles) northeast of Fairview. The proponent 
eventually withdrew the application and canceled the project.3

Weyburn Saskatchewan: Oil development
Weyburn is located 115 kilometers (70 miles) southeast of Regina and 75 kilometers 
(45 miles) north of the American border. The economic and business center for 
the region, Weyburn provides goods and services to nearby towns. Most of the 
area comprises flat farmland and there is little variation in topography. According 
to census data, the population of the Weyburn area is 10,622. Agriculture and oil 
make up the region’s primary industries. In addition to the area’s significant oil 
resources, the region has the country’s largest privately owned inland grain terminal. 
Just over one-quarter of residents (26%) in the Rural Municipality (RM) work in 
“occupations unique to primary industry” (e.g., the oil industry or farming), twice 
the provincial average (13%); however, only 10% of those living within the city of 
Weyburn work in such occupations. Approximately 35% of residents in the RM 
of Weyburn work in “agriculture and other resource-based industries,” compared to 
the provincial average of 16%.

There is a long history of oil extraction in the Weyburn area due to the large oil 
reserves  underlying southern Saskatchewan. More than 600 wells operate in the 
immediate area (City of Weyburn, 2011). There are two major oil field developers 
in the area: Cenovus and Apache. Cenovus operates the Weyburn field and 
employs about 80 people in the Weyburn area; the Apache oil company employs 
approximately  28 people (Apache, 2011). Other smaller oil companies also 
employ local residents.

Methods
Perspectives on climate change and energy systems were examined through individual 
and group interviews. In-depth, face-to-face individual and group interviews were 
completed with 33 people in Weyburn and 36 people in Fairview. Table 1 provides 
a summary of the number of individual interviews and number of participants in 
each group interview.

3  The proposal for the nuclear power plant was cancelled after this study was completed.
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Table 1. Summary of participants in research project by community

Fairview Weyburn Total participants
One-on-one interviews 17 29 46
Group interviews with:
     2 people 2 (4 people) 2 (4 people) 8
     3 people 2 (6 people) 6
     4 people 1 (4 people) 4
     5 people 1 (5 people) 5
Total number of participants 36 33 69

Note. Table 1 demonstrates the number of one-on-one interviews (individual interviews) and group 
interviews. The group interview column demonstrates the number of people in each group interview. 
For example, in Fairview there were 17 one-on-one interviews, 2 group interviews with 2 people present, 
2 group interviews with 3 people present, 1 group interview with 4 people present, and 1 group interview 
with 5 people present.

Internet and phone listings were used to find initial interview participants; two 
participants were randomly selected from two local community websites and three 
residents were randomly selected from phone listings. An advertisement was placed 
in each of the local newspapers to recruit participants, and snowball sampling 
was also used. Snowball sampling is a method by which participants in the study 
recommend additional participants (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Efforts were made 
to ensure variety in terms of demographics (age, gender, education), location (rural 
or urban), and job type (agriculture, oil industry, government, business, other). 
Sufficient variation among respondents was ensured in four ways: 1) by maintaining 
a tally of respondents’ demographics and job type throughout the interview process 
(e.g., if there were no respondents from the oil industry we would ask participants 
to identify other residents who worked in the oil industry); 2) by asking participants 
to recommend various residents (i.e., not just their close friends); 3) by recruiting 
from different sources to ensure that participants were members of different social 
networks (Heckathorn, 2002); and 4) by recruiting through local newspaper 
advertisements in both Fairview and Weyburn. The participants’ demographic 
characteristics are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of participants’ demographics, location and job type

 Fairview Weyburn
Demographics
Age
18–29 4 4
30–39 6 4
40–49 7 7
50–59 9 8
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 Fairview Weyburn
Demographics
60–69 4 6
70 and over 4 3
Unknown* 2 1
Gender
Male 16 13
Female 20 20
Education
No certificate, diploma, or degree 3 6
High school certificate or equivalent 10 7
College or other non-university certificate or diploma 10 10
University certificate or diploma below bachelor level 4 3
University certificate, diploma, or degree 8 6
Unknown 1 1
Location**
Rural 17 13
Urban 19 20
Job Type***
Agriculture 10 9
Fossil fuel industry 5 4
Government 3 3
Business (other than fossil fuel) 9 7
Other 9 10

* “Unknown” indicates that the participant did not disclose the requested information. ** Location refers 
to where the participant lives (not where he or she works). *** Participants may have had more than one 
job type (e.g., owned a business and was mayor of the town). If they had more than one job, they were 
asked to speak about their main job. 

A semi-structured approach was used to allow for additional questions exploring 
a particular problem or individual experience (Ansay et al., 2004)—namely, climate 
change and energy systems development. Similar interview protocols were used for 
both individual and group interviews. During the interviews, participants were asked 
to clarify or expand upon their responses. Interviews were completed during May–
July 2011 in Fairview and September–November 2011 in Weyburn. A researcher 
stayed in the region during these months to observe community functioning and 
to better understand local contexts and sense of place. Community members were 
interviewed until a saturation point was found. A saturation point is achieved when 
emergent patterns in the data stabilize and no novel information is gained from 
additional respondents (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The questions focused on two 
areas: 1) what energy systems should be developed in the region and 2) perceptions 
of climate change. 
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All interviews were transcribed and imported into a qualitative data analysis 
program (N-Vivo 9). Inductive and deductive approaches were utilized to facilitate 
the processes of thematic analysis. A deductive approach utilizes existing research 
questions and theories to guide the elaboration of themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 
Initial themes were gleaned from studies focusing on place (e.g., Devine-Wright, 
2005) and a literature review of perceptions of energy technologies. A complimentary 
inductive approach resulted in the emergence of themes related to perceptions 
of climate change and energy systems (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Results

Attitudes toward energy systems development
A total of 69 residents from the two communities were asked about their attitudes 
toward energy systems development. The participants’ preferences for energy 
systems differed across the communities. Figure 1 shows the energy systems that 
residents would like to see developed.4 Fairview participants primarily discussed 
a desire for hydroelectricity development. There were fewer who wanted solar, 
wind and nuclear energy; yet, there were some participants who recommended the 
development of these energy sources. In Weyburn, wind turbine development was 
the most frequently mentioned energy source. 
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Figure 1. Preferences for local energy systems development

Overall, in both communities, large numbers of participants supported renewable 
resource development. It is noteworthy that no participants in either community 
were opposed to additional energy development in the area. The reasons why 
residents chose different energy systems are discussed in the following section.

4  Residents may have stated one or more preferences for energy systems—this has been captured in the graph.
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An examination of place-based factors 
in energy preferences
During the interviews, follow-up questions were asked to better understand 
participants’ attitudes toward energy systems. Place-based factors were the most 
prominent variables. These were influenced by two factors: 1) the presence of 
resources in the region and 2) the importance of community and sustainability.

Presence of resources in the region
A common response among participants was that energy systems should be developed 
based on the resources present in the area. The majority of Fairview participants 
stated that there should be a focus on developing hydroelectric dams, primarily 
because of the proximity of the Peace River. One resident stated: 

I think we really need to do more hydro. We have that big beautiful river running 
through our area. Why don’t we use hydroelectricity here? I heard it might even bring 
more jobs … we need more hydro.

Other participants from Fairview commented on what they thought would not 
work in the area; for example, “you can’t really do solar up here because I don’t think 
there’s enough sun coming in.” Another participant suggested that:

Wind might not work so well here and we aren’t a real windy place here. I think the 
real big thing we need to do is to look to the river. We need to make hydroelectricity.

Similar types of responses were discovered in the Weyburn area. Owing to the area’s 
location, Weyburn participants favored wind development. For example, a Weyburn 
resident commented: “Well, personally, I think that we should use more wind power 
because God knows we have enough of it here. It’s extremely windy.” A number of 
participants also mentioned that nuclear power could be a good option for the area, 
due to the uranium mines in Saskatchewan. A local business owner stated: “I think 
there should be more focus put on the exploration of uranium—we have that in 
Saskatchewan.” Another resident observed:

I think we need to look at the nuclear option, I went on a uranium tour and I think 
you need to look at your environment, I think you need to look at what we have 
to offer. Whether we need to expand what we already have or whether it’s worth 
bringing something in that is totally different than what we had before.

Importance of community and sustainability
Beyond landscape, there are numerous reasons why “place” is important to people. 
Our research suggests that relationships with others living in the area could prove to 
be a significant factor in generating support for, or opposition to, energy systems. 
For example, an interviewee in Fairview discussed how hydroelectric energy would 
be a benefit for the community at large:
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I was quite excited about the dam they were going to do on the Peace River. I find it 
very discouraging that there has been one roadblock after the other for them, because 
I felt that that was going to be a big asset to northern Alberta and solve some other 
issues in regards to river flow and bring employment for people to this area.

This interviewee’s support for hydroelectric energy was connected to their desire 
for the Fairview community to be self-sufficient and sustainable. Many participants 
stated that “community” was a major reason for living in the area and that industry 
growth, including energy technology development, would help with community 
sustainability. Several participants commented that energy developments, such as 
a hydroelectric dam or nuclear power plant, could be situated in the region, provided 
the community benefited directly with more jobs and resources. For  example, 
a Fairview resident stated: 

I would be OK with nuclear power, especially if it helped produce electricity here and 
in the Peace Country, but not if the energy is just shipped off to run the oil sands. 
There needs to be some benefit to the community. 

Attitudes toward climate change
Opinions varied among participants on whether the climate was changing and, if 
it was changing, why such changes were occurring. Figure 2 illustrates the number 
of people who 1) thought that climate change was occurring, 2) thought that 
climate change was not occurring, and 3) were unsure whether climate change was 
occurring. Participants who stated that climate change was occurring were asked for 
their views on the cause. Most Fairview participants identified both anthropogenic 
and naturally occurring factors. Similar results were found in Weyburn.
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Figure 2. Belief that climate change is occurring

Place-based observation and climate change
A number of people referred to place-based observations when discussing their beliefs 
and attitudes toward climate change. Numerous interviewees in both communities 
stated that climate change was not occurring, backed up by observations of the 
land or weather around them. For example, a local business owner cited personal 
observations of the region to support his view that climate change was not occurring:
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Absolutely not! My feeling is absolutely not—there is no climate change. Last year 
we thought we were going to burn up because we didn’t have rain. This year, every 
time you look up, it’s raining … climate change to me shouldn’t be worried about, 
because just when you think it’s getting warmer, it’s going to be hot and we’re going 
to be growing wheat in the Arctic, that is never going to happen. It was forty below 
last year. Where is this warming climate change, where is it?

Even those who stated that climate change was caused by anthropogenic factors 
recognized that it could be difficult to believe that climate change was occurring 
based on observations alone: “I mean, it’s tough to look out the window and 
believe it, if you go elsewhere in the world maybe it would be more obvious.” 
Many residents who believed that climate change was occurring also utilized place-
based observations. A local farmer who believed that climate change was occurring 
discussed the changes he had witnessed over his lifetime: 

There are major droughts for this area, the drought that we experienced during the 
last four years in this area is not normal and has never been normal. I’ve talked to guys 
that have been farming here since 1938 that have never seen four years consecutive 
drought as severe as what we had. So that’s a climate change.

Relationships between climate change, environmental 
concern and preferences for energy systems
A prominent theme throughout the interviews was discussion of the need for 
environmental protection to reduce pollution. This was one of the reasons why 
many residents favored the development of less carbon intensive energy systems, 
such as nuclear, wind, solar and hydroelectric energy. Many participants in the 
Fairview area supported hydroelectric energy not only because of the close proximity 
of the Peace River, but also because they believed it would not produce as much 
pollution as other sources. Participants in Weyburn expressed similar sentiments; 
for example, a local municipal government worker observed that “we really need 
to start developing energy sources that don’t pollute so much. Coal is good for the 
province, but really, we need to use things like wind and solar.” 

Regardless of what they believed about climate change, most participants stated that 
it was important to reduce carbon emissions and/or pollution from carbon intensive 
energy systems such as coal-fired power plants. A Fairview resident stated:

I don’t really like saying this here, because I am likely to get shot. But really, we need 
to cut down on fossil fuels. Not really because of that climate thing, but because 
of environmental change. 

A disconnect existed among many of the participants’ statements regarding climate 
change and reducing CO2 emissions. A number of interviewees were adamant 
that climate change did not exist; yet, they agreed that carbon dioxide emissions 
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should be reduced. A Weyburn resident who stated that there was no climate change 
also stated: “We need to reduce our carbon emissions; a lower carbon footprint 
can’t hurt.”

Many interviewees exhibited knowledge gaps about climate change (e.g., that 
carbon dioxide needed to be reduced due to the “ozone problem”) and confused 
the concepts of “weather” and “climate” (e.g., “from minute to minute the climate 
can change—that doesn’t mean that there are problems and that we should freak 
out”). The number of misconceptions about climate change, and the fact that they 
were not necessarily linked to local observations, is an area for further research, 
as discussed below.

Discussion and conclusions
This research has provided insights into rural communities’ perceptions of energy 
systems and climate change. The results show that there are a number of key variables 
that influence perceptions of energy systems and climate change. Two of the most 
influential factors are 1) place-based observations and 2) the value of self-sufficient 
and sustainable communities. Understanding how these variables affect residents’ 
opinions enables effective communication of the risks and benefits to affected 
communities. 

This research has provided information regarding local risk perceptions and why 
rural communities may support or oppose energy systems. It is important to 
understand that people often value their natural resources, such as rivers. The 
results of this study support earlier research showing that new energy development 
does not always disrupt perceptions of place (Devine-Wright, 2011b). Rather, 
developments have the ability to enhance place attachment when views of place 
and energy systems are congruent. When a person feels attached to a place that they 
view as “natural,” energy technologies that are also perceived as “natural” and not 
“industrial” will likely gain support from a community (Devine-Wright, 2011a). 
Therefore, understanding residents’ views of “place” may benefit policy-makers, 
proponents and opponents to anticipate responses to projects.

Further, this study’s findings signify that rural residents may be in favor of energy 
systems development “in-their-backyard.” Proponents of the not-in-my-backyard 
(NIMBY) or locally unwanted land use (LULU) paradigm, suggest that local 
populations generally oppose technological risk in their locality (Dear, 1992), 
especially when such risks are imposed for the advancement of the broader society 
(Lukes, 2005). Yet, the responses of residents in Fairview and Weyburn suggest that 
locally affected populations may be in favor of technological development if 1) the 
development does not disrupt their perceptions of place and 2) there are benefits to 
the residents living in the location (e.g., increased employment opportunities and 
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use of the electricity produced in the area). This research supports previous studies 
that conclude that procedures must be “fair” in the siting or location process (Besley, 
2010). Fairness is often defined in terms of whether an individual perceives the 
result of a decision to be equitable (Lind & Tyler, 1988); this research extends the 
concept of fairness to incorporate “place.” 

The results of this study have implications for those tasked with understanding 
perspectives about climate change and/or energy systems for rural communities. 
First, it is important to recognize that, while some people may not believe in 
a changing climate, they may agree that there is a changing environment. It is also 
important for people to understand that, while local observation and knowledge 
is important, observing day-to-day weather patterns may not be an indication that 
climate change is or is not occurring (Leiserowitz, 2005). 

Perceptions of place can moderate climate change beliefs and policy positions. 
However, support for, or opposition to, certain energy systems may be contingent 
upon whether perceptions of place are threatened. Studies have found that the 
diffusion of energy technologies cannot solely be explained by resource availability 
and location (see, e.g., Stephens et al., 2009; Wilson et al., 2008). These studies 
call for increased understanding of the complex sociopolitical context associated 
with energy developments. The residents of the two communities studied here likely 
supported the technologies that were concomitant with resource availability because 
the developments did not threaten their perceptions of place. The developments 
they preferred not only aligned with the biophysical aspects of the regions, but 
also cultural aspects, which included the potential for these technologies to support 
local jobs thereby sustaining the community. The results of this study are consistent 
with research that affirms that people are more likely to oppose developments that 
are not compatible with their sense of place (van der Horst, 2007). Additional 
research could examine how perceptions of resource availability, place attachment 
and sociopolitical factors influence perceptions of energy technologies. 

Future research could examine communication about energy systems and GHG 
emissions. Surprisingly, most residents did not link CO2 emissions to energy 
production. Similar findings have been noted in other studies (Löfstedt, 1991). This 
could be an illuminating and important area for future research, as communicators 
need to have a clear understanding of these perceptions to develop effective 
messages that appeal to target audiences. In addition, further research could 
involve follow-up studies in the two communities to examine whether perceptions 
of energy developments or climate change fluctuate over time. Raymond et al. 
(2017) recommend that researchers examine how sense of place changes during 
different stages of life. Future studies could explore whether perspectives of energy 
developments or climate change vary in these communities, and whether sense 
of place plays a role in how these perspectives change (or remain stable).
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The main limitation of this study was its size. Exploratory individual and group 
interviews were used to discover perspectives on climate change and energy 
systems, facilitating a broad understanding of local residents’ risk perceptions; 
however, a larger survey of different communities and different energy systems may 
provide a different, enlarged view. Asking further questions about energy systems 
could also expand this research, particularly energy systems that the public are 
opposed to. This information could further provide insights into risk perceptions 
and place-related variables.

This research demonstrates that residents of rural communities may be more likely 
to favor energy systems that utilize local natural resources that are readily available 
and are consistent with local residents’ perceptions of “place.” When dealing with 
an energy system or resource that is not tied with the local area, it is important to 
understand the perceived risks and benefits of those systems. These key findings will 
enable more effective communication with affected audiences about energy systems 
and climate change.
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