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DURHAM, N.H.—What side of the “political aisle” a person identifies with could determine how they
feel about shale natural gas energy development (SGD), or fracking, according to new research out of
the University of New Hampshire that found political orientation can play a significant role in the
perception of support and opposition around fracking on public and private lands.
The study (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214629619306218#!), recently
published in the journal Energy Research & Social Science, took a closer look at recreationists who
frequently engaged in outdoor activities in and around Pennsylvania state forests. Researchers found
that recreationists who identified themselves as conservative were significantly more likely than their
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moderate and liberal counterparts to support fracking on both public and private lands in Pennsylvania. Using a seven-point scale (1=strongly oppose; 7=strongly
support), conservatives averaged 6.36 in favor of fracking on public lands, while liberals averaged 1.07. When asked about the risks associated with fracking on the
same public and private lands, opposite results were found with liberals averaging 6.26, demonstrating a higher concern for risk, and conservatives averaging 1.47,
or little concern about any risks.
“What was surprising to us was that it didn’t seem to matter much if a respondent was well versed in all of the pros or cons of fracking or if they had only heard of
fracking once; respondents seemed to fall back on their political orientation when deciding if they support or oppose fracking,” said Michael Ferguson, assistant
professor of recreation management and policy.
On-site face-to-face survey interviews were used to gather data from Pennsylvania state forest recreationists from June to September 2018. The overall sampling
was conducted with recreationists who were predominantly local, educated, experienced and politically moderate. The overall results suggested relatively low
support for SGD on Pennsylvania public lands, however once political ideology was integrated, political views proved to be a robust variable and surpassed
perceived risk when predicting support for SGD.
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“Recognizing that outdoor recreation is an increasingly critical component of the economy, lawmakers, natural resource managers and the SGD industry should
consider recreationists as a legitimate, vocal and politically charged stakeholder within the SGD process,” said Ferguson. “From a policy perspective, each
development phase of SGD could benefit from input from this constituency, especially as SGD companies attempt to gain public support.”
Contributing to these findings are Peter Newman, principal investigator and professor of recreation park and tourism management at The Pennsylvania State
University; Myles Lynch, former doctoral student in recreation management and policy at UNH; Lauren Ferguson, lecturer in recreation management and policy at
UNH; and Zachary Miller, assistant professor of environment and society at Utah State University.
This work was supported in part by the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources.
The University of New Hampshire (https://www.unh.edu) inspires innovation and transforms lives in our state, nation and world. More than 16,000 students from
all 50 states and 71 countries engage with an award-winning faculty in top-ranked programs in business, engineering, law, health and human services, liberal arts
and the sciences across more than 200 programs of study. As one of the nation’s highest-performing research universities, UNH partners with NASA, NOAA, NSF and
NIH, and receives more than $110 million in competitive external funding every year to further explore and define the frontiers of land, sea and space.
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