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ABSTRACT 

The Marcellus Shale is a sedimentary rock formation that lies beneath most of 

Pennsylvania as well as portions of Ohio, West Virginia, New York, and Maryland, and 

holds one of the world’s largest natural gas reserves.  It has been known that the 

Marcellus is a sizeable gas reservoir, but until the recent development of horizontal 

drilling and hydraulic fracturing, it had not been economically feasible to exploit it.  

These unconventional drilling methods currently used in Pennsylvania and other 

Marcellus regions are deeply controversial, with both experts and laypersons disagreeing 

over their threat to the environment and public health. The result has been great scientific 

and public uncertainty over the risks and rewards of Marcellus Shale development. This 

dissertation explores how Marcellus Shale development in Western Pennsylvania impacts 

the social lives of residents, and the ways in which residents respond to these impacts.  In 

particular, I emphasize the social and cultural challenges of communities and how place-

based meanings influence resident behavior.   

The data come from a comparative case study of two rural areas in Western 

Pennsylvania with differing intensity and duration of local shale gas development, 

Washington and Lawrence Counties. Washington County had its first unconventional 

shale well in 2004 and had 709 shale wells at the start of my fieldwork in October 2013.  

In contrast, Lawrence County had its first shale well in 2011, and had 20 shale wells 

when I began my research.  Through multi-sited ethnography—which included field 

observations, participant observation at various public events, and open-ended interviews 

with residents and community stakeholders—I examine how variations in the duration 
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and intensity of development may influence resident experiences and response with local 

shale development. 

This research finds that the main social and cultural challenges for Washington 

County residents were conflicts between old-timers and newcomers.  Specifically, old-

timers and newcomers experienced discord over the differences or perceived differences 

of opinion on local shale gas development.  In Lawrence County, there was less conflict 

between old-timers and newcomers, and the conflicts that arose were often in response to 

the actions of outspoken anti-drilling activists.   

In both study counties, residents with primary ties to the physical aspects of place 

were dissatisfied with landscape changes brought about by local shale development and 

engaged in collective action in the attempt to change the way shale development was 

occurring, or to stop it altogether.  While residents in Washington and Lawrence Counties 

had similar motivations for engaging in collective action—the protection of family, 

others, and home—they differed in their actions and strategies. 

Resident experiences with and actions toward local shale development varied 

between the two counties, which may be due to the differing intensities and duration of 

development.  Washington County residents focused their collective strategies on 

encouraging local industry to conduct drilling more responsibly and Lawrence County, 

where collective action emerged at the exploratory stages of drilling, aimed to stop 

intense shale development before it began.  The place-based variations uncovered 

between the two study counties raised important questions that warrant further study.  In 

particular, is Washington County a unique case because it was the first county to 

experience shale development, or will we see similar experiences in communities with 
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similarly long duration of drilling and intensity?  How do counties in other Marcellus 

Shale regions respond to the occurrence of shale development?  What other place-based 

characteristics should be taken into account when examining response to local shale 

development? 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

Introduction 

It was an evening in January, and I was sitting in a community room at the 

Montgomery Library with fourteen Washington County residents as they shared how 

local shale gas development had impacted their lives.  They had each traveled in the snow 

from their country homes to attend a workshop aimed at teaching communities effective 

organizing strategies.  The residents in attendance had been negatively impacted by shale 

gas drilling in various ways, and they were driven to do something about it. 

A woman who resides in close proximity to an open-air wastewater impoundment 

described how its fumes were so overwhelming that she wasn’t able to be outside her 

home unless she wore a mask over her mouth and nose.  Because she had concerns that 

her proximity to the large pond that stored fracking fluid—water mixed with sand and 

chemicals used during the hydraulic fracturing process—was a threat to her health, she 

elected to get a blood test.  The test results, which detected the carcinogenic volatile 

organic compounds benzene and toluene in her blood, frightened her: 

I said, how can you help me doctor?  Well, the only thing I can tell you is 
move.  Well, how can you move when you’ve lived there and you’ve 
taught there?  I mean that’s our place… it shakes your whole world.  It 
takes your security away from you.  What are you gonna do?  Is this for 
real?  
 

*** 

In December 2007, Terry Engelder was leading a webinar for the investment firm 

Jeffries Group.  A professor of geosciences at Pennsylvania State University and an 

expert on the fracture behavior of rock formations, Engelder was asked by the Texas-
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based drilling company Range Resources to educate a group of investors about the 

Marcellus Shale, a rock formation known to hold natural gas (Silver 2011).  During this 

meeting, a question was raised: How much gas is in the Marcellus Shale?  The only 

existing estimates, produced in 2002 by the US Geological Survey (USGS) on a portion 

of the shale in Central Pennsylvania, calculated that the formation held 1.93 trillion cubic 

feet (Tcf) of recoverable gas (Milici et al. 2003).  As there were no recent figures on the 

amount of gas in the entirety of the formation, Engelder decided to do some calculations 

himself.  After some quick scribbles on a piece of paper, he estimated an amount so much 

larger than the USGS estimate that he doubted his calculations.  As he explained in a 

2011 Pittsburgh Post-Gazette article, “I wadded up the paper and threw it in the trash… I 

was, frankly, staggered at the potential for the Marcellus” (Silver 2011).  

 Engelder then reached out to his colleague Gary Lash, a fellow professor of 

geosciences at SUNY Fredonia, to check his calculations.  Lash confirmed Engelder’s 

resource estimate, and in a January 2008 university press release they publicized the 

Engelder-Lash calculation: the Marcellus Shale contains 168 to 516 Tcf of natural gas.1 

This press release came out on the heels of another important release of 

information: the production reports of the first seven horizontal shale wells in 

Washington County, Pennsylvania.  Since 2004, Range Resources had been conducting 

experimental drilling of the Marcellus Shale, but keeping a low profile.  In December 

2007, they released the production results of the exploratory wells to the public for the 

first time, and they were promising (Range Resources Corporation 2007).  The Range 
                                                
1 To estimate the amount of natural gas held in rock formations, researchers typically calculate 
two numbers: a reserves estimate and a resource estimate.  A reserves estimate refers to the 
amount of natural gas economically recoverable using available technologies.  A resource 
estimate refers to the amount of natural gas likely to be in the formation regardless of its 
economic recoverability (Rao 2012). 
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production reports, in conjunction with the Engelder-Lash calculation released just one 

month later, established the technological feasibility and economic promise of Marcellus 

Shale natural gas extraction.  These two reports sparked the current drilling boom in 

Pennsylvania.   

 My research explores Marcellus Shale development in two counties in Western 

Pennsylvania, with a focus on how residents and communities are responding and the 

social disruption that results from the infusion of industrial development in rural areas.  

Marcellus Shale development is deeply controversial, with people holding varying views 

on its safety and whether or not drilling should be occurring at all.  Similar to previous 

research on rural communities experiencing the rapid increase of natural resource 

extraction (Camasso and Wilkinson 1990; England and Albrecht 1984; Freudenburg, 

Bacigalupi, and Landoll-Young 1982; Murdock and Leistritz 1979), I find that a major 

cultural challenge residents face is conflict between old-timers and newcomers.  

However, my results differ in that the conflict that occurred was not between new 

residents associated with industrial development and those who had been living in the 

area pre-development, but between long-time residents born and raised in their 

community, and those who had moved there as adults.  My research also explores how 

place attachment may influence attitudes on and actions toward local shale development.  

I find that place attachment does matter in terms of motives for action; in particular, the 

type of place attachment matters.  Previous research utilizing quantitative surveys has 

shown that type of place attachment predicts the desire to engage in place-protective 

behavior (Devine-Wright 2009; Scannell and Gifford 2010; Stedman 2002).  My research 

expands this argument by illustrating that residents with ties to the natural aspects of 
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place are dissatisfied when industrial development changes the landscape of a 

community, and this dissatisfaction translates into social action.    

This chapter provides an introduction to the controversy surrounding shale gas 

development by outlining the opposing views of two outspoken players in the field, Terry 

Engelder and Anthony Ingraffea.  Ingraffea is a professor of engineering at Cornell 

University and an early developer of the technology used to fracture rock formations like 

the Marcellus Shale.  The views held by Engelder and Ingraffea highlight some of the 

common arguments for and against shale development.   

Prior to presenting these arguments, I will provide a more detailed description of 

the Marcellus Shale and the technologies used to extract natural gas from the rock.  

Following this discussion I outline Engelder and Ingraffea’s arguments on the benefits 

and costs of shale gas extraction.  The remaining chapter reviews the relevant literature 

pertaining to the community effects of technological development and the ways in which 

attachment to place may influence individual and community response to these impacts.  

I conclude by providing an overview of the remaining chapters of my dissertation.  

 

Marcellus Shale and Natural Gas Extraction 

 The Marcellus Shale is a sedimentary rock formation that lies beneath most of 

Pennsylvania as well as portions of Ohio, West Virginia, New York, and Maryland, and 

holds one of the world’s largest natural gas reserves (see Figure 1.1).  It has been known 

that the Marcellus is a sizeable gas reservoir, but because of its unconventional nature, it 

had not been economically feasible to exploit it until the recent development of 

unconventional technologies (Harper 2008).  Conventional gas refers to natural gas  
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Figure 1.1: Thickness and Geography of the Marcellus Shale. 
 

 
 
Source: US Geological Survey Open-File Report 2005-1268 (Milici 2005). 

 

trapped underground in reservoirs where it can be easily extracted using traditional 

drilling technologies such as vertical drilling.  Unconventional gas, on the other hand, is 

not easily extracted using traditional drilling techniques because the gas is trapped within 

a geology difficult to permeate (U.S. Energy Information Administration n.d.).  Thus, gas 

trapped within shale rock formations requires newer, unconventional technologies, such 

as horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing.  Due to recent advances in unconventional 

drilling technologies, in particular the methods developed in northern Texas to extract 

natural gas from the Barnett Shale, as well as an increase in gas prices, Marcellus Shale 
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natural gas extraction is now underway in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and West Virginia (Carter 

et al. 2011; Schafft, Borlu, and Glenna 2013). 

The two methods currently used in Pennsylvania to extract natural gas from the 

Marcellus Shale are horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing.  Horizontal drilling is a 

process that makes it possible for one surface well to access a much larger amount of gas 

than is possible by vertical drilling (Helms 2008).  In contrast to vertical wells that are 

drilled straight into the ground to extract gas that has naturally migrated from its source 

rock to more permeable areas, horizontal wells begin vertically until they reach the 

source rock, and then angle to extend throughout the length of the shale.  Extending the 

well horizontally makes it possible to access gas from the shale for miles or more (U.S. 

Energy Information Administration 1993).  

Hydraulic fracturing, also known as hydrofracking or fracking, is the process 

where a mixture of water, sand, and chemicals is injected into the ground to break apart 

the shale in order to release natural gas trapped within the rock (see Figure 1.2).  As I 

detail below, there is much debate over the safety of these methods.  Some, like Engelder, 

argue that the benefits outweigh the risks associated with unconventional natural gas 

extraction, whereas others, like Ingraffea, argue that the risks are too high.  Many others 

find themselves somewhere in between. 

 

Arguments For and Against Shale Drilling: 
 “There’s always two sides to every story, pick any story” 

The deeply controversial nature of the methods used to extract gas from the 

Marcellus Shale has caused experts from the field to speak out publicly for and against 

shale development.  Engelder argues that shale gas extraction provides significant  
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Figure 1.2: Illustration of High-Volume Slick-water Hydraulic Fracturing 
 

 

Source: US Environmental Protection Agency (http://www2.epa.gov/hfstudy/hydraulic-
fracturing-water-cycle) 
 
 

economic benefits to Pennsylvania and the United States, while Ingraffea contends that it 

poses severe negative environmental and public health effects.  Engelder and Ingraffea 

have debated each other in public (Engelder and Ingraffea 2011, 2013) and in the press 

(Howarth, Ingraffea, and Engelder 2011), and have become the faces of the pro and con 

forces of shale gas extraction.  Engelder is the expert for those praising the benefits of 

unconventional natural gas extraction (e.g. Energy in Depth 2012), while Ingraffea is the 
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voice for the opposition against fracking (e.g. Buford 2013).  Below I outline the two 

sides of their debate.    

 

Natural Gas as a Bridge Fuel 

 Engelder argues that natural gas should be used as a “bridge” fuel, a low-carbon 

alternative to coal that will give us time to develop cleaner, more renewable types of 

energy to reduce global warming, such as wind, solar, and geothermal (Fontaine 2014; 

Perry 2011).  In addition to alleviating climate change, Engelder argues, shale gas 

development will also contribute economically to the United States and help decrease our 

dependence on foreign oil (Abelbeck 2010).  Engelder also contends that shale gas 

extraction is not a threat to the environment or human health, is to be preferred over coal 

mining, and that modern horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing techniques may be 

less impactful than conventional vertical drilling of shallow wells (Engelder 2011, 2013). 

In support of Engelder’s claims, recent economic analyses illustrate how the 

expansion of unconventional shale development across the United States has contributed 

to American job and wealth creation.  According to a study conducted by 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) (2013), in 2011 the US oil and natural gas industry 

directly accounted for 2.6 million jobs and generated $551 billion in gross domestic 

product.2  A more recent analysis conducted by the Center for American Progress (CAP) 

found that 1.9 million jobs in 2013 could be directly attributed to the US oil and natural 

gas industry (Hernandez 2014).3  In terms of American job and wage growth between 

                                                
2 The methodology for this study has been disputed, and using data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, the Center for American Progress (CAP) calculated that the oil and gas industry 
directly accounted for 1.7 million American jobs in 2011 (Hernandez 2014). 
3 See Hernandez (2014) for the differences in methodology between the PwC and CAP studies.   
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2007 and 2012, average employment of all US industries decreased by 3.7 million (-2.7 

percent change), whereas employment in the oil and natural gas industry increased by 

135,084 (31.6 percent change) (Cruz, Smith, and Stanley 2014).4  Finally, the oil and 

natural gas industry also saw a larger increase in average annual pay than all US 

industries.  Between 2007 and 2012, the average annual pay for all US industries 

increased by $4,831 (10.9 percent change), in comparison to an increase in annual pay of 

$13,624 (14.6 percent change) for the oil and natural gas industry during the same time 

period (Cruz et al. 2014).  In light of these numbers and trends, it is difficult to question 

Engelder’s argument about the substantial job and wealth creation associated with oil and 

natural gas development and his claim that “a moratorium on wells would have an 

immediate and harsh effect on the US economy” (Engelder 2011:274).   

In addition to economic benefits, Engelder promotes the environmental 

advantages of the extraction and use of natural gas.  Engelder recognizes the importance 

of renewable energy, and maintains that using natural gas as a bridge fuel is the best 

option to aid in this transition (Engelder 2013; Fontaine 2014).  As he explains: 

Global warming is a serious issue that fracking-related gas production can 
help to alleviate.  In a world in which productivity is closely linked to 
energy expenditure, fracking will be vital to global economic stability 
until renewable or nuclear energy carry more of the workload.  But these 
technologies face persistent problems of intermittency and lack of power 
density or waste disposal.  Mankind’s inexorable march towards 9 billion 
people will require a broad portfolio of energy resources, which can be 
gained only with breakthroughs such as fracking (Engelder 2011:274).  
 

In order for the United States to maintain its current energy lifestyle, the use of natural 

gas as a replacement for coal helps to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions while 
                                                
4 Cruz, Smith, and Stanley (2014) define the oil and natural gas industry as an aggregate of the 
following three industries: (1) oil and gas extraction (North American Industry Classification 
System (NAICS) 211); (2) drilling oil and gas wells (NAICS 213111); and (3) support activities 
for oil and gas operations (NAICS 213112).  
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more stable renewable energies are developed.  Research has shown that burning natural 

gas as an alternative to coal for heat or electricity emits less GHG emissions such as 

carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, mono-nitrogen oxides, and mercury (Jaramillo, Griffin, 

and Matthews 2007; Jiang et al. 2011; Pacsi et al. 2013; Venkatesh et al. 2012).  Using 

natural gas as a replacement for coal in power plants causes up to a 50 percent reduction 

in the plants’ GHG emissions (Jiang et al. 2011).   

While there is evidence that producing heat and electricity with natural gas 

contributes to a reduction in GHG emissions, most notably carbon dioxide, there is also 

evidence that methane released during unconventional gas production has the potential to 

produce greater greenhouse effects than conventional gas or other fossil fuels over a 20-

year period (Howarth, Santoro, and Ingraffea 2011; Ingraffea et al. 2014).  Engelder 

disagrees with this assessment and argues that methane leakage should not be cause for 

alarm.  While carbon dioxide is a less potent GHG than methane, it has a longer 

atmospheric lifetime and the “[c]arbon dioxide emitted during the building of the first 

Sumerian cities [in 27th century BCE] is still affecting our climate, whereas escaped 

methane from the fracturing of the Barnett shale in 1997 is more than half gone” 

(Engelder 2011:275).  Finally, while it is possible for methane to migrate into 

groundwater, “It is not a poison”: it is tasteless, odorless, and can be safely digested when 

dissolved (Engelder 2011:275).   

According to Engelder (2013), another environmental advantage to shale 

development is its smaller physical imprint.  While modern unconventional drilling 

techniques require much larger concrete drilling pads than conventional technologies to 
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hold larger drill rigs and supplies, each drilling pad is able to accommodate multiple 

wells resulting in fewer wells per unit of area compared to vertical drilling:  

At full-field development scale, this reduction in the overall number of 
well pads significantly reduces the total environmental disturbance.  The 
number of production facilities required and total mileage of access roads 
and utility corridors are reduced, thus minimizing wildlife habitat 
fragmentation, impacts on the public and overall environmental footprint 
(Arthur and Cornue 2010:2). 
 
Hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling are required for the effective 

extraction of shale gas from its source rock.  While the safety of fracking is widely 

contested, Engelder (2011) disputes the claim that the process causes undue harm to the 

environment and human health.  Fracking naturally occurs when magma, water, 

petroleum and gases deep underground crack rock and allow oil and gas to escape from 

the shale into more porous rocks (Engelder 2011).  Engineered hydraulic fracturing 

techniques merely mimic this natural process by using water, sand, and chemicals to 

fracture the source rock in order to release the gas trapped inside (Engelder 2011).   

The industrial fracking process requires large amounts of water per well which 

has been cited as cause for environmental concern (Wolk 2012).5  However, Engelder 

(2011) contends that high rainfall in Pennsylvania in conjunction with drilling regulations 

requiring operators to store accumulated rainwater for drier months ensures that drilling 

operations have the water required for shale gas production without depleting 

Pennsylvanian water sources.  Research conducted by Carnegie Mellon University on the 

impact of shale development on Pennsylvania water resources in the Marcellus Shale 

region indicates that Pennsylvania has a sufficient amount of water and adequate systems 

                                                
5 For each unconventional well drilled, the vertical and horizontal components requires 105,669–
1.1 million gallons of water, and the hydraulic fracturing process requires 1.8 million–4.8 million 
gallons of water (Gregory, Vidic, and Dzombak 2011). 
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regulating water usage for unconventional natural gas extraction (Scott Institute for 

Energy Innovation 2013).  Others have expressed concern over the hydraulic fracturing 

process due to the potentially toxic chemicals required to effectively extract the shale gas 

(Colborn et al. 2011; Jackson et al. 2014; Kargbo, Wilhelm, and Campbell 2010).  

Engelder (2011) disagrees that chemicals used in the fracking process should be of 

concern; rather, he contends that most of the chemicals used during hydraulic fracturing 

are relatively safe.  Research examining samples of fracking fluid from Colorado, 

Louisiana, Nevada, Pennsylvania, and Texas uncovered chemicals common in household 

products, such as toothpaste and detergent (Thurman et al. 2014; University of Colorado 

Boulder 2014).   

While Engelder (2013) touts the usefulness of natural gas as a bridge fuel to aid in 

the development of renewable energy, the positive impact of shale gas production on the 

US economy, jobs, national security, and the potential for natural gas to reduce global 

greenhouse emissions, he does not deny that unconventional drilling technologies pose 

risks, such as truck traffic or issues with the disposal of frack water.  However, in the 

case of Marcellus Shale development, the economic and long-term environmental 

benefits significantly outweigh the costs (Engelder 2011). 

 

Fracking is Too High-Risk 

Ingraffea (2013b) disagrees that natural gas is a cleaner, safer alternative to coal 

that will boost the economy and move the United States toward energy independence.  In 

contrast, he argues that the wealth and job creation promoted by the oil and gas industry 

is largely overstated and that energy independence through shale gas extraction is an 
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impossibility (Howarth and Ingraffea 2011; Ingraffea 2011, 2013a, 2013b).  Ingraffea 

contends that the technologies developed for unconventional gas extraction are severe 

threats to the environment and human health, and the GHG emissions resulting from the 

replacement of coal with natural gas for electricity and heat generation are far too 

detrimental to climate change (Howarth and Ingraffea 2011; Ingraffea 2013b).   

Ingraffea’s (2011, 2012, 2013b) main arguments against fracking center on four 

claims or “myths” as told by the oil and gas industry: (1) fracking is a 60-year old, well-

proven technology; (2) fluid migration from faulty unconventional wells is a rare 

phenomenon; (3) the use of multi-well pads and cluster drilling reduces surface impacts; 

and (4) natural gas is a clean fossil fuel. 

One of the arguments for those advocating the safety of fracking is that it is a 

proven technology developed in the 1940s, and Pennsylvania has been fracking wells 

since the 1960s.  Ingraffea (2011) argues that this information is misleading.  As he 

explains in an op-ed on the shale gas industry:  

Yes, fracking is 60 years old.  But using this shorthand obscures the truth 
that what’s at issue here isn’t really just fracking.  It's the entire process of 
coaxing gas from shale using high-volume, slickwater fracking with long 
laterals from clustered, multi-well pads.  Used together, they form a new 
process, having been introduced about five, six years ago, the jury is still 
very much out on its safety. 
 
Ingraffea also disputes industry claims that it is rare for fluid to migrate from 

unconventional oil and gas wells with faulty cement or casing.  Ingraffea and his 

colleagues (2014) conducted an analysis of 75,505 compliance reports for 41,381 

conventional and unconventional oil and gas wells drilled in Pennsylvania between 

January 1, 2000 to December 31, 2012.  They found that shale wells were six times more 
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likely than conventional gas wells to have cement and/or casing impairment, which can 

lead to methane migration into both the atmosphere and underground drinking water. 

The industry also contends that the use of multi-well pads and cluster drilling 

reduces surface impacts.  Ingraffea (2011) argues that unconventional well sites, which 

are up to ten acres or more in size, leave behind clusters of wellheads and holding tanks.  

In addition, due to large pad sizes and multiple wells, horizontal hydraulic fracturing is a 

process that requires the use of industrial equipment for long periods of time (Cantarow 

2013).  Rather than creating a smaller, short-term footprint as the industry claims, multi-

well pads and cluster drilling prolong industrialization, which results in a long-term 

environmental footprint.  

Finally, Ingraffea (2011, 2012) disagrees with Engelder that natural gas is a clean 

fossil fuel.  A study conducted by Ingraffea and his colleagues shows that methane 

emissions from shale have a much larger greenhouse footprint than conventional sources 

(Howarth, Santoro, et al. 2011).  Methane is a more potent GHG than carbon dioxide and 

contributes more to global warming.  In particular, methane is 105 times more powerful 

than carbon dioxide over a twenty-year time period, and 33 times more powerful over 

one-hundred year (Ingraffea 2013b; Shindell et al. 2012). 

An additional environmental concern raised includes the recent increase of 

earthquakes in shale regions.  In reference to fracking-related earthquakes, Ingraffea 

explains during an interview that "there is now, in my opinion, scientific consensus that 

human-induced seismicity does occur" as a result of the disposal of produced frack water 

in underground injection wells (Mooney 2014).6  Ingraffea may be referring to multiple 

                                                
6 An injection well is a device that inject fluids (water, wastewater, salt water, or water mixed 
with chemicals) into rock formations (US Environmental Protection Agency n.d.) 
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studies that have found evidence that the occurrence of earthquakes in Oklahoma and 

Ohio were triggered by fluid migrating from wastewater disposal wells (Keranen et al. 

2014; Kim 2013; Skoumal, Brudzinski, and Currie 2015).  

While Ingraffea’s (2011, 2013b) concerns focus on the environmental and public 

health risks of fracking, he also cautions against trusting industry claims of increased 

employment opportunities in shale regions, noting that there is a need for more analyses 

as to whether local jobs are being created in contrast to outside experts being brought in 

to work in the shale fields.  While not going into much detail regarding exaggerated 

industry job creation claims, others have echoed his concern.   For example, reports 

indicate that the jobs created in Marcellus Shale regions tend to be outsourced to oil and 

gas industry workers in other states in contrast to employing local workers (Food & 

Water Watch 2011; Marcellus Shale Education & Training Center 2011).  Additionally, 

Brasier et al. (2014) in their analysis of the economic impact of Marcellus Shale 

development in four Pennsylvania counties—Bradford, Lycoming, Washington, and 

Greene—found that the counties with the greatest intensity of drilling activity saw 

increased business activity, employment, and wages.  However, they saw only a modest 

increase in employment for local residents suggesting that many of the jobs created went 

to non-resident commuters or temporary residents (Brasier et al. 2014).  Finally, not only 

are jobs being outsourced to non-local residents, research has found that the industry has 

exaggerated estimates of jobs created as a result of shale gas production.  In a study 

conducted by the Multi-State Shale Research Collaborative of six states that are a part of 

the Marcellus and Utica Shale region—New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, 

Maryland and Virginia—researchers found that shale drilling made little impact in job 
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creation (Mauro et al. 2013).7  For example, a comparison of job creation estimates by 

industry funded studies with actual employment data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(BLS) Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) illustrated that the 22,441 

jobs created in Pennsylvania between 2005 and 2012 was vastly less than the 156,000 

shale related jobs Considine, Watson and Blumsack (2011) estimated for 2011 alone.  

 Finally, Ingraffea (2013a) contends that “energy independence is a hoax.  The US 

cannot possibly in the fossil fuel arena produce enough fossil fuels—coal, natural gas, 

oil—to become totally independent of any imports.”  Not only is it impossible to produce 

the amount of natural gas required for US consumption, but recent plans to export natural 

gas to other parts of the world conflicts with an energy independent United States (Boyer 

and Wolfgang 2015).   

 As the back and forth debate between Engelder and Ingraffea illustrates, the 

extraction of natural gas from the Marcellus Shale is a complicated issue.  If two of the 

nation’s most expert observers can so strongly disagree, then what is the ordinary 

layperson to think?   

In light of this scientific and public uncertainty about risks and rewards, this 

research explores how the presence of unconventional shale gas development in rural 

communities impacts the social lives of residents, and the ways in which residents 

respond to these impacts.  In particular, what are the social and cultural challenges of 

communities experiencing shale gas development?  For residents with strong connections 

to their homes and communities, what is the relationship between place attachment and 

                                                
7 The Utica Shale is another sedimentary rock formation long known to hold large amounts of 
natural gas that underlies most of Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and New York, portions of 
Kentucky, Maryland, and Virginia, as well as Quebec and Ontario, Canada.  The Utica Shale is a 
deep shale formation, located a few thousand feet below the Marcellus.    
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resident opinion on local shale gas development?  This research also explores how place-

based meanings influence resident behavior.  What is the relationship between place-

satisfaction and the emergence of collective action in response to local shale gas 

development? 

 

Review of the Literature 

The following literature review discusses the scholarship relevant to my research 

questions: energy boomtowns, place-based attachments, and cultural explanations of 

collective behavior.   

 

Energy Boomtowns 

Energy boomtowns are natural resource dependent communities experiencing 

rapid population growth and economic change due to local energy extraction (Brown, 

Dorius, and Krannich 2005; Brown, Geertsen, and Krannich 1989; England and Albrecht 

1984; Jacquet 2014; Schafft et al. 2013).  There are many benefits to communities that 

host energy development including employment opportunities and economic growth.  In 

fact, places with high levels of unconventional oil and gas development consistently 

show low rates of unemployment and high rates of economic growth (Jacquet 2014; 

Schafft et al. 2013). 

 However, not all consequences of boomtown development are positive.  Resource 

dependent communities undergoing rapid industrial change also experience a variety of 

short- and long-term adverse conditions.  While there are increases in economic and 

employment opportunities for boomtown communities in the short-term, resource 
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extraction is highly vulnerable to energy prices, thus a sudden unstable market can result 

in the halt or contraction of development (Murdock and Leistritz 1979; Myhra 1980).  

Longitudinal studies of boomtowns that experienced rapid coal, oil, and gas development 

in the western US during the 1970s and 1980s reveal that energy declines in the early-to 

mid-1980s resulted in persistent long-term challenges for these areas, such as high rates 

of unemployment and poverty, inequality, crime, and low educational attainment (Bunker 

2005; Murdock and Leistritz 1979; Myhra 1980). Research has shown that boomtowns 

have been able to recover following a period of severe economic decline, however, this 

recovery cycle—referred to as a “boom-bust-recovery cycle”—can take decades (Brown 

et al. 2005:47). 

Boomtown communities at the beginning stages of energy development also 

experience short-term consequences: in particular, social and cultural challenges that 

result from rapid population and industrial growth.  Termed the “social disruption 

hypothesis”:  

Boomtown communities enter a period of generalized crisis and loss of 
traditional routines and attitudes.  The crisis strikes individuals whose 
mental health, worldview, and social networks may all be disrupted.  It 
strikes at the organizational level where existing businesses and 
associations must struggle to meet the challenge of newcomers.  It also 
reaches the community level as the homogenous culture is disrupted and 
services are often taxed (England and Albrecht 1984:231). 
 

In addition to the long-term consequences of boomtown development, research 

examining the American West boomtowns of the 1970s and 1980s observed the ways in 

which rapid energy development caused social disturbances, in particular discord 

between “old-timers” and “newcomers.”  These can include changes in routines and 

social customs; loss of strong social ties; stress on or loss of community institutions; and 
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increases in crime, substance abuse, and mental health issues (Camasso and Wilkinson 

1990; England and Albrecht 1984; Freudenburg, Bacigalupi, and Landoll-Young 1982; 

Murdock and Leistritz 1979).  

Other boomtown scholars have added to the social disruption literature by taking 

into account perceptions and experiences and how they may influence the ways in which 

residents in boomtown communities adapt to rapid energy development (Freudenburg 

1981; Krannich, Greider, and Little 1985).  As Schafft et al. (2013) explain:   

This work often tends to be more social-psychological in nature and 
examines how situational factors associated with boomtown development 
affect social trust, community satisfaction, and evaluation of personal 
safety and well-being… Much of this work challenges or questions earlier 
studies of boomtown social disorganization, suggesting that perhaps the 
initial research overemphasized the more negative consequences (e.g., 
Hunter et al. 2002; Seyfrtt and Sadler-Hammer 1988) and that, in fact, 
much of the social disruption may be associated with community divisions 
resulting from residents supporting development clashing with those in 
favor of preserving the status quo, divisions that are largely preboom in 
their origins (145).  
 

For example, Freudenburg (1981) in his examination of four energy boomtowns in 

Colorado explores the hypothesis posited by boomtown scholars that women and men are 

differentially impacted by boomtown conditions, specifically, that women experience 

greater negative impacts.  While Freudenburg finds little support for this hypothesis, he 

argues that from his data, one should not come to the conclusion to reject such 

hypotheses altogether.  In contrast, he contends that his data support a more general 

hypothesis, that 

“the processes of rapid growth are highly complex, containing numerous 
factors that will affect people differently, and thus that it is important to 
consider a full range of factors (including social, cultural, and 
psychological factors as well as economic ones) in our attempts to 
understand a boom’s consequences” (Freudenburg 1981:235). 
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In other words, instead of dismissing the possibility that men and women experience 

boomtown impacts in different ways, researchers should examine a broader range of 

factors, including sociocultural dimensions, when examining how individuals and groups 

experience rapid energy development.  

Following the work of Freudenburg (1981), my research examines how 

sociocultural factors influence community impacts of shale development.  The social 

challenges faced by individuals and groups during preboom stages may be a result of 

conflicts that arise between residents as a result of differing opinions on rapid energy 

development.  My research explores how rapid industrial change impacts community 

relationships, in particular, relationships between long-time residents (old-timers) and 

more-recent arrivals (newcomers).  While much boomtown research focused on the 

1970s and 1980s American West examined conflict between residents living in 

communities prior to the entrance of energy development and those who moved to the 

community because of energy development, I examine how local energy extraction 

influences the relationship between long-time residents who were born and raised in a 

community and newcomers who were born and raised elsewhere and moved to the 

community as adults.  Research examining modern boomtowns, such as those 

experiencing Marcellus Shale development, is considered by some to be the second wave 

of boomtown research, and due to the different circumstances surrounding modern 

natural resource development, the research of the 1970s and 1980s needs to be adapted 

and expanded (Jacquet and Kay 2014).   
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Attachment to Place 

Many place concepts have been used interchangeably in scholarly literature 

without much definitional consistency.  The disciplines of geography, sociology, and 

social psychology all have terms that describe the attachments individuals and groups 

have to place, as well as the significance of these attachments.  The multidisciplinary 

nature of place studies has been critiqued as problematic because place-related concepts 

tend to be defined according to the needs of a particular research area (Hidalgo and 

Hernández 2001; Stedman 2002).  In short, terminologies such as place attachment and 

sense of place have been widely but inconsistently used. 

While Trentelman (2009) acknowledges the inconsistent usage of place concepts, 

she argues that 

[i]f we all used the same definition for a concept it would have to be a 
very broad, generalized and abstract definition.  It is likely more beneficial 
to use the conceptualizations that best fit our own work, while being 
explicit about what we mean and how we measure those concepts (197). 
 

Similarly, Farnum et al. (2005) contends: ‘‘As with many other concepts in social 

science, it has traditionally fallen to the author to be clear how she applies the concept’’ 

(49).  In the following sections, I describe the various conceptualizations of place and the 

importance of place-based meanings as defined by the disciplines of geography, 

sociology, and social psychology.  The specific concepts relevant to my research are 

place, place attachment, place-satisfaction, and place-protective behavior.  During this 

discussion, I will illuminate a common debate among place scholars: whether to solely 

emphasize the social or the physical aspects of place.  I describe how I will address this in 

my research.     

 



 22 

Place 

Geographers Tuan (1975, 1977) and Relph (1976) are often considered the 

originators of place studies.  Their approach to the study of place departs from positivist 

perspectives and takes a phenomenological approach.  In general, positivism assumes that 

the observation of social life is able to reveal the true nature of society (Comte 1975).  A 

positivistic approach to place tends to overlook important theoretical considerations in 

return for testable hypotheses (Hidalgo and Hernández 2001; Stedman 2002).  

Phenomenology on the other hand does not seek to uncover true social facts, and instead 

examines how experience is specific to an individual or group; in their observations 

phenomenologists seek “to examine and to clarify human situations, events, meanings, 

and experiences as they are known in everyday life” (Seamon 2000:157).  Put simply, 

phenomenologists examine lived human experience (Seamon and Sowers 2008).  

Positivism favors objective measures of reality.  Phenomenology favors subjective 

interpretations of the same. 

Geographical place scholars follow a phenomenological approach by emphasizing 

the social aspects of place (Relph 1976; Tuan 1975, 1977).  One can distinguish “space” 

from “place” through social interaction and the installation of meaning and value (Tuan 

1977:6).  In other words, places are created by the experience individuals bring to a 

setting (Relph 1976).  Without this human interaction, there is no place, only space.  

Sociological and social psychological place scholars do not disregard the 

importance of the social aspects of place, however, they contend that researchers should 

also take the physical landscape into consideration (Gieryn 2000; Stedman 2002).  For 

example, Stedman (2003) argues that “[l]ocal community culture influences place 
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meanings, but so might the nature of the physical environment influence community 

culture” (673).  In his study on the influence of the physical environment on an 

individual’s sense of place, Stedman (2003) found that landscape attributes matter, and as 

I will explain further in the following section, both the physical and social characteristics 

of place reinforce place attachment and satisfaction, which in turn influence behavior.  

Due to my interest in the relationship between place attachment, place satisfaction, and 

social action, my conceptualization of place includes the physical and social setting, and 

the ways in which humans interact within it.   

 

Place Attachment and Satisfaction 

Place attachment refer to the “bond between people and their environment… 

[that] rests on symbolic meanings.  We attribute meaning to landscapes and in turn 

become attached to the meanings” (Stedman 2002:563).  The attachments to place 

individuals or groups form are a result of the meanings and values associated with both 

the physical and the social characteristics of a setting.   

The concept of place attachment is compellingly similar the concept of identity in 

social psychology, which is defined as “one’s personal location within social life” 

(Stedman 2002:563).  When a person’s identity is formed around the physical and/or 

social attributes of an area, place-based identity may become an important part of how 

the person defines him or herself (Jacquet and Stedman 2014; Stedman 2002).  The type 

of identity or attachment that is formed in relation to place may influence the response 

individuals or groups have to changes to their community. 
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Also related to the concept of place attachment is place satisfaction.  Stedman 

(2002) argues that this concept from community sociology is largely missing from place 

studies.  Place satisfaction is related to the concept of attitude, or “a summary judgment 

based on a collection of beliefs about an object that may predispose action toward it” 

(Stedman 2002:564).  An understanding of the relationship between place satisfaction 

and place attachment allows researchers to explore how place-based meanings influence 

behavior (Stedman 2002).  The following section discusses in detail how place 

attachment and satisfaction are related to engagement in place-protective behavior. 

 

Place-protective Behavior 

Place attachment has been shown to predict social action (Devine-Wright 2009; 

Scannell and Gifford 2010; Stedman 2002).  In a survey of property owners in Vilas 

County, Wisconsin, a “tourism-intensive and recreational home landscape,” individuals 

who felt strong attachments to the place they lived or vacationed were more likely to 

exhibit a desire to protect it (Stedman 2002:568).  However, place attachment on its own 

was not enough to predict place-protective behavior.  The different ways individuals 

perceive and value their social and physical environments influence the actions taken in 

response to those environments (Scannell and Gifford 2010; Stedman 2002).  For 

example, Scannell and Gifford (2010) examined the relationship between place 

attachment and pro-environmental behaviors in two Canadian towns in British Columbia.  

The authors found that the residents of Trail City, which is characterized by both intense 

environmental degradation and strong civic engagement, were less likely to exhibit pro-
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environmental behaviors than the residents of Nelson, a town known for its tourism and 

outdoor recreation.   

Stedman (2002) similarly found in his study examining place attachment and 

place-protective behaviors in Vilas County, Wisconsin that the type of place attachment 

matters when attempting to understand its influence on social action.  As he explains, 

We are willing to fight for places that are more central to our identities and 
that we perceive as being in less-than-optimal condition…Those who feel 
their lake is an up north escape from civilization are more willing to fight 
against encroachment than those who emphasize its community attributes 
(Stedman 2002:577). 
 
Therefore, when examining how place attachment influences behavior, it is 

important to not only consider the strength of attachment, but also the type of attachment.  

Following Stedman (2002) and Scannell and Gifford (2010), my research explores the 

different types of attachments residents have to place, and how these attachments 

influence the desire to engage in collective mobilization in response to local Marcellus 

Shale development.  In addition to exploring resident motivation to engage in place-

protective behavior, my research examines whether or not residents do indeed engage in 

collective action. 

Finally, examining the types of attachments residents have to place is not 

sufficient in fully understanding how and why residents decide to collectively organize.  

The following section describes how the cultural dimension of the political process 

model, cognitive liberation, can help to illuminate the process of collective mobilization. 
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Emergent Collective Action 

 The political process model as developed by Tilly (1978) and McAdam (1982) 

explores the structural and cultural dimensions of the emergence and success of collective 

behavior.  According to this model, political opportunities and indigenous organizational 

strength (also known as mobilizing structures) provide activists with the structural 

potential for collective mobilization (McAdam 1982; McAdam and Boudet 2012; Tilly 

1978).  Four types of political opportunities facilitate the emergence of collective 

mobilization: an openness of the political system, a decline in state repression, a division 

of political elites, and the presence of elite allies (McAdam 1996).  An open opportunity 

structure provides a more favorable environment for activists to form collective 

organizations.  While changes in the political environment lessen the risks of collective 

action, activists willing to take risks in narrow or closed opportunity structures have been 

shown to create their own political opportunities.  

 However, political opportunity is insufficient in generating the maximum 

structural potential for collective mobilization on its own; access to existing political or 

social organizations or networks is also necessary (McAdam 1982).  An open political 

environment presents activists with the opportunity for collective action, but successful 

protest requires social movement actors to communicate, coordinate, and strategically 

plan activities.  Activists with existing involvement in organizations are able to form 

successful groups with the most ease.  However, in the absence of mobilizing structures, 

activists can create them through self-organization (Goodwin and Jasper 2003).  In 

summary, potential activists in an open political structure with access to existing 
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organizations create the structural potential for the emergence and success of collective 

action. 

The existence of both political opportunities and organizations does not guarantee 

the formation of successful collective action groups, however.  The cultural dimension of 

the political process model—cognitive liberation—is the third necessary factor in social 

movement emergence and success, and the structural dimensions only make cognitive 

liberation more likely (McAdam 1982; Nepstad 1997).  

 

Cognitive Liberation 

The original formulation of the political process model emphasized the 

importance of structural and cultural factors on social movements (McAdam 1982; Tilly 

1978).  However, social movement scholars utilizing the political process model have the 

tendency to emphasize the structural dimensions of the model without taking culture into 

account (McAdam and Boudet 2012; Walder 2009).  In Putting Social Movements in 

their Place, McAdam and Boudet (2012) aim to bring culture back into the study of 

social movements by exploring the impact of cognitive liberation on collective action. 

Cognitive liberation is feeling a sense of injustice toward a situation and believing 

to have the capacity to do something about it (McAdam 1982; Tilly 1978).  The cognitive 

liberation of individuals is a three-stage process.  As Piven and Cloward (1977) explain: 

The emergence of a protest movement entails a transformation of both 
consciousness and behavior.  The change in consciousness has at least three 
distinct aspects.  First, “the system”—of those aspects of the system that people 
experience and perceive—loses legitimacy.  Large numbers of men and women 
who ordinarily accept the authority of their rulers and the legitimacy of 
institutional arrangements come to believe in some measure that these rulers and 
these arrangements are unjust and wrong.  Second, people who are ordinarily 
fatalistic, who believe these existing arrangements are inevitable, begin to assert 
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“rights” that imply demands for change.  Third, there is a new sense of efficacy; 
people who ordinarily consider themselves to be helpless come to believe that 
they have some capacity to alter their lot (3-4). 
 

Once the three-stage process is complete, individuals are able to effectively organize, 

take advantage of the political opportunities available to them, and initiate social change 

(McAdam 1982).   

In their study of the emergence of collective action in response to environmentally 

risky energy projects McAdam and Boudet (2012), explore how a series of structural 

context variables (economic hardship, similar industry, and experience with prior land 

use issues) influence the subjective meanings residents attach to proposed energy 

projects.  They find that past experiences shape the perceptions of residents and their 

decision to engage (or not engage) in contentious action. 

As I have explained, the political process model characterizes an attempt to link 

structural and cultural factors in the examination of collective mobilization through the 

concept of cognitive liberation (McAdam 1982; Tilly 1978).  It is argued, however, that 

the concept is not fully developed (Gamson 2011; Nepstad 1997).  Nepstad (1997) 

contends that cognitive liberation “conveys what people believe, but not how they 

changed their beliefs (471: emphasis in original).  In other words, the three stages of 

cognitive liberation do not adequately explain the process of cognitive liberation and how 

a transformation of consciousness occurs (Nepstad 1997).   

Scholars concerned with the insufficient explanation of the process of cognitive 

liberation have utilized Goffman’s (1974) frame analysis to shed light on this process 

(Futrell 2003; Nepstad 1997).  In social movements research, the process of framing 

explains how collective organizations assign meanings to events and conditions in order 
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to mobilize potential activists and create support for organizational goals (Snow et al. 

1986; Snow and Benford 1988).   

While the overall purpose of framing is to align the views of activists with the 

broader goals of the organization, framing can also serve three tasks: diagnostic, 

prognostic, and motivational framing.  Diagnostic refers to members convincing potential 

activists that a problems needs to be addressed; prognostic refers to members convincing 

potential members of the appropriate strategies, tactics, and targets; and motivational 

refers to convincing new members to become involved in movement activities (Snow and 

Bedford 1988).  Nepstad (1997) argues that the core framing tasks are useful in moving 

individuals through the three stages of cognitive liberation.  In particular, “[d]iagnostic 

framing offers insight into the origin of injustice.  Prognosis framing provides a target 

and focus for demands of change.  Motivational framing persuades prospective activists 

that change is possible” (Nepstad 1997:472).   

As I discuss above, framing processes work to transform the consciousness of 

individuals so that they become cognitively liberated and believe an unjust situation can 

be remedied through collective action.  For this project, I am particularly interested in 

examining how the meanings residents attach to particular places may shape collective 

behavior.  When residents have a particular attachment to place, will it contribute to how 

they respond to changes in their community? 

 

Overview of the Dissertation 

 The general purpose of this research is to examine the impact of unconventional 

shale gas development on the social lives of rural residents, and the response residents 
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have to such impacts.  This section provides an overview of the remaining chapters of my 

dissertation. 

 Chapter 2 provides a description of my research design and methods.  In brief: I 

conducted a comparative case study of two rural counties in Western Pennsylvania in 

order to examine the factors and processes that led residents to collectively mobilize in 

response to local shale development.  In order to understand the influence of place-based 

factors on the opinions of residents, I collected my data through the use of multi-sited 

ethnography, which included field observations, participant observation, and semi-

structured open-ended interviews.  My theoretical approach to data collection and 

analyses involved the use of constructivist grounded theory, a process that includes the 

simultaneous collection and analysis of data.  I end the chapter with a discussion of the 

challenges I encountered and the limitations to my research. 

 Chapter 3 provides an overview of the various social and cultural challenges 

experienced by communities undergoing shale gas extraction.  I describe the various 

community divisions that occurred in both study sites because of differing opinion on 

Marcellus Shale development.  In contrast to Lawrence County, Washington County 

residents experienced a higher incidence of community conflict that included the 

disruption of once positive community relationships and the exacerbation of conflicts 

already present between long-time residents and more-recent arrivals.   

Washington County newcomers viewed an additional form of conflict as the 

product of a specific oil and gas production company, not the energy development itself.  

The more-recent arrivals that were concerned over the potential harm of shale 

development considered the company responsible for various instances of social 
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disruption, and asserted that they were deliberately creating divisions for their own 

benefit.  I conclude the chapter by comparing the types of conflict experienced in 

Washington and Lawrence Counties.  Due to the early stages of shale gas development in 

Lawrence County, there were fewer residents with concerns over shale drilling.  The 

concerned residents’ opinions were largely based on previous knowledge of 

environmental and public health issues rather than personal experience with 

development.  Conflict occurred less often in Lawrence County, but the conflict that did 

transpire tended to be more severe. 

 Chapters 4 and 5 examine the relationship between the attachments residents have 

to place and their views on local shale development.  Chapter 4 focuses on Washington 

County and chapter 5 focuses on Lawrence County.  Across both study sites, old-timers 

and newcomers alike had strong place attachments, but the specific type of attachment 

differed.  In Washington County, old-timers were primarily connected to their 

communities through kinship, and newcomers through the natural, physical landscape.  

Old-timers with primary kinship ties considered local shale development to be a benefit 

to individuals and the broader community, whereas newcomers with strong ties to the 

physical aspects of place expressed concern over the potential harm of shale development 

on the environment and public health.   

 In chapter 5, I discuss the primary ties Lawrence County residents had to place, in 

particular kinship, natural, and community ties.  With the exception of one long-time 

resident, old-timers tended to have primary kinship ties.  In contrast to Washington 

County, newcomers were just as likely to have primary ties to the community as natural 

ties.  The more-recent arrivals with strong community ties had similar views regarding 
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local shale development as the long-time residents with strong kinship ties; they saw the 

potential for shale development to bring about positive economic change.  Newcomers 

with primary ties to the natural landscape viewed shale development as a risk to the 

health and welfare of individuals and the broader community.  In both study sites, the 

residents with primary natural ties were dissatisfied with the current landscape of their 

communities because they viewed shale development as disrupting the quiet, idyllic, and 

safe environment they had moved to a rural area to attain.  Residents who were 

dissatisfied and concerned over the potential harm of local shale drilling engaged in 

collective action in an attempt to change the state of shale development in their 

communities. 

Chapter 6, my concluding chapter, explores resident action in response to 

unconventional shale development in both study counties.  This chapter describes the 

process of how residents came to the decision to collectively organize as well as their 

primary motivations for doing so, and how they framed their collective arguments and 

action strategies.  While Washington and Lawrence County residents had similar 

motivations for engaging in contentious action, their collective active frames and tactics 

differed.  I end this discussion by outlining the factors that influenced the variation in 

collective action strategies across study sites. 

 In the conclusion section of chapter 6, I summarize my main research findings 

and explain how my research contributes and adds to the scholarly literature on energy 

boomtowns, place, and cultural explanations of collective behavior.  I conclude the 

chapter and my dissertation by discussing future research possibilities.
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CHAPTER 2: 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

 
Introduction 

 In this chapter, I describe the design, methods, and data used in this research.  

First, I describe my study design—a comparative case study—and my study site selection 

process.  Second, I describe my methodology, which draws from scholarship on multi-

sited ethnography.  Finally, I describe my theoretical approach to data collection and 

analysis—grounded theory—and my data collection methods, which included field 

observations, participant observation, and semi-structured open-ended interviews. 

 

Research Design 

Comparative Case Study 

A case study approach is valuable when researchers aim to examine a 

contemporary issue in its real life context (Noor 2008; Yin 2013).  My research examines 

the factors and processes that shape the potential emergence of collective action in areas 

experiencing local shale gas development.  I utilized a comparative case study approach 

because I wanted to go beyond what individuals think or do and examine how or why 

they may or may not engage in certain behaviors (Yin 2013).  In other words, 

comparative case studies are ideal in the examination of how different contexts may 

affect the same social processes, such as how place-based variations may foster or inhibit 

resident action. 

My research focus has long been a target of social movement researchers, who 

seek to explain the social conditions that give rise to collective action.  However, much of 

this previous research is overly preoccupied with the examination of successful instances 
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of mobilization, and my research design is a response to this critique (McAdam and 

Boudet 2012; Walder 2009).  Rather than choosing study sites based on the dependent 

variable—successful mobilization—as is common in much social movements research, I 

chose sites primed or “at risk” for mobilization (McAdam and Boudet 2012:2).  In other 

words, site selection was based on the potential for collective action.  I define a site as “at 

risk” for mobilization based on the presence of Marcellus Shale development.  The 

previous chapter presented common arguments concerning the environmental and public 

health risks of unconventional gas development on communities, and a potential response 

to these risks is the emergence of collective action.   

 

Site Selection 

Due to my interest in examining the contribution of place-based difference on 

collective action in response to local shale development, I chose study sites based on 

geographic location, rural-urban county classification, intensity of drilling, and date in 

which unconventional drilling began.   

The first step in my site selection process was to determine a general region of 

Pennsylvania to select my sample, and I ultimately chose Western Pennsylvania for the 

following reasons.  When I began my fieldwork in the fall of 2012, the two regions with 

the highest intensity of shale drilling were Southwestern and Northeastern Pennsylvania.  

At this time, shale development in Washington County—the first county to have a shale 

well in the entirety of the Marcellus Shale region—was well underway with a total of 709 

wells drilled since 2004 (Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection 2012b).  

Bradford County was the first county in the Northeastern region of Pennsylvania to have 
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a Marcellus Shale well, and by the fall of 2012, the county had a total of 1,077 shale 

wells since the first well was drilled in 2005 (Pennsylvania Department of Environmental 

Protection 2012b).   

At the time I began my fieldwork, much of the current research focused on the 

potential economic, environmental, and public health impacts of shale development 

(Bamberger and Oswald 2012; Finkel and Law 2011; Kargbo et al. 2010), and studies 

examining community effects of shale development were sparse.  The studies previously 

conducted on resident perceptions and sociocultural effects tended to focus on the North 

and Northeastern regions of Pennsylvania, in particular, Bradford County (Perry 2011, 

2012), the 12-county Pennsylvania Wilds region in North Central Pennsylvania (Weigle 

2011), and the Endless Mountains region within Tioga and Bradford Counties in 

Northern Pennsylvania (Jacquet 2009).  Because Western Pennsylvania hosted the first 

Marcellus Shale well, its continued high intensity of shale development, and the lack of 

research on drilling’s impacts on the area, Western Pennsylvania was the ideal region 

from which to select my cases. 1 

Next, following the Center for Rural Pennsylvania’s (2011) definition, I identified 

the Western Pennsylvanian counties classified as rural.2  I then used the Pennsylvania 

Department of Environmental Protection’s (DEP) Office of Oil and Gas Management’s 

oil and gas reports to compile information on the amount of wells drilled in each rural 

                                                
1 There are various considerations as to what counties comprise Western Pennsylvania; I chose to 
follow the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection’s (2015) breakdown of regions. 
2 The Center for Rural Pennsylvania (2011) defines a county as rural or urban based upon its 
population density, or the number of people per square land mile, by comparing it to the statewide 
average.     
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county.3  Specifically, I generated a report detailing the number of unconventional wells 

drilled in each rural county from the original SPUD date of the first well to October 2010, 

when my fieldwork began.4  I settled on Washington County as my first case because it 

had the longest history and highest intensity of drilling out of all of the rural counties in 

Western Pennsylvania.  

I wanted my second study site to be as demographically and geographically 

similar to Washington County as possible, but with less intense unconventional drilling 

and a start period later than Washington County.  A second site with less drilling and a 

shorter drilling history provided more insight on the process of collective action as it 

allowed me to examine how residents responded to the early stages of shale development.  

It was also important to choose a second county that was experiencing shale drilling in 

intensities enough for residents to notice, but not as densely as Washington County.  

Based on the drilling reports I compiled for each rural county in Western Pennsylvania, 

the perusing of local newspapers around the region, and attendance at the community 

meetings of various counties, Lawrence County emerged as a possible study site.5  

Finally, the demographic (see Table 2.1) and geographic (see Table 2.2) similarities of 

Washington and Lawrence Counties, in addition to their differing levels of shale drilling 

and later start date, made Lawrence an ideal second study site (for the geographic 

location of study counties in Pennsylvania, see Figure 2.1). 

  

                                                
3http://www.depreportingservices.state.pa.us/ReportServer/Pages/ReportViewer.aspx?/Oil_Gas/S
pud_External_Data  
4 The SPUD date refers to date drilling began at a well site as reported to the DEP by the drilling 
operator (Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection n.d.). 
5 In particular, local shale development was receiving attention in the New Castle News 
(http://www.ncnewsonline.com/news/), Lawrence County’s primary newspaper. 
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Table 2.1: Demographic Characteristics of Washington and Lawrence Counties 

  County 
Demographic Characteristics Washington Lawrence 

Median age (years) 43.0 43.1 
Male 41.7 41.4 

Female 44.4 44.7 

   Race (percent) 
  White 94.1 93.8 

Black 3.3 3.8 
Other 2.7 2.3 

   Ethnicity (percent) 
  Hispanic or Latino 1.1 1.0 

Not Hispanic or Latino 98.9 99.0 

   Median Household Income (dollars) 49,687 42,570 

   Educational Attainment (percent) 
  Population 25 + years 145,518 64,062 

Less than high school 11.0 13.5 
High school or equivalency 40.7 44.9 

Some college 15.1 15.4 
Associates 9.0 7.5 
Bachelors 16.0 12.8 

Graduate or professional 8.2 5.8 

   Poverty Status 
  Percent below poverty 10.4 12.7 

   Unemployment Rate  
  Population 16 + years 6.9 7.7 

Population 20 to 64 years 6.5 7.2 

   Homeownership Status mortgage/loan 
or free and clear (percent) 75.9 75.3 

Sources: 2010 U.S. Census and 2006-2010 ACS 5 year estimates 
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Table 2.2: Geographic Characteristics and Drilling Activity in Washington and 
Lawrence Counties 
 

  County 
Geographic Characteristics and Drilling Activity Washington Lawrence 

Land area (square miles) 857 358 
Population 207,820 91,108 

Population density 243 254 
Farmland (percent) 37.6 35.2 

   First unconventional well (year) 2004 2011 
Number of wells drilled (as of October 2012)6 709 20 

Sources: 2010 U.S. Census Bureau, 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture, and 
2014 Pennsylvania DEP 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Geographic Location of Study Counties in Pennsylvania 

 
Source: 2008 Appalachia Regional Commission 

 

As illustrated by the tables above, the only major difference between the two 

counties in terms of demographic and geographic characteristics is the amount of square 

                                                
6 This date refers to the start of my fieldwork in Washington and Lawrence Counties. 
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land miles the county covers.  The land coverage of Lawrence County is approximately 

40 percent of the land coverage of Washington County, however, they have similar 

population density.   

 

Research Methods 

Multi-sited Ethnography 

Ethnography is a method of data collection ideal for the study of social processes 

such as the emergence of collective mobilization.  Traditional ethnography—the 

observation, interpretation, description, and writing about local cultures—provides the 

researcher with the opportunity to “reject, rethink, amend, and reshape” their analysis 

(Geertz 1977; Klawiter 2008:298).  In its use of traditional research methodologies in 

more than one location, multi-sited ethnography is a way for researchers to explore how 

and why social processes may differ depending on socio-spatial context (Marcus 1995).  

Since the purpose of my research was to explore the nuances of collective action across 

two study sites in order to gain insight on the ways in which place-based factors may 

influence how and why residents engaged in collective action, I utilized multi-sited 

ethnography.  The following sections describe my data collection methods, which utilized 

grounded theory and included field observations, participant observation, and semi-

structured open-ended interviews, and my approach to data analysis. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Grounded Theory 

 Grounded theory is a research approach that differs from traditional research 

methodologies, which tests theoretical assumptions by collecting and analyzing data.  

The grounded perspective is an inductive method which allows categories and themes to 

emerge from the data collection process itself (Schensul, Schensul, and LaCompte 1999).  

Originally explicated by Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory was a response to 

the view that data should be collected and analyzed in two separate phases, and that 

because of the inherent subjectivity of qualitative methods, they were unable to formulate 

systematic research findings.  To address these concerns, Glaser and Strauss advanced a 

qualitative research method that allowed researchers to develop social theories during and 

after the data collection process.   

Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) classic grounded theory approach includes 

participating simultaneously in data collection and analysis, using collected data to 

construct codes and themes, consistently comparing the collected data and advancing 

theories during each stage of the analysis, engaging in memo-writing, sampling 

participants based on the advancement of theory rather than a population-representative 

sample, and conducting the literature review after the formulation of independent 

theories.  My approach to data collection and analysis followed the tenets grounded 

theory, which I describe in detail in the sections that follow. 
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Field and Participant Observation 

 I conducted my fieldwork over a period of seven months from October 18, 2012 

to May 17, 2013.  When I first entered into my study fields, I began by receiving a tour of 

the surrounding area by a participant.  For example, during my approximately two-hour 

tour of Washington County, Jason showed me various well sites, wastewater 

impoundments, and compressor stations.  Lucy gave me a tour of the Lawrence County 

area, which lasted approximately three hours.  In addition to showing me the site of two 

well pads, Lucy introduced me to a couple of residents who shared their experiences with 

local shale development.  Receiving tours of both study areas early on in my fieldwork 

provided invaluable context that aided in my future data collection.   

 In addition to these guided tours, I frequently drove around my study areas, 

observing industrial activity as well as the landscape of the areas in general.  I also had 

several newcomers in both study sites show me around their properties, as well as inform 

me about areas in which to observe the activities of the local oil and gas industry.  Near 

the end of my fieldwork, I also spent a full day in each county documenting the 

surroundings photographically with the aid of a professional photographer. 

I also conducted participant observation at various public meetings related to 

shale development in both study sites as well as events that occurred in areas outside of 

my study sites, in particular, the City of Pittsburgh and Butler County, Pennsylvania.  

Table 2.3 provides a breakdown of all public meetings I attended during the course of my 

fieldwork.  Participant observation at public meetings was not only important to data 

collection, but it also provided me with the opportunity to recruit potential research 

participants. 
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Table 2.3: Participant Observation at Public Meetings 
 

 Location 	  
Type of Meeting Washington Lawrence Butler Pittsburgh TOTAL 

Documentary screening 0 0 1 1 2 
Community organizing 

workshop  1 0 0 1 2 

Panel discussion 0 0 0 1 1 
Public hearing 0 1 0 0 1 

Information session 2 1 0 0 3 
Local community group  2 0 0 0 2 

TOTAL 5 2 1 3 11 
      

 

Interviews and Sampling Method 

 The most important source of data for this dissertation comes from the semi-

structured open-ended interviews conducted with various individuals who either resided 

or worked within my two study sites, or had pertinent knowledge regarding the study 

areas.  I conducted a total of 52 interviews across both study sites between October 2012 

and May 2013 with a total of 61 respondents.  Of the 52 interviews conducted, six were 

joint interviews.  Table 2.4 provides a breakdown of interviews conducted by study site.  

Interviews typically lasted 60 to 90 minutes, with my longest interview lasting 

approximately 2 hours and 30 minutes, and my shortest lasting approximately 30 

minutes.   

 I recruited my research participants through theoretical and snowball sampling.  

When I began my fieldwork in Western Pennsylvania, my knowledge on the Marcellus 

Shale and the technologies used to extract gas from the shale was slight at best.  I chose 

to recruit my first respondents from Washington County because they had been 

experiencing Marcellus Shale development from its origin in 2004, and presumably 

would have more knowledge and experience with shale drilling in comparison to  
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Table 2.4: Number of Respondents and Interviews Conducted in Washington and 
Lawrence Counties 
 

Study County Respondents 
Individual 
Interviews 

Joint 
Interviews TOTAL 

Washington 33 27 3 30 
Lawrence 28 19 3 22 
TOTAL 61 46 6 52 

 
 

Lawrence County residents due to their longer length of exposure and higher drilling 

intensity.   

 My first interview was with a Washington County high school principal who was 

able to provide me with general background information on Washington County and the 

current state of local shale development.  As high school principal, he knew a broad 

range of Washington County residents and was able to connect me with additional 

respondents.  Another respondent interviewed early on was a Washington County 

elementary school principal who was able to provide me with additional background 

information on the county and local shale development. 

 I attempted to begin my Lawrence County interviews with at least one principal 

of a Lawrence County area school district, but it proved difficult to recruit one in a timely 

manner.  Instead, the first interview I conducted was with a woman I met through a 

public forum on Marcellus Shale development in Pittsburgh.  While I conducted 

interviews with other Lawrence County participants, I continued in my attempts to recruit 

anyone associated with a Lawrence County area school district.  I eventually connected 

with a school district, which resulted in a joint interview with an elementary, middle, and 

high school principal.   
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At the start of my participant recruitment, I primarily selected respondents 

through snowball sampling.  All through the data collection progress, I analyzed my data 

and as topics and themes began to emerge, I more strategically recruited respondents 

based on the emerging themes.  In recruiting my respondents I also made all possible 

attempts to select a sample of respondents that were similar in each study area. 

 The majority of my respondents at each study site were local residents.  Of the 33 

Washington County participants, a total of 19 were local residents.  Table 2.5 provides 

select information on the 19 Washington County resident participants.  In addition to 

Washington County residents, I conducted interviews with individuals involved in 

municipal and county government, local newspaper reporters, directors of a local public 

health non-profit, one attorney, and one worker in the oil and gas industry. 

Of the 28 Lawrence County participants, 16 were local residents.  For select 

characteristics on each resident participant, refer to Table 2.6.  In addition to residents, I 

interviewed individuals involved in Lawrence County municipal and county government, 

community center employees, one attorney, one newspaper reporter, and one non-

resident leaseholder.    

With the exception of two Washington County participants who did not provide 

informed consent, each interview was audio recorded and transcribed.  During the 

transcription process, I took extensive notes and memos on important categories and 

themes as they arose.  After transcribing each interview, I coded them using dedoose, a 

qualitative and mixed-methods research program, by using the two-step process advanced 

by Glaser (1978), and further explicated by Charmaz (1983, 2006).  In general, coding 

refers to  
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Table 2.5: Characteristics of Resident Participants in Washington County  
 

Alias 
Residential 
Category Occupation Age 

Highest 
Degree 

Income 
Category 
($1,000) 

Ryan Old-timer Farmer 36 High School No answer 
Theresa Old-timer Farmer 37 High School No answer 
Hank Old-timer Local business owner 70 High School 150 or more 
Stanley Old-timer Retired 60 Bachelors 70 to <80 
Luke Old-timer Greenhouse owner 47 High School 40 to <50 
Olivia Old-timer Stay-at-home mother 58 Bachelors 100 to <125 
Michael Old-timer Equipment salesman 57 Bachelors 50 to <60 
Jack Old-timer Retired 62 High School 125 to <150 
Jessica Old-timer Feed mill employee 32 High School 50 to <60 
Lindsey Old-timer Stay-at-home mother 51 High School No answer 
Bill Old-timer Farmer 75 High School 50 to <60 
George Old-timer Local business owner 57 High School missing 
Jason Newcomer Community organizer 31 Associates 30 to <40 
Lewis Newcomer Assistant professor 66 Graduate 125 to <150 
Meredith Newcomer Stay-at-home mother 50 Bachelors 150 or more 
Sharon Newcomer Stay-at-home mother 45 Bachelors 80 to <90 
Donna Newcomer Homemaker 59 High School 70 to <80 
Kara Newcomer Retired missing Graduate 60 to <70 
Gwen Newcomer Stay-at-home mother 32 Graduate 125 to <150 

 
  

 
[t]he process of categorizing and sorting the data.  Codes then serve as 
shorthand devices to label, separate, compile, and organize data.  Codes 
range from simple, concrete, and topical categories to more general, 
abstract conceptual categories for an emerging theory (Charmaz 1983:111 
emphasis in original). 
 

 This two-step coding process begins with an initial searching phase, and is 

followed by a phase of focused coding (Charmaz 1983; Glaser 1978).  In the initial 

coding phase, researchers read and code interviews line by line while looking for ideas 

and themes (Charmaz 1983).  The goal of initial coding is to begin forming theories as 

they emerge from the data themselves. 
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Table 2.6: Characteristics of Resident Participants in Lawrence County  

Alias 
Residential 
Category Occupation Age 

Highest 
Degree 

Income 
Category 
($1,000) 

Anna Old-timer Local business owner 71 High School 30 to <40 
Phyllis Old-timer Not in labor force 47 High School 10 to <20 
Jon Old-timer Real estate agent 49 High School 80 to <90 
Rose Old-timer Student 25 Associates 50 to <60 
Joe Old-timer Farmer 46 High School 50 to <60 
June Old-timer Retired 66 missing missing 
Pete Old-timer missing missing missing missing 
Willie Old-timer Construction worker 59 missing missing 
Bennie Old-timer missing 54 missing missing 
Neil Old-timer Local business owner 47 Bachelors 60 to <70 
Lucy Newcomer Stay-at-home mother 47 Bachelors 100 to <125 
Justin Newcomer College staff 44 Graduate 70 to <80 
Angela Newcomer College staff 45-50 Bachelors 80 to <90 
Jenny Newcomer College staff 54 Graduate 90 to <100 
Amy Newcomer Stay-at-home mother 35 Associates 50 to <60 
Kelly Newcomer Farmer 60 Graduate 50 to <60 

 

 
 Once the initial coding phase is complete, the next step is to perform focused 

coding.  In this phase, a limited number of codes are taken from the initial coding and 

applied to large amounts of data (Charmaz 1983).  The purpose of focused coding is for 

researchers to develop and uncover categories and subcategories from the general topics 

discovered during the initial coding phase.  From these categories is where theory 

emerges.  

 

Research Challenges and Limitations 

 Ethnographic research lends itself well to the examination of behaviors that are 

best understood within their natural settings.  In other words, ethnography is important to 

the study of social life where context is important to understanding human behavior 
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(Geertz 1977).  While this method of research is useful in providing rich details and thick 

description, it does not come without it challenges and limitations.  

 A common challenge in conducting ethnographic research is the time required to 

gather a useful amount of data.  This not only includes the time it takes to perform data 

collection, but the time it takes to establish relationships with community members and to 

become familiar with the ethnographic field.  Since I was conducting my research in two 

study areas, these challenges were increased.   

This influenced my data collection for a few reasons.  Time and money 

constraints as a graduate student and the fact that my research sites were 300 miles from 

my home in Philadelphia made it nearly impossible to live in the study areas I was 

observing.  The compromise I made was to live in Pittsburgh, which was approximately 

equidistant from both Washington and Lawrence Counties, where I had a free place to 

stay and could easily commute between my study areas.   

Another challenge I experienced was overcoming my inhibitions in “cold 

approaching” people in public situations.  As I began to establish relationships in the 

community, introducing myself to individuals who did not know me in public situations 

became less difficult as I was able to meet possible participants through my connections 

with informants.   

The time it took for me to establish relationships in the community influenced the 

type of community meetings I attended as well.  Throughout the duration of my 

fieldwork, I diligently read the local newspapers of both study counties in order to keep 

apprised of any shale related public events, and I also joined the listservs of groups or 

organizations related to shale drilling in the area, whether pro, neutral, or against.  As I 
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continued to participate in shale related public meetings and conduct interviews, I learned 

of other types of meetings that on the surface looked unrelated to my research interests.  

Because I could only spend a total of seven months conducting my research, it felt as 

though by the time I began to establish strong community relationships, and was much 

more knowledgeable on the technical details of shale drilling and development (which 

were important for me to understand, and very difficult to learn), I had to leave my 

research fields.  One of my very last interviews was with a local business owner who 

through his business had very strong relationships with the local oil and gas industry.  

Through him I would have been able to visit an unconventional well pad site and observe 

the drilling process (which I had been very eager to do from the start of my fieldwork), 

however, it was not possible to arrange before I had to leave the field and return home to 

Philadelphia. 

A final limitation to my research was the method in which I selected my 

respondents.  I utilized snowball sampling, which may have influenced the types of 

respondents in my sample.  When collecting a sample in this manner, respondents may 

not be representative of residents in the community being studied.  By recruiting 

participants based on the recommendations of respondents, I potentially missed residents 

from other important groups in the community that my respondents were not connected 

to.  For example, my sample did not have a wide age range, and I only interviewed one 

resident less than thirty years old across both study sites.  In addition, the large majority 

of my respondents were homeowners, and renters presumably have different experiences 

with shale development because they do not own mineral rights.  Finally, a major group 

in Lawrence County that I was unable to recruit from was the Amish, and they have a 
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strong presence in the communities where I conducted my fieldwork.  Their experiences 

assuredly varied substantially from other residents. 

While I did experience a variety of challenges in conducting my ethnographic 

fieldwork, I was still able to observe social processes and behaviors that would not have 

been possible with alternative research methods.  The following chapters describe in 

detail the results of my research. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
CONFLICT AMONG COMMUNITY MEMBERS 

 
Introduction 

In both Washington and Lawrence County, residents hold differing opinions on 

shale gas development. In both study sites, views vary from residents who feel shale 

drilling is the economic boom that the area needs, to those with concerns over the 

potential environmental and public health consequences of unconventional drilling 

technologies.  Sharp differences in resident attitudes have caused various levels of 

community conflict, and that is the topic of this chapter.  

In Washington County, the presence of shale drilling influenced once positive 

relationships among community members; exacerbated previously existing discord 

between long-time residents and more-recent arrivals; and created new forms of 

community division.  The varying views residents held regarding drilling disrupted 

previously cordial community life.  Those for shale development often argued that 

residents promoting regulations for the local oil and gas industry were anti-drilling and 

that their resentment stemmed from not owning enough land to profit by leasing.  

Residents for responsible drilling expressed that they often felt labeled and 

misunderstood.   

The disturbance of a positive community environment differs from the second 

type of conflict—discord between long-time residents and more-recent arrivals—for the 

simple reason that accusations and hostility between some of the old-timers in the 

community and the more-recent arrivals may have never arisen without the occurrence of 

shale drilling.  Most long-time residents had few problems with the newer residents in 

town until shale development started occurring.  But for some of the old-timers, there was 
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a history of conflict with newcomers—as in many communities and neighborhoods—and 

drilling exacerbated this conflict.  Finally, the oil and gas industry that has entered into 

the community adds another layer of controversy because some residents view the 

industry as deliberately pitting neighbor against neighbor to its own advantage.  Conflict 

also occurs because those who want drilling in the area feel that those pressing for more 

responsible drilling are hindering progress.   

In Lawrence County, where drilling was merely exploratory at the time of my 

fieldwork, the type and intensity of conflicts that residents experienced tended to be quite 

different from those experienced in Washington County.1  The relative newness of 

unconventional shale drilling in Lawrence County meant that the opinions residents held 

were not based on their personal experience with development, but rather on their 

previous knowledge of environmental and public health issues.  Residents opposed to 

natural gas development emphasized the potential negative consequences of shale drilling 

and their goal was to stop fracking in their communities and ultimately across all of 

Pennsylvania. Not surprisingly, the brunt of the conflicts in Lawrence County were 

between community members who held differing opinions on what drilling would bring 

to the community.  Unlike Washington County, length of residence played a lesser role 

and since drilling in the community was in its infancy, the presence of the natural gas 

industry did not create widespread community divisions.  

This chapter describes the types of conflict Washington and Lawrence County 

residents experienced concerning the unconventional gas development occurring in their 

neighborhoods.  I will compare and contrast the types of community conflict experienced 

                                                
1 Exploratory drilling occurs prior to the drilling of production wells in order to determine if the 
amount of gas available in a particular location is worth the cost. 
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by residents in the two counties, as well as offer an explanation as to why resident 

experiences in the two counties differed.  Specifically, I will explain how the intensity of 

shale development and the date in which drilling began may have influenced the 

experiences of residents. 

 

Community Conflict 

Washington County  

Community Relationships 

Prior to the drilling activity, it was a pretty pleasant rural atmosphere, 
most everyone got along, of course there were the periodic disagreements 
that occurred, but since the drillers have moved in it has created quite a lot 
of contentiousness (Lewis, Washington County newcomer).   
 

*** 

In the tightknit communities of Washington County, the constant presence of and 

the controversy surrounding shale development negatively affected community 

relationships.  The shale development in the area incited much talk among residents, and 

conflict occurred due to the differences and perceived differences of opinion on local 

unconventional gas development and what it meant for individuals and the community.  

Supporters of drilling often asserted that the motivation behind resident opposition is 

anger over not receiving the same financial benefits of local development as large 

landowners.  As one resident stated, “You have landowners that own a postage stamp, 

maybe a quarter of an acre to an acre, and those are the ones that generally are upset 

about the drilling, because they are not benefitting.”   
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Drilling proponents also contend that anti-drilling attitudes stem from resentment 

over not owning the rights to the minerals beneath their property.  As one Washington 

County government official born and raised in the area explains:  

If I settled on this beautiful piece of property and I didn’t own the rights 
under it, and I gotta put up with all the dirt, I gotta put up with all the 
drilling and all the noise and all the traffic for a year, and I’m not getting 
anything from it, I’d be angry.  Absolutely, yeah, I do see that, but…it’s 
not a policy issue on that person’s behalf, they’re not afraid of the 
environmental damage [the drillers are] gonna do, it’s just the fact that 
hey, I’m not getting any of that money.  I own the property and I don’t 
own the gas and oil, but I gotta put up with trucks going by my house, I 
gotta put up with the dirt, I gotta put up with the noise, and that’s not fair 
I’m angry.   

 
The situation referenced above in which a property owner does not own subsurface 

mineral rights is referred to as a “split estate.”  In many places across the United States, 

including Pennsylvania, mineral rights take precedence over surface rights, and the 

subsurface owner has permission to allow drilling on the surface owner’s property.  The 

splitting of surface rights and mineral rights began in the early twentieth century with the 

Stockraising Homestead Act of 1916.  Unlike the previous two Homestead Acts which 

encouraged settlement by providing land to citizens, including the mineral rights, the 

1916 Act increased the land it provided to its citizens, but retained the mineral rights 

(Bureau of Land Management 2009).  According to the Pennsylvania Department of 

Environmental Protection (DEP), “If a resident does not own the oil and gas under their 

land, they cannot prevent the mineral owner’s reasonable access for development and 

production” (2012a).  The DEP recommends that the owner of the surface rights should 

attempt to work out an agreement with the driller on the location of the facilities, but 

there is no requirement for the driller to take the property owner’s preferences into 

account.   
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 Interestingly, many residents with concerns over the safety of shale drilling 

mentioned the implications of being in a split estate situation and relayed horror stories of 

those they knew or those they had heard of having difficulties as a result.  However, no 

Washington County residents interviewed experienced complications because they did 

not own mineral rights.  Only one of my Washington County respondents was in a split 

estate situation and at the time of our interview had experienced no negative effects. 

Lewis is a proponent of responsible drilling in order to protect the health, safety, 

and welfare of residents.  I met Lewis at a community meeting organized by a local 

environmental group that addresses issues related to fossil fuel extraction.  He agreed to 

an interview and invited me to his home to talk.  While his black cat kept us company, we 

ate homemade friendship bread. He explained that he was well aware that some of his 

fellow residents assume he is against drilling because he does not own subsurface mineral 

rights: “Those of us who seek regulation are labeled as anti- and jealous because we don’t 

have our mineral rights, despite the fact that some of us who are objecting to it do have 

mineral rights and have sold them.”  Gwen, similar to Lewis, is often labeled anti-drilling 

even though she is not, and in fact, as she explained, “In reality I get the need for 

[drilling]... it’s not bad in general if it’s done safely. It’s just not being done safely.”   

Gwen is a married stay at home mother of three in her early 30s.  A few years 

prior, she and her family built a home on a plot of land in a housing development.  Due to 

her concern over the potential harmful effects of shale drilling on her children, she 

became active in her local community as an attempt to educate her fellow residents on the 

need for safe, responsible drilling.  Because she questions the methods used by the 

prominent drilling company in her community, she is perceived by some as anti-drilling: 
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I don’t think that any company—Marcellus Shale, oil and gas, steel—
should have the right to free reign in our township.  I stand up and say that 
and so…I’m painted as anti-drilling.  People will yell at me at meetings… 
I was talking to [a township supervisor] after the last meeting, I was 
actually bragging about my children, and one of the woman who doesn’t 
really care for me came up behind me and was mocking me, like waving 
her hands and stuff.  She thought I was talking about drilling, but I was 
really talking about my children.  So yeah, I mean it’s caused screaming 
matches, it’s caused people to get kicked out of the meeting.  It’s bad.  I 
mean it’s really bad.   
 
In addition to the conflict that stemmed from misperceptions and labeling, 

positive relationships between neighbors soured when those neighbors had differing 

views about leasing land to the industry.  Donna’s few-acre property is adjacent to a large 

farm-owner who permitted a pipeline to be built through his farm.  She, like Lewis and 

Gwen, is an advocate for safe and responsible drilling, and as such, has had fellow 

residents label her anti-drilling.  She felt angered and betrayed by her neighbor who did 

not consider the impact of pipeline construction on her and her family’s life:  

I was very close to the guy that owns the farm next to us.  The kids used to 
play on his farm, he’d show them different things, and we were friends, till 
this.  We had no idea it was coming, this impact.  No warning, just feel 
really sold out… let’s put it this way, if his house caught on fire, I’d say 
oh look, they’re roasting marshmallows!  I don’t know if I’d go that far, I 
wouldn’t want them hurt, I don’t wish them harm that way, but why go out 
of my way to help them now?  I don’t think he gave any thought or care to 
what he was doing to us when he signed that lease. 
 
During our interview she explained many of the negative impacts she experienced 

because of the pipeline construction occurring next door.  The negative effects that 

residents like Donna have experienced, and the view that their neighbors are to blame, 

have caused a strain on once positive relationships.   

The conflict between residents discussed above stems from having new Marcellus 

Shale development in their communities.  The tensions described may have never 
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surfaced if development never occurred.  However, as I observed repeatedly, 

unconventional drilling activity intensifies already present conflict between residents who 

have had family residing in the area for generations and those who have moved in more 

recently. 

 

Long-time Residents and More-recent Arrivals 

A guy [at a community meeting] last night says, you know, I moved into 
this area from [the Pittsburgh suburbs] because it was really nice and 
peaceful, but I don’t know if I’m comfortable with all the change.  I 
wanted to stand up and say, you know what, that’s how we thought when 
you moved in.  That’s the pain of progress, and if you don’t like it, it’s 
America.  Move (George, Washington County long-time resident). 

 
*** 

 
Some long-time residents had issues with “city folks” moving in and altering the 

towns in which they were born and raised.  Their distrust of outsiders was evident when I 

spoke with them, and in these situations I gained trust when noted that I was from a small 

town myself.  Jack is a farmer who was very adamant that there is a rural way of life that 

only those who grew up in rural areas understand: 

[The town you were raised in] is kind of a rural area, and you know what 
it’s like there, and if it’s somebody that grew up in a big urban area, it’s 
kinda hard for them to understand the rural rules… that’s part of the issue 
with that group that moved down there to the lake.  They, well, I gotta be 
careful what I say.  They got a lot, obviously, have done well in their life, 
and they’ve got money to buy 5, 6, 700,000 dollar homes, but people need 
to learn that when you move into a community, don’t try to change the 
community.  You can get involved, but you gotta learn the social 
atmosphere of the area before you come in and try… to change things the 
way you want them.  That causes a lot of conflicts. 
 

When Jack mentions “that group that moved down to the lake”, he is referring to 

residents who moved into a housing development built in the early 2000s along a 50-acre 
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lake that he used to fish in as a child.  Multiple long-time residents mentioned their 

aversion to the construction of this housing development and to the residents who moved 

in.  Jack explained that there are farms near the housing development and the newcomers 

had complaints over the smell:  

You know, you have the dairy farm or whatever, then you have manure, 
and you spread it in your field, and you plow it under, and you grow crops, 
and there for a long time these people were fighting that, ‘cause it does 
smell, but it’s rural farmland and that’s the thing that I hate is to see those 
people coming out here, trying to change the area.   
 
Other long-time residents noted the influx of newcomers changing what they once 

liked about the rural setting.  Sitting in the passenger side of Ryan’s pickup truck 

accompanying him on a honey delivery, he explained that when his four children are 

grown, he’d like to move somewhere more rural with his wife, Theresa, because of all of 

the changes in the area: 

It’s changed a lot in my 36 years, a lot of upper-class people I guess you’d 
say, are moving in, buying up the land, and building what I call 
McMansions. There’s one right up there on the hill.  They’re all over the 
place.  Where there used to be cow fields and pastures, now there’s 
somebody’s yard.  I’d like to get somewhere where there is none of that. 
 
The concerns long-time residents have with the recent-arrivals to their towns 

extend into the newcomers’ views on shale development.  As Jack explained: 

The gas wells, there’s people that have gotten on committees and stuff at 
the township and they have, what I will call, postage stamp yards and it 
doesn’t really matter to them, where you have people with farms that have 
struggled for years that have hundreds of acres that are welcoming these 
gas wells ‘cause it’s a way for them to get some money that they never 
had and those people fight it.  That’s what I don’t like. 
 
Ryan and his wife Theresa have similar issues with newcomers who do not own 

much land trying to change the area.  They are organic farmers in their mid-to-late 30s 

that raise honeybees and sell homegrown produce at a roadside farmer’s market for a 
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living.  Prior to our meeting, I knew they were organic farmers and assumed they would 

oppose shale drilling for environmental reasons.  On the contrary, while not pro-drilling 

advocates, they understood how utilizing a local resource, the shale gas that lies beneath 

their feet, could be advantageous to their community.  As Ryan explained: 

You have the little property owners, they’re upset that they’re not making 
it, but they don’t see the big picture of everybody’s benefitting because 
you’re getting energy.  You’re getting a local energy.  Our whole thing, 
Theresa and I, is local.  Raise your own food, raise your vegetables, your 
beef, your pork, your honey, your sweeteners, it’s local.  Try to keep it 
local.  We have local energy—why not use it?   
 

Both Ryan and Theresa were much more concerned about the people from metropolitan 

areas moving into “McMansions” and new housing developments, causing environmental 

damage they view is akin to the damage of drilling.  As Theresa said:   

As far as pollution, I think them putting their McMansion ghetto here is 
just disgusting… When you wash your 25 SUVs and the runoff goes into 
the pond that we’re trying to fish out of, you know what I mean?  
 

In agreement with Theresa, Ryan went on to say: 

How much do we need?  How much do you need?  How much do we all 
need?  Do you have to have a gigantic house for just three people?  So, 
you have four kids like we do, this is not a mansion… We get by, it’s 
good, we’re clean, everybody has a place to lay their head down at the end 
of the day, everybody’s fed proper.  This house is built in 1870, there ain’t 
nothing wrong with it, you know what I mean?  It’s good!  You got the 
people come out, it’s the same as the drilling, they leave a footprint.  It’s a 
huge footprint, the same as the drilling.  To me, it’s all the same… I cut 
wood.  I heat my house with wood, I have since we moved here.  Wood 
and that is it.  Strictly wood.  Do they do that? No.  They’re burning the 
energy, and they’re the ones complaining… Okay, if you don’t want the 
energy, then turn your thermostat down, or go out in the woods and cut 
firewood.  They want the cake and eat it too basically. 

 
I heard comments similar to those made by Jack, Ryan, and Theresa from other 

long-time residents I spoke to, while in attendance at community meetings, and from 
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newcomers who realize their very presence creates community friction.  As newcomer 

Gwen told me: 

A lot of people that have lived here their whole lives… don’t like that new 
people are moving in… it makes it very divided and I don’t like that.  Part 
of it is Marcellus Shale and part of it is just people don’t want to change, 
and so they see anybody new as changing their lifestyle.   

 
Before I move onto the next section, it is important to note the way Jack, Ryan, 

and Theresa spoke about newcomers.  While they did not state it explicitly, the way they 

talked about the more-recent arrivals demonstrated types of class resentment.  For 

instance, “They got a lot, obviously, have done well in their life”; “putting their 

McMansion ghetto here is just disgusting”; and “Do you have to have a gigantic house 

for just three people?” 

These class resentments, while partially economic, are also cultural and place-

based.  Each of these long-time residents emphasized the importance of a rural way of 

life to them, and they expressed their disdain of newcomers who move in and disrupt that 

way of life.  For example, after Jack notes that the more-recent arrivals could afford to 

purchase homes for half a million dollars or more in his community, he explained that if 

newcomers were going to move in, they should respect the community they are moving 

into: “When you move into a community, don’t try to change [it].  You can get involved, 

but you gotta learn the social atmosphere of the area.” 

 The sections above focused on changing community relationships in Washington 

County.  For residents who previously got along and those who already had contentious 

relationships with newly arrived neighbors, changed relationships occurred between 

residents who had disparate views on unconventional gas development. 
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The following section describes the third type of conflict communities 

experienced, division residents viewed to be the result of tactics employed by the local oil 

and gas industry.   

 

The Oil and Gas Industry 

[Range Resources] didn’t play fair.  They have a huge PR firm, and it was 
just out there saying things that weren’t true.  I really think it was to divide 
the community, and it worked (Kirsten, Washington County township 
manager). 

*** 
 

The prominent oil and gas companies in Washington County are Range Resources 

and MarkWest Energy Partners.  Their community presence has caused conflict between 

residents due not only to oil and gas production and processing in the county, but because 

their interactions with various townships in the area are seen as a deliberate strategy to 

divide the community.2 

Range Resources (Range) is an oil and gas exploration and production company 

based in Fort Worth, Texas.  Prior to the exploratory drilling of the Marcellus Shale, 

Range held a small position in the Barnett Shale in Texas.  In 2004, Range purchased the 

remaining fifty-percent of the Great Lakes Energy Partners L.L.C which held properties 

in the Appalachian Basin and formed Range Resources Appalachia L.L.C. (Range 

Resources Corporation n.d.).  Using technologies established by the Dallas, Texas based 

company Mitchell Energy Partners, Range hydraulically fractured the first vertical 

Marcellus Shale well in Washington County.  Proving successful, Range continued to 

drill in the region.  While they did not announce it publicly at first, their production 
                                                
2 The discussion that follows is the account of situations involving the oil and gas industry 
according to the residents of Washington County and the information I provide represents 
resident perceptions of events, not a factual account of events that took place.   
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results for the horizontal shale wells drilled between 2004 and 2007 were promising 

(Silver 2011). 

During this time period, Range invested in close to $200 million worth of acreage 

in Pennsylvania for shale development (Helmen 2010; Silver 2011).  The leases Range 

purchased early on had considerably smaller signing bonuses in comparison to the 

bonuses they would offer once production results for the first five horizontal Marcellus 

Shale wells were publicized in December 2007.  In a Pittsburgh Post Gazette article 

detailing the origins of Marcellus shale drilling that included interviews with Terry 

Engelder and other key figures in the Marcellus boom story, Jonathan Silver explains that 

once Range’s production results were made public, signing bonuses on lease agreements 

rose from about $50 to thousands of dollars per acre (2011).  I had a few respondents 

disclose how much they received as signing bonuses for lease agreements made prior to 

2008, and they were all offered the same figure—$7 per acre.   

Range continues to drill and is one of the top two oil and gas operators in 

Pennsylvania, holding the majority of leases in Southwest Pennsylvania (Amico et al. 

2015).  Chesapeake has the hold on the majority of Northeast Pennsylvania and by the 

end of my fieldwork in May 2012, both companies had drilled over 600 unconventional 

Marcellus Shale wells (Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection 2014). 

MarkWest Energy Partners, L.P. (MarkWest), headquartered in Denver, 

Colorado, is the largest processor of natural gas in the Marcellus Shale (MarkWest 

Energy Partners, L.P. n.d.).   The Marcellus Segment of the company provides fully 

integrated natural gas midstream services to the Marcellus Shale region.  Midstream 

refers to the activities conducted after Upstream companies like Range Resources 
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complete the first stage of oil and gas operations, the recovery and production of oil and 

gas (MarkWest Energy Partners, L.P. n.d.).  Midstream activities include the processing, 

storing, transporting and marketing of oil, natural gas and natural gas liquids.3   

The presence of Range and MarkWest in Southwestern Pennsylvania did more 

than bring unconventional gas development to the backyards of residents.  The oil and 

gas industry has a lot at stake in drilling regions; they must drill as many productive wells 

as possible in order to be profitable, and this is not possible without the support of the 

communities in which Range hopes to drill.  Range and MarkWest integrated themselves 

into Washington County in various ways: they sponsored local festivals such as the 

Houston Pumpkin Festival, made philanthropic contributions to organizations such as the 

United Way of Washington Count and Toys for Tots, and advertised in the community 

(Metz 2012; Observer-Reporter 2012; Range Resources Corporation n.d.).  In addition to 

Range and MarkWest’s attempts to be a positive presence, residents noted actions that 

could be construed as the oil and gas industry deliberately pitting residents against one 

another. 

A Summers Township community meeting I attended provides an example of the 

types of conflict residents in Washington County experienced due to the presence of the 

oil and gas industry.4  The meeting was an open workshop between Summers Township 

Supervisors and Range, and many of the residents in the township and surrounding 

municipalities attended.  The purpose of the workshop was to open communication 

between Range and the township in order to reestablish a positive relationship.  The 

                                                
3 Natural gas liquids (NGLs) refer to hydrocarbons (e.g. ethane, propane, butane, isobutane, and 
pentane) that are used for a variety of purposes, such as plastics, home heating, cooking, and 
vehicle fuel (U.S. Energy Information Administration 2012).   
4 All Washington County township names have been changed.   
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introduction to the meeting by a Range representative illustrates the type of relationship 

Range and the township of Summers had at that time:  

Not long ago, Range and Summers Township seemed to have a pretty 
good relationship.  There were some small hurdles along the way a couple 
years ago, but we managed to get [two wells] drilled with minimal issues, 
as is the case with any of our operations.  Somewhere along the way, 
things went haywire, they got a little derailed and we find ourselves at this 
juncture tonight.  What we’d like to do ideally is have a conversation 
about moving forward.  It’s very easy to sit around and point fingers and 
label blame and talk about what happened in the past.   I don’t think that’s 
productive at this stage and I don’t think it benefits anybody, the board of 
supervisors, Range or anybody in Summers Township… The purpose of 
this conversation… is to try to reset the relationship that we had.  
Obviously like any relationship, whether its familial or business, its not 
gonna be perfect, there will be times when we argue, but this thing has 
escalated to such a point, I think we all needed to take a breather, to call 
sort of a time out and reassess, and that’s why we’re all sitting here 
tonight.   
 

At this particular meeting, Summers Township supervisors and residents noted that 

discord began between the two parties when the township changed their drilling 

ordinance from permitted to conditional use.  According to Pennsylvania state law under 

Act 13, an amendment of Title 58 (Oil and Gas) of the Pennsylvania Consolidated 

Statutes, the role of the Department of Environmental Protection is to regulate the 

development of oil and natural gas.5  Local municipalities do not have any regulatory 

authority regarding drilling, but they do have the power to control the location of drilling 

activities through zoning.   

Permitted use zoning refers to a set of standards that must be fulfilled before a 

permit is granted (Department of Community and Economic Development 2003).  This is 

the type of zoning Range prefers; a permitted use ordinance does not require a public 

hearing and special conditions cannot be granted on a case-by-case basis.  In other words, 

                                                
5 58 Pa. Cons. Stat. §§ 3301-09 (2012) 
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an activity is permitted anywhere as long as the checklist of requirements for that 

particular use is satisfied.  Conditional use on the other hand refers to a type of zoning 

where an activity will only be permitted after an application has been submitted to the 

municipality where the activity will occur and reviewed during a public hearing 

(Department of Community and Economic Development 2003).  This type of ordinance 

establishes municipal control on the location of industry. 

Respondents residing in Summers Township and other Washington County 

municipalities expressed that they felt Range was retaliating against townships that 

attempted to have some control over drilling activities through conditional use zoning.  

For example, a Summers Township supervisor described a situation where it seemed as 

though Range deliberately sued the township over a technicality: 

When we were doing our gas and oil ordinance in 2011… [Range’s] 
attorney at that time asked… if a resident that owns his gas and oil rights 
asks for a waiver to go closer to his house, will the township allow that?  
So we discussed it a little bit and we thought well you know what, if he’s 
the one that’s making the money off it and he wants to do it, that’s his 
prerogative… so we put it in the ordinance. Well, when we did that they 
ended up suing us over it, and the reason being because it was another 
technicality… They said it hadn’t been advertised… So the way to solve it 
was we could either go into court and fight them and spend thousands of 
dollars [or repeal the ordinance]… What we did at that December meeting 
is that we repealed our ordinance, and then voted in the new ordinance 
which resolved that at that time… But the whole point is, we gave them 
something they wanted, and they were just looking for a way to sue us. 
 
It was a common view among leaseholders—which tends to be synonymous with 

large landowners with long lengths of residence—that non-leaseholders, or newcomers 

who do not own enough land to lease, used conditional use zoning as a tactic to stop 

drilling in their township.  Residents who were for conditional use zoning as a way to 

regulate local development felt that Range was deliberately painting them as anti-drilling 
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and convincing leaseholders that non-leaseholders were to blame for the lack of drilling 

in the township, which translates into leaseholders not receiving royalty payments.    

An example of this tactic was reported at the Summers Township public meeting.  

A township supervisor explained to Range representatives that he had been receiving 

phone calls from numerous leaseholders stating that Range had told them that they are 

not drilling in Summers because of the township’s position on drilling.  But as this 

particular supervisor pointed out, a few years prior Range had explained that drilling 

would not occur in Summers until 2013 due to the limited number of drilling rigs 

available.  The lack of activity was not necessarily a result of an uncooperative township 

or a less than ideal zoning ordinance, but because of Range’s existing drilling plan.   

Residents described similar occurrences in other Washington County 

municipalities.  Sharon resides in Morgan Township, a neighboring community to 

Summers.  Morgan is also adjacent to Tennyson Township, a municipality with fewer 

zoning regulations for drilling activity than Morgan.  Sharon told me about a phone call 

she had recently received from a man who worked for Range: 

He said to me, well I don’t know if you’ve heard what was going on with 
Morgan Township but they’re not letting us drill in the township, so we’re 
gonna start in Tennyson Township, so that one behind you, we’re working 
on that.  Well that’s a lie, and he’s spreading that to the community 
members.  What happened is, because I go to these township meetings, the 
township didn’t say no to drilling, the township said no to the two pads 
that there was an application in for because there’s deficiencies in their 
application.  But Range is setting up this scenario with the township that is 
trying to pit the leaseholders against the non-leaseholders, and they’re 
trying to say that the township supervisors are with the non-leaseholders 
and that they don’t want drilling in the township.  There’s already drilling 
in the township, so they haven’t said no. 
 
Finally, Montgomery Township residents described an incident where they felt 

wholly manipulated by Range.  It occurred in 2011 at a time when things were quite 
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heated between the company and the township due to regulations Montgomery’s zoning 

ordinance placed on drilling activity in the township.  At the Montgomery Township 

Municipal Office, the township manager described the type of regulations the ordinance 

outlined: 

We wanted [Range] to… keep the dirt off the roads, keep the mud off the 
roads.  If [that means] you’ve gotta wash down the trucks before they 
leave, wash them down.  Take your lights when you’re putting up the rigs, 
shine them downward and inward, keep them off the roads, basic things.  
We said we understand that when you’re fracking you have to do it 24/7, 
but when you’re in the initial stages of just setting up the well pad, we’d 
like you to adhere to the hours of 7am to 7pm.  No Sundays.  Give these 
people a break.  And we thought it was pretty simple. 
 

However, the township manager explained that it seemed as though Range did not want 

to adhere to the regulations because they were restrictive and prevented them from 

effectively doing their job.  In response to the regulations on drilling activity, Range sent 

out letters to all of the residents of Montgomery Township.  A Summers Township 

supervisor explained the letters to me in this way: 

They put out in the same day… two letters, and one of them is actually 
real nice, kind of warm and fuzzy, that they were a community partner… 
it’s really not a bad letter, talk about over the years they’ve become a part 
of the community and they’ve been a good neighbor and good community 
partner. So one of the local news people called me and said, what do you 
think about the letter that they put out?  And I said, eh, it’s kind of warm 
and fuzzy; they were trying to say how nice they were and everything.  
She says, what about the part where they’re gonna sue you and sue your 
township and they’re gonna stop buying products off of your suppliers in 
your township?  I said, they didn’t say anything [like that] in my letter.  It 
was at that point we realized that the same day they sent out letters to two 
different groups of people, one to the leaseholders to get them all fired up 
and the other to the rest of the community.   
 

Residents in Montgomery Township saw the two different letters strategically sent to 

leaseholders and non-leaseholders as Range’s attempt to get leaseholders angry at non-

leaseholders and also get the leaseholders on Range’s side.  As Kirsten, a Washington 
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County township manager said, “How else can you take it, but that they’re trying to 

divide the community?”6 

 

Lawrence County 

The conflicts residents experienced in Lawrence County differed from 

Washington County.  In particular, Lawrence County residents that had disputes with 

neighbors did not have close relationships with them prior to drilling activity.  In fact, 

these residents maintained a deliberate distance from their neighbors.  Because they were 

not concerned with spoiling community relationships, residents against drilling were 

unconcerned about speaking their mind to the public, and in fact did it often and loudly.  

This is how conflicts arose, and while disputes between neighbors were less frequent in 

Lawrence County than in Washington, they were more extreme.  Below I highlight Kelly 

and Amy’s stories, which exemplify the types of conflict those outspoken against shale 

drilling both experienced and helped produce. 

Kelly is a successful organic farmer married to a fourth generation commodity 

farmer and they have lived on her husband’s family farm for 35 years.  Organic and 

commodity farming use different farming methods.  Most notably, the large-scale 

production of commodity crops (i.e. high demand cash crops such as corn, soybeans, and 

wheat) requires the use of chemical pesticides and synthetic fertilizers (United States 

                                                
6 While this section represents the perceptions of Washington County residents, there have been 
media reports corroborating the possible existence of deliberate divisive tactics by Range 
Resources.  During a 2011 oil and gas industry conference in Houston, the communications 
director for Range discussed overcoming stakeholder concerns regarding the fracking process: 
“We have several former psyops (psychological operations) folks that work for us at Range 
because they’re very comfortable in dealing with localized issues and local governments…having 
that understanding of psyops in the Army and in the Middle East has applied very helpfully here 
for us in Pennsylvania” (Javers 2011). 
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Department of Agriculture 2012).  As an organic farmer, Kelly does not use chemicals on 

her products, and due to her and her husband’s differing farming methods she considers 

herself part of a “mixed marriage.”  In fact, she is so concerned over the possible 

comingling of her crops with her husband’s crops that their fields are located on opposite 

sides of the road.   

Kelly is an outspoken anti-drilling advocate, and as I pulled into the driveway of 

her modest farmhouse, I noticed two hand-painted signs telling us to “Think Before You 

Drill” and “Don’t Frack My Water.”  Her awareness of drilling in the surrounding region 

began in 2009 when a serious accident on the farm caused her to become wheelchair 

bound.  She began reading articles and posts on the Internet, becoming informed of the 

issues surrounding shale gas drilling.  Around this time, a landman—someone who 

contacts mineral rights owners about leasing their mineral interests for oil and gas 

production—approached her about leasing her subsurface mineral rights.  She refused, 

and from that point on became actively involved in the anti-drilling movement, 

organizing and participating in Marcellus Shale events in her county and surrounding 

areas.   

 Prior to her outspokenness against shale drilling, she did not have close 

relationships with her neighbors due to a lack of common interests, but she had never had 

any negative experiences.  However, once she began to speak out against shale drilling, 

her neighbors’ reactions were hostile, if not violent.  When I asked about her current 

relationship with her neighbors, Kelly replied: 

They hate me, oh my god they hate me.  I’m just totally and completely 
vilified.  It’s amazing, they’ll throw nails in my driveway, roofing nails in 
my driveway, they’ll run over my signs.  You’ll see tire marks in the yard 
down there.  There’s not much local.  There are some people local that are 
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supportive, but they’re not outspoken.  They don’t care to bring the wrath 
of the community down on them I guess.  

 
Amy is the mother of a five-year old and an infant, and they along with her 

husband have been residing in rural Lawrence County for over six years.  Similar to 

Kelly, she did not place emphasis on close ties and neighborliness.  To the contrary, she 

and her husband chose a rural setting for the social isolation and peacefulness.  Before 

Marcellus Shale activity started, she only knew her neighbors by name, which was how 

she wanted it.  She preferred to live in “the bubble” that she and her family positioned 

around themselves.   

Amy’s private, peaceful family life was altered when seismic testing began near 

her home.  At the time, she had never heard of the Marcellus Shale, or seismic testing—

all she knew was that suddenly her house started shaking and she heard a noise that “was 

worse than nails on a chalkboard.”7  She went on to explain what the noise reminded her 

of: “I’m not a religious person but it was like what I would imagine if souls were being 

drug to hell.”  She went outside to speak with an industry worker and he explained that it 

was phase one of the Marcellus Shale project.  Once she returned inside, she spent the 

rest of the day conducting Internet research on the Marcellus Shale. 

It wasn’t until I discovered a Vanity Fair article titled “A Colossal 
Fracking Mess” that I heard the term fracking and first started to read 
about hydraulic fracturing, and from that point I was terrified.  My 
husband was terrified.  Everything we read, it was like our bubble, this 
little paradise that we were trying to build, my happy life as a mom and a 
wedding photographer where everything great was starting, threatening to 
burst. 
 

                                                
7 Seismic testing refers to the surface-induced seismic pulses used to estimate the amount of 
natural gas that lies under the surface.  The pulses are generated with dynamite—which is buried 
and set off—or vibroseis.  In vibroseis, shockwaves are produced by large “thumper trucks” that 
thump the ground with heavy metal plates (Bagaini et al. 2010). 
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After reading the article, Amy began posting links to articles on fracking and the 

Marcellus Shale on her local township Facebook page, and she received hostile responses 

from people she did not know.  Her husband, seeing the potential problems her 

outspokenness might cause for her local photography business and also being concerned 

for her safety—she was newly pregnant—asked her to back off for a while, which she 

did.  Until a year later, when she spied a drill rig from a neighboring property through her 

window: “After I spotted that, I’m like, I’m not sitting idle anymore, I don’t care who 

threatens me, I don’t care what it does to my little photography business.”  

Overall, when I asked Lawrence County residents if they had seen or experienced 

conflict in the community due to Marcellus development, they tended to say no, except to 

say they had observed some heated discussion in community meetings.  Disruption to the 

social lives of residents occurred on an individual basis and tended to be a product of 

their public outspokenness against drilling.  For example, another concerned resident I 

spoke to, Lucy, had not yet experienced any conflict in the community herself.  She 

differed from Kelly and Amy in that she did have close relationships with her neighbors.  

I was able to witness the connections Lucy had with her neighbors and the way they 

interacted during a tour of her community.  Lucy was not shy regarding her opinions on 

shale development, but she expressed her views in a calm, non-judging manner.  Her goal 

was not-necessarily to change the opinions of others at the time, but to get them to think 

more deeply about the implications of shale drilling. 

One interesting occurrence during my interviews with Lawrence County residents 

is that when I asked about their views on development and of those around them, they 

often brought up Lucy as an example of someone that was against drilling.  However, 
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they did not speak about her in a negative light.  For example, one more-recent arrival I 

spoke to with ambivalent views on drilling spoke of Lucy in this way: 

Well, we have one person who really is anti-gas drilling completely.  I 
guess I would call her an activist, but I don’t blame her because I think 
people need to be on top of the situation.  That isn’t what I’m doing… it 
isn’t what I do, it isn’t what I want to do.  She is just really devoted to 
making sure that the natural resources remain natural resources… I’m glad 
she’s doing what she’s doing; I think we have to do that.  We have to keep 
both sides honest. 
 

 

Conclusion 

The social disruption hypothesis examines the social and cultural challenges 

boomtown communities confront during the beginning stages of boomtown development.  

The challenges observed by boomtown scholars tend to be a result of rapid population 

and industrial growth, such as overburdened community institutions, increased mental 

health and substance abuse issues, and social network disruption.  However, studies have 

shown how the conflicting opinions of residents regarding energy development can on 

their own create community division and social disruption, resulting in a corrosive 

community (Freudenburg 1981, 1993, 1997; Krannich et al. 1985).   

A corrosive community is defined as a social environment disrupted by the 

presence of new technological development that causes disputes over the associated risks, 

disagreements over the perceived benefits, and a lack of trust of public officials, and 

public and private agencies (Freudenburg 1993, 1997).  Residents in Washington County 

with concerns over the safety of local shale development experienced the most profound 

effects of residing in a corrosive community.  These residents tended to be newcomers 

who felt labeled and misunderstood by those espousing the benefits of shale 
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development.  They also felt bullied by the local gas industry and did not trust that they 

were taking the appropriate regulatory measures to protect the health and welfare of local 

residents.   

In classic boomtown literature, newcomers are those moving into a community as 

part of the emerging industrial development.  While much boomtown literature does not 

provide an explicit definition of old-timer or newcomer, in a study of energy impacted 

communities in the Colorado Rocky Mountain region, Freudenburg (1986) defined old-

timer as any resident who had lived in the community for three years or more.   

In contrast to past boomtown research, I do not define newcomer or more-recent 

arrival as those who have moved into a community due to their connection to local 

energy development.  Rather, I define newcomer or more-recent arrival as any resident 

that made the decision to move into the study site as an adult after being born and raised 

elsewhere.  My interview inquires regarding community conflict in Washington County 

revealed disputes between residents who were born and raised in the area and those who 

were not, regardless of the newcomer’s length of residence.  In fact, I was told of clashes 

based on differing opinions on shale development that occurred between old-timers born 

and raised in the area and newcomers who had been living in their Washington County 

home for over 30 years. 

In Lawrence County, I did encounter two residents who experienced conflict with 

their neighbors, but it had less to do with their status as a newcomer, and more to do with 

their outspokenness regarding their anti-drilling views.  Shale development had much less 

visibility in Lawrence County in comparison to Washington County due to its exploratory 

stage.  As development begins to intensify, and more residents become impacted by it, in 
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both positive and negative ways, I expect social disruption in Lawrence County to 

increase. 
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CHAPTER 4: 
LOCAL SHALE DEVELOPMENT IN WASHINGTON COUNTY 

Introduction 

There are a wide variety of opinions on shale drilling among Washington County 

residents, ranging from pro-drilling to anti-drilling, with the majority of the residents’ 

opinions falling somewhere in between.  The main difference between residents 

regarding drilling opinions is that newcomers moving to the area for its physical features 

have more concerns over drilling than long-time residents in the area.  In fact, the old-

timers in my study tend to view drilling as a positive economic development in a 

struggling agricultural community.   

The overall purpose of this chapter is to describe the relationship between the 

attachments Washington County residents have to place and their views on local shale 

development.  I begin this discussion by providing geographical context, which includes 

a description of the study site by an informant.  I then outline the various reasons 

residents chose to live in Washington County and the different ways in which ties to 

place motivated their residential choice.  The remaining sections describe local impacts 

of shale development and how these impacts vary for long-time residents and more-

recent arrivals.  These sections emphasize the influence of place attachment on the way 

residents experience shale development in their communities.   

 While long-time residents tend to regard drilling as positive for the community, I 

encountered two people born and raised in Washington County with negative views on 

shale development; they considered it harmful to the welfare of their families and the 

broader community.  These two long-time residents have differing opinions from their 
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counterparts due to their personal direct and severe negative experiences with the natural 

gas industry.  I highlight their stories below.  

 

Washington County: “The Paris of Appalachia” 

 Located in Southwestern Pennsylvania within the Appalachian Region (see Figure 

4.1), Washington County has a population of 207,820 and covers 857 square land miles 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2010).1  The Center for Rural Pennsylvania (2011) defines a county 

as rural or urban based upon its population density, or the number of people per square 

land mile, by comparing it to the statewide average.  Pennsylvania’s statewide density of 

284 is greater than Washington County’s population density of 243, thus fitting the 

Center for Rural Pennsylvania’s definition of rural (U.S. Census Bureau 2010).  Almost 

40 percent (322) of Washington County’s square land miles (205,821 acres) are farmland 

(USDA Census of Agriculture 2012b).  For Fiscal Year 2014, the Appalachian Regional 

Commission (2013) classified Washington County as a competitive county.  Competitive 

counties rank between the best ten percent and twenty-five percent of the nation’s 

counties and are able to compete in the national economy (Appalachian Regional 

Commission 2014).2  Prior to the arrival of unconventional shale development in Fiscal  

 

                                                
1 The Appalachian Regional Commission’s authorizing legislation defines the Appalachian 
Region or “Appalachia” as a 205,000-square-mile region that spans thirteen states from New 
York to Mississippi.  It includes all of West Virginia and parts of Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Mississippi, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, and Virginia (Appalachian Regional Commission n.d.). 
2 The Appalachian Regional Commission identifies and monitors the economic status of 
Appalachia counties with an index-based county economic classification system.  An index of 
county economic status is calculated by comparing each county's averages with national averages 
for three economic indicators: three-year average unemployment rate, per capita market income, 
and poverty rate (Appalachian Regional Commission 2014).    
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Figure 4.1: The Appalachian Region 
 

 
Source: 2008 Appalachian Regional Commission 
 

Year 2003, Washington County was classified as a transitional county which refers to a 

county transitioning between a strong and weak economy and ranks between the worst 25 

percent and the best 25 percent of the nation's counties (Appalachian Regional 

Commission 2002, 2014). 

While Washington County is rural, it borders three urban counties: Beaver, 

Allegheny, and Westmoreland.  The City of Pittsburgh is located in Allegheny County, 

and the townships where the majority of my interviews took place were located 
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approximately 20 to 30 miles from Pittsburgh.  Because of its close proximity to an urban 

area, Washington County differs from other rural areas.  When I spoke to Mark, a high 

school principal, about what makes his school district distinct from other rural 

communities, he characterized this difference by explaining that the communities in his 

school district are what he termed “cosmopolitan rural”:  

[Because of] the proximity to the city itself, you'll notice that there's a 
mixture of character within this district, and which yes, we have students 
who reside on farms, but a lot of times these farm students also 
intermingle with individuals whose families were from Allegheny County, 
wanted land and built 400, 500 thousand dollar homes out here, and which 
their character is less rural and more suburban. 
 

Mark expanded on this by noting that people in the area passionately maintain a sense of 

separateness from city folk, but struggle to do so because they are so close to a major 

urban center.  He characterized the area as more hybrid than pure rural.  There is, he said 

more than a bit of Appalachian character, but, he insisted, using a fanciful phrase that 

stuck with me, Washington County was the “Paris of Appalachia.”  

Having some exposure to more rural environments, having conducted field 
research in the past…I had the opportunity to go out into more rural 
communities and there is a certain character, can't necessarily pinpoint it 
or define it… but, there's a certain feel that goes along with the general 
vicinity of Appalachia.  Pittsburgh proper is considered part of Appalachia 
by many people's standards.  There is a rural character, there is, I hate to 
say this, some active pockets of the Ku Klux Klan out here.  We do have 
allegiance to the confederacy still, even though we're above the Mason-
Dixon line.  Much of this is indicative of the migration out of the south 
during the Great Depression and into the ‘40s and ‘50s.  Many of these 
pockets have come up into the North East and settled within the school 
district, and you do have elements of that and just a general rural 
character.  However, there's amalgamation here because you also have 
individuals who have moved out of Allegheny County and who have for 
the sake of wanting more land, wanting to build their ideal homes.  
 

As Mark aptly described, Washington County’s proximity to an urban center creates an 

environment dissimilar to other rural areas caused by an influx of city residents moving 
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into a community that is home to families that have resided and farmed in the area for 

generations.  As illustrated in chapter 3, this clashing of rural and city folk creates 

problems on its own when long-time residents view newcomers as changing the 

community in a way incongruent to their lifestyle.  When another factor is added—shale 

drilling—that conflict is exacerbated.   

Newcomers and old-timers also have different motivations for choosing to live in 

the community, and these reasons influence resident opinion on the shale development 

occurring in their backyards.  What turns into mobilization for residents with concerns 

about drilling, for residents who want drilling in the area, a backlash occurs.  I will 

discuss what mobilization looks like in both Washington and Lawrence Counties in 

chapter 6 and how residents act in response to their views on drilling.  This chapter and 

chapter 5 set the stage for this discussion by outlining resident views on Marcellus Shale 

development and its impact on individuals and the broader community.   

 

Ties to Place 

It was 10:00am and I was drinking a cup of coffee with Bill in a corner booth of 

the Cedar Crossing restaurant on a snowy day in February.  I had met Bill earlier at the 

town firehouse where he picked me up in his truck, concerned that my 2-wheel drive 

sedan would not make it on the icy back roads of Montgomery Township.  Bill is a kind-

faced, 75 year-old farmer with striking blue eyes.  I couldn’t help but think that he must 

have been quite handsome as a young man.  When I asked him, “How long do you plan 

on living here?”  He replied, “Well, ‘til the Good Lord calls me home.” 

*** 
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The residents I spoke to—whether they had lived in Washington County for a few 

years or their entire lives—had ties to the area and the homes they live in.  Below I 

outline the three main sorts of ties that emerged from interviews with residents: kinship 

ties, natural ties, and community ties.  These are the ties that bind residents to place, 

creating a sense of meaningful belonging.  When spaces are filled with shared meaning, 

they become places, in the sociological sense of the word.  For long-time residents, 

family ties—meaningful relations of kinship—are the primary reason they chose to 

remain in their hometowns.  In contrast, the more-recent arrivals chose to move into 

Washington County for its physical features, such as the fresh air, quiet, and 

spaciousness, thus forming strong connections to the physical, natural aspects of place.  

For both long-time residents and the more-recent arrivals, while not the primary 

attachment, the community ties established with fellow residents during their time in the 

area further connected them to the places they live.     

 

Kinship Ties 

Jessica and I were in the newly renovated kitchen of her Washington County 

farmhouse while her 7-year-old son, home sick from school, watched cartoons in an 

adjacent room.  Jessica had been living in the home her grandfather purchased in 1964 

with her husband and two sons for about a month after spending more than five years 

renovating it.  She explained that even at 5 years old, she knew the house would be hers 

someday.  When I asked Jessica how long she planned on living in the house, she replied, 

Oh, the rest of my life.  Oh yeah.  I’ll never move again.  My husband has 
hopes and dreams of having some 10,000 acre farm in Montana that he’s 
gonna hunt and run cattle on.  I told him I’d come visit him, that I ain’t 
leaving here.  My roots are deep in this Woodrow Valley.   
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Similar to Jessica, when I asked other long-time residents how long they planned on 

living in the area, they often responded matter of factly: “forever”; “the rest of my life”; 

“until I’m in the backyard” or “‘til I die.”  Those with strong familial ties expressed no 

doubt that they would spend the rest of their days in Washington County.   

As I sat with Jack, president of the local fire department, inside the Montgomery 

County Volunteer Fire Company, he told me the story of how he came to live in the home 

he currently resides. 

I have lived [here] for, let’s see… 35 years I guess, something like that… 
I’ve been from this general area my whole life, other than a stint I lived in 
[the suburbs of Pittsburgh], which I found out very quickly I couldn’t 
handle.  When you’re from a rural area and you’re used to land and then 
you go to a [suburban] setting where you’re house, house, house… it’s 
funny, you don’t think that it would bother you, but it does. 

 
During Jack’s time in the suburbs, he returned to Washington County on weekends to 

spend time with family and friends.  Eventually he and his wife decided to look for a 

rural piece of property near his parents in order to be close to them again.  They were 

successful and were able to move back home. 

I spoke with other residents born and raised in Washington County who moved 

away for college or to experience a new place, but eventually came back to be near 

family.  Like Jack, Lindsey moved away from her hometown for a short period of time.  

When she realized she preferred the town she grew up in, she returned.  Lindsey and her 

immediate family live in the same township, and her husband has family there too.   

Other old-timers claimed no interest in leaving their Washington County 

communities, but when prompted about their reasons for staying, they expressed familial 

obligations as their main reason.  When Stanley’s front door opened, I was greeted by a 
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smiling, gray haired man in his 60s wearing a white Myrtle Beach t-shirt tucked into light 

blue jeans.  Before I could introduce myself, he asked, “Are you selling Girl Scout 

Cookies?”  I wasn’t sure if he was serious; at the time of my interview with Stanley I was 

29 years old and often mistaken for being much younger than my age.  Without waiting 

for a response, he ushered me into his house with a laugh, telling me he knew who I was. 

We sat at the fully stocked bar in his newly renovated living room adorned with 

Halloween decorations and hunting mementos, most notably a large stuffed black bear 

head mounted on the wall.  I began the interview with general questions about his life and 

his community, and then asked him, “If you could live anywhere, where do you think it 

would be?”  He answered without hesitation, 

Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.  Yeah, in a second… I’d go there in a 
heartbeat; in fact I’d go now if we didn’t have children or grandchildren… 
Mom’s still living, and now with the children and the grandchildren, it’s 
really hard to leave.  
 

For Stanley, family ties strongly influenced his decision to stay in the area although he 

has the desire to live elsewhere.  Olivia expressed a similar motivation that familial 

responsibilities kept her in her current town and home.  When Olivia’s eldest daughter 

was killed in an automobile accident leaving behind a four-month child, Olivia and her 

husband became the sole guardians of their granddaughter.  At the time of our interview, 

Olivia’s granddaughter was 9 years old and enrolled in school, making moving difficult.  

Olivia also feels it her duty to be around for her parents who live down the road.  

As she explained, “I just have no desire to pick up and move.  Right now my parents are 

elderly and I’m the only one there is… it’s kind of like I have that responsibility too to 

stay here.”  Having strong kinship ties can be either a strong attractor, as in Jack and 
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Lindsey’s case, or a strong obligation, as in Stanley and Olivia’s case.  In either event, 

kinship ties bind many long-time residents to this place.  

 

Natural Ties 

In contrast to old-timers, more-recent arrivals to Washington County attach the 

most meaning to the natural landscape because their primary motivation for moving into 

the area was the physical aspects of place.  The newcomers I spoke to tend to come from 

Pittsburgh and its surrounding suburbs, and they relocated to communities in Washington 

County for its spaciousness, natural beauty, and small town feel. 

Jason is 31 and for the past seven years has been living in a house his parents 

own.  The house was included for free in the purchase of another property his parents 

bought and currently live.  At the time the properties were purchased, Jason was residing 

in the suburb of Allegheny County where he grew up.  However, he was unhappy there 

and decided to move into his parent’s vacant house: 

I came here because I always wanted to live in a rural area… I came out 
here for I think the same reason a lot of people do, they just want to live in 
a less hectic place.  You can actually feel peace and quiet and get closer 
access to public parks. 
 

I received very similar responses from many of the more-recent arrivals when I asked 

why they chose to move into Washington County: “we wanted open spaces and the 

quietness”; “we came out here because we wanted land”; and “[we like] the privacy”.   

However, a rural area does not only provide a peaceful, private landscape for 

newcomers to live in, but also a safe and healthy space to raise their children.  Early on in 

my interview with Sharon, a stay-at-home mother of six, she explained what motivated 
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her and her husband to move out of the City of Pittsburgh and build their home in 

Washington County: 

We wanted to raise our kids in the country, not in the inner city where 
there was gunfire and crime, so we came out this way.  [We] stumbled 
upon this acreage and fell in love with the community right away… We 
are on well water and we really enjoy our peace and quiet… and our clean 
water, clean grass, clean air. 

 
 Prior to moving to Washington County, Meredith, her husband, and two children 

had lived in several places in and outside the City of Pittsburgh.  She expressed similar 

sentiments as Sharon as to why she and her husband ultimately chose a rural area to build 

their home as well: 

We made a conscious decision to move [here] because we felt that it was 
the kind of place we wanted to raise our children.  Rural setting, they 
could go outside, make their own fun, kind of the way people used to grow 
up instead of everything being highly scheduled. 
 

While a rural landscape is attractive for its privacy, stillness, and open space, for 

newcomers, the physical aspects of a rural area were also a form of protection; living in 

this type of community was a means for keeping their children healthy and safe by 

providing them with fresh air, clean water, and the outdoor space for carefree productive 

play.   

It is important to note that long-time residents also spoke of having attachments to 

the physical landscape.  However, the attachment was strongly connected to kinship ties, 

as they associated the land they owned with family.  In particular, this was land their 

parents and grandparents had lived and worked on; the generations of hard work that 

preceded them rendered the land meaningful, even if they did not continue the tradition 

of family farming.  Old-timers no longer living on the family farm, but on their own 
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acreage they purchased in Washington County, still had familial connections to the land 

because their own land was symbolic of the land their family had worked on in the past.  

As I illustrate above, the attachments old-timers and newcomers have to place 

differ according to their primary motivation for choosing to live in their community.  For 

long-time residents, the strongest tie to place was kinship, whether out of desire to live 

near relatives, or out of familial obligation.  For the more-recent arrivals, the strongest 

ties to place were the physical aspects it had to offer—fresh air, clean water, space, 

peace, and quiet.  These natural features provided a protective environment to raise 

children.   

 

Community Ties 

While long-time residents and more-recent arrivals had differing primary 

attachments to place, both old-timers and newcomers formed relationships with their 

fellow residents to further tie them to their communities.  For example, as discussed 

above, Jack’s initial reason for moving back to the county he was born and raised was 

proximity to his parents: “That’s what brought us here, more my parents I guess to be 

close to them.  And then once you get out and you start getting involved, it just snowballs 

from there.”  Jack became heavily involved with his community through volunteering 

and built strong relationships with his fellow residents.  Now, even though both of his 

parents have passed away, he has no desire to move due to his community connections.  

Sharon, a newcomer whose family moved from an inner city environment to what 

they considered to be a clean, safe, rural environment, explained her attachment to the 

community she and her family now live: “It’s just it’s a nice tightknit community.  Just 
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real good people, real helpful; we really love it [and] want to stay.  Really really do.  

We’d love to see our kids stay here too.”   

Regardless of the reason residents chose the place they called home, the decision 

was one they were planning on keeping for life.  For various reasons, community 

members thought the town they chose was the best place to lay down life-long roots for 

their children and families.  However, those negatively impacted by local shale 

development began to reconsider a permanent residence in Washington County.  The 

remaining chapter discusses the impacts of local shale development on Washington 

County residents, and how ties to place influences resident opinions and reactions to 

these impacts.    

 

Impacts of Local Shale Development 

 The residents I spoke to had varying attitudes on the shale development occurring 

in their communities.  With the exception of two long-time residents, old-timers viewed 

local unconventional gas development as positive for themselves, their families, and for 

the broader community.  As I discuss below, this is not to say that old-timers were 

unaware of potential problems associated with gas development. However, when 

weighing the pros and cons, they felt development was positive overall.  In contrast, for 

newcomers with primary concerns over the potential negative environmental and public 

health effects of drilling, the harm to themselves, their family, and the broader 

community by shale gas development outweighs its benefits. 
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Long-time Residents 

We see that [natural gas drilling] is not the demon or the devil that people 
make it out to be because we’re living with it.  We see the trucks on the 
roads, we see the rigs going up and we see that it’s not detrimental to our 
environment, it’s not detrimental to our communities, and we accept it and 
see it as a positive (Representative of the Washington County Chamber of 
Commerce). 
 

*** 

Long-time residents most often spoke of local shale development in terms of its 

benefits to the broader community.  Some respondents born and raised in the area 

explained how local shale development directly benefitted them, but overall old-timers 

considered the most positive aspect of natural gas development to be its benefit to the 

community as a whole, particularly its economic benefits.  I heard regularly from those 

who claimed no direct financial profit that they supported gas development because of its 

good for the entire community.  This focus on community-based benefits is unsurprising 

since old-timers considered the closeness, kindness, and altruism of their neighbors to be 

the attribute they most value in their community. 

 

Individual Benefits 

When my mom started getting money… we must have ordered pizza like 
30 times in one month.  We were like, YES!  Bring it to the door!  
Because we couldn’t do that all the time… Not that I didn’t have a good 
life beforehand, I’m not saying that, I’m just saying things significantly 
changed when that royalty check started being in the mailbox, ya know?  
There’s no doubt about it, no doubt about it (Jessica, Washington County 
long-time resident).   
 

*** 

The most common positive impacts for individuals were associated with the 

opportunity subsurface owners (those residents without “split estates”) had to lease their 
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mineral rights for the development of wells and gas infrastructure.  The signing bonus gas 

companies provide to property owners for leasing mineral rights supply residents with 

extra income that they would not have ordinarily had.  In addition, gas companies 

sometimes offer a rental fee to leaseholders to reserve their land during pre-production.  

Once the wells associated with gas leases begin producing, leaseholders receive royalty 

payments for the producing wells.3  

 Jessica’s story exemplifies the type of experiences consistently championed—

however uncommon they may be—regarding the financial benefits of shale drilling for 

leaseholders and their families.  During the first few years of shale development in 

Washington County, Jessica’s mother Claire leased her property to permit the siting of 

well pads and other related natural gas infrastructure.  In the 1960s Claire’s father 

purchased over 300 acres of land, and until he passed away in 1991, singlehandedly ran 

the family dairy farm.  Claire attempted to keep the farm afloat after her father’s death, 

but subsequent financial problems caused her to consider selling off acreage.  Around this 

time, a gas exploration and production company approached Claire inquiring about her 

land.  As Jessica explained: 

She signed a lease for the gas company many many years before this 
(December 2012) for $7 an acre.  She got $7 an acre, and they’re getting 
$3,000 an acre now.  But $7 an acre for 300 acres, that was like 1,500 
bucks.  We were like, score!  I mean, at that point, that kind of money to 
her was groceries.  And she wasn’t paying bills at some points because 
there wasn’t enough to go around. 
 

Claire began receiving royalty payments once the wells on her property were in 

production.  Prior to these royalty payments, Jessica and her husband had been living on 

                                                
3 The bonus fees, land rental fees, and royalty payments offered by gas companies to leaseholders 
are not standard; in fact, not all gas companies provide land rental fees.  Thus, even within the 
same community, leaseholders receive varying amounts of money for leasing.  
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Main Street in downtown Cedar, Montgomery Township for nine years, the majority of 

that time spent renovating her grandfather’s old farmhouse with their own limited funds 

in the attempt to make it suitable to live in: 

I got to move back to the farm because my mother struck it rich with the 
gas wells… My husband and I moved out years ago, but we spent the last 
five to seven years doing this place.  At first we were just plugging our 
own money into it… then my mom started getting royalties, and she 
started giving us money… she took the check, split it into fifths, and gave 
each of her children and herself some, and put the other fifth away for 
Uncle Sam… My mother was fortunate to give me this property… In my 
opinion natural gas has been nothing but a blessing. 
 
While Jessica’s family experienced substantial benefits from having gas wells and 

infrastructure on the family farm, Jessica herself is benefitting from the extra income 

leaseholders are receiving.  Jessica works for a local feed store, and because many 

farmers with leases are still farming, they spend their extra income there: 

You have the farmers… these men, these old old decrepit men coming 
[into the feed store], they got their well money and they want to pay for 
their feed.  People who are still milking cows and have a gas well.  I have 
one customer; his well checks a month are over $750,000 and have been 
for three to four years… Hell, life is good and he’s still milking cows!  I 
mean, that’s what he’s doing, and that’s wonderful for me. 
  
I spoke with small businesses owners who mentioned similar benefits they 

considered to be due to the local influx of cash in their area from shale development.  

Theresa explained how her and her husband’s farm market has profited since the arrival 

of drilling: “It’s been a boon… our business has picked up, and a lot of our friends, other 

small local businesses have seen a great improvement.  I’m happy in that regard because 

people are doing business with us.”  Similarly, Luke, who runs a family owned 

greenhouse that grows and sells seasonal plants and other products, explained that the 
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extra income many residents now have provides them with the opportunity to purchase 

non-essentials such as flowers from his greenhouse. 

 A final benefit described was how the local gas industry itself was advantageous 

to small business owners.  George is the proprietor of a family owned industrial supply 

company, and his experience with the oil and gas industry is a prime example as to how 

local natural gas development can help bring a dying business back to life.  I was 

connected with George through a representative of the Marcellus Shale Coalition (MSC).  

With offices located west of the City of Pittsburgh in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, 

MSC was founded in 2008 with the purpose of collaborating with industry involved in 

the exploration and production of shale gas in the Appalachian Basin, as well as oil and 

gas midstream companies and supply chain partners (Marcellus Shale Coalition n.d.).   

The organization also educates public stakeholders on the positive consequences of shale 

gas production on businesses, families, and communities.   

While George and I ate lunch at the Cedar Crossing restaurant (an establishment 

which I learned quickly was a town favorite—this was the third time I had frequented it 

based on the recommendation of a respondent), he explained how he came to tailor his 

business to the needs of the local oil and gas industry with much success.   

George was born and raised in Washington County.  He married his high school 

sweetheart and they live in the home they built on the 1.5 acres of land his parents gifted 

him of the family farm.  After graduating from high school, George completed a year of 

vocational school in quality foods with the goal of owning a restaurant.  When he realized 

his aspiration was to own any type of business, he and his wife attempted a variety of 

ventures until they were ultimately successful supplying maintenance repair and 
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operating supplies to manufacturing.  Their business was slow to start, but eventually 

grew to be the main manufacturing supplier of a national corporation for 28 years, at 

which point the corporation went public, downsized, and dropped George as a supplier: 

At that point in time business-wise, my wife and I were just kinda looking 
[around] and saying either we should sell or get out of the business.  Our 
son was in the business at the time and we talked a little bit about what we 
should do, that was probably around 2004.  That’s when the first 
Marcellus well was drilled three miles from my house. 
 

George and his wife decided to keep the family business in operation, and as more 

exploratory shale wells were drilled, followed by production wells, the industry began 

investing in oil and gas infrastructure in Washington County which provided George the 

opportunity to align with the industry: “We made our pivot as we call it, from supporting 

manufacturing to supporting oil and gas, in 2008.”  They completely redesigned their 

business to meet industry needs, and business benefitted substantially from the redesign: 

From the development of our business, five years ago we were doing one 
million dollars a year in sales.  Last year we did five million, and this year 
we’re on target to do six million.  So we’re seeing some pretty salient 
business.  From an employment standpoint we’ve gone from three full-
time people and two part timers to… fifteen full-time people in five years.  
And we’re gonna hire three more.  We’re [also] expanding our business… 
so we’re gonna put a storefront in Ohio.  We’re hoping that’s gonna add 
another million, two million a year in sales, so I would say in 2013 we 
should probably hit six million.  In 2014 I’m hoping to be at eight million 
dollars in sales, so has it been good for our business?  It has been good for 
our business.   
 
The money leaseholders receive is not only a benefit to themselves and their 

families, but also provides them extra income to spend in the community to the advantage 

of local business owners.  Local gas drilling also provides opportunities for local 

businesses to form mutually beneficial relationships with the oil and gas industry.  

However, while the economic benefits individuals, families, and business owners reap are 
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clear, the majority of long-time residents spoke of how community-wide benefits are the 

most positive aspect of local shale development.   

 

Community-wide Benefits 

Long-time residents expressed to me time and time again how genuinely happy 

they were for local farm owners who were given the opportunity to receive extra income 

by leasing their mineral rights.  As Stanley explained: 

The farmers around here back in that day if you will, they worked 
unbelievable hours and I knew quite a few of them, they didn’t have a 
whole lot of money; it just wasn’t there.  Now that this came in, they 
finally got their money… I’m very happy for them for that.   
 

Agriculture is highly regarded in Washington County, and the extremely heavy labor 

demand of farming (with very little return) is not lost on the residents I spoke with, 

farmers and non-farmers alike.  The money farmers received from local shale 

development was viewed as payment for years of struggle on their farms.  As Hank said, 

“I think a lot of the farmers that were having a hard time making things go… it’s made 

their life pretty good.” 

*** 

 The majority of community-wide benefits old-timers referred to were ways in 

which local shale drilling provided enhanced economic and employment opportunities.  

During back-to-back interviews with a Washington County politician and Chamber of 

Commerce representative, they both endorsed the positive local impacts of natural gas 

development.  The positive impacts they touted summarized well each of the community 

benefits cited by my respondents who were born and raised in Washington County. 
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The most common positive impacts were related to helping the local economy 

through job and wealth creation in a time of national recession.  Washington County has 

seen a steady decline in its unemployment rate since February 2010; at that time, it had 

reached 9.1 percent, its highest unemployment rate since the early 1980s (PA Department 

of Labor & Industry 2015).  The most recent official unemployment rate for Washington 

County was reported in November 2014 at 4.9 percent, which is lower than both the 

Pennsylvania state rate of 5.1 percent and the national rate of 5.8 percent (PA Department 

of Labor & Industry 2015; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015).  Many long-time 

residents attributed the declining unemployment rate to local Marcellus Shale 

development.  As the government official explained:   

We have about ten well sites on county property in our parks.  I’ve seen 
the economic development and the jobs that they’ve created, I’ve seen the 
quality of life that they’ve created, I’ve seen that unemployment has gone 
down, I see that we have made more millionaires per capita [in 2012] here 
in Washington County than any other county in the nation.  Also [in 
2012], we were the third fastest growing county in the nation, and that’s 
all part and parcel because of the Marcellus Shale play.4 

 
 In order for residents to take full advantage of the local jobs available in the oil 

and gas industry, vocational technical schools had begun to offer specialized classes and 

degrees to residents in the skills needed to work in the gas industry.  The Chamber of 

Commerce representative explained some of the training opportunities now available to 

residents: 

Through our vocational technical schools, we’re beginning to train people 
in downhill welding, in CDLs (commercial driver’s license) for their 
drivers licenses, how to work on wells on rigs and things of that nature… 
we didn’t see that coming seven, eight years ago, but we adapted and been 
trying to train the workforce into taking advantage of these opportunities. 

                                                
4 I searched extensively to find evidence that in 2012 Washington County had more new 
millionaires per capita than any US county or that it was the third fastest growing county in the 
US, to no avail.   
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In addition to the economic benefits shale development brings to the community, 

many long-time residents mentioned the community improvements that were now 

possible; both the government official and Chamber of Commerce representative echoed 

this sentiment.  For example, the impact fee Washington County receives for permitting a 

large number of well pad sites provides them with the opportunity to receive new water 

and sewer lines.  The government official also explained how the gas industry has 

invested in improving local roads: 

When they frack a well site, these big trucks will use a road anywhere 
between nine months to a year.  They come in and totally rebuild the roads 
so we’ve got millions and millions of dollars worth of new roads that we 
would’ve never had if it wasn’t for the gas industry.  Now these roads 
aren’t being used by these trucks; they only need to use them while they 
were fracking.  Once they leave they’re required to repair them and 
replace them, and they do and they have. 
 
Finally, a very commonly cited benefit to not only the community, but also the 

rest of the United States, was that shale development creates the opportunity for America 

to become energy independent.5 

 As noted earlier, long-time residents did experience some negative consequences, 

most commonly disruptions due to increased heavy truck traffic.  However, since these 

residents view gas drilling as having positive merit, truck traffic, while an annoyance at 

first, is something they are able to get used to.  For example, Stanley was explaining what 

it was like to raise his children in the area when he began contemplating how local gas 

development changed the community: 

It’s still the same, it’s just life is so much faster now.  We have all these 
gas wells around here.  I mean, there’s trucks everywhere now, just up and 
down the highways.  You have to be very careful of the trucks… A lot of 

                                                
5 At the time of my fieldwork, then Governor Corbett had not imposed any taxes on the natural 
gas industry (Maher 2014).    
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trucks go way too fast.  It’s 35 miles an hour through [town] and I have a 
little warehouse up there by the fire hall.  We get there about 8 o’clock in 
the morning, and those trucks go through there 55, 60 miles an hour.  

 
Stanley went on to say that while the trucks do indeed go too fast, you get used to it, “It’s 

not that you don’t care, it’s just like, okay, it’s here.”   

 Other residents acknowledged the nuisance of increased truck traffic, how large 

industry trucks break up the roads, and the disruption caused during the well drilling 

process.  However, many residents were willing to tolerate such disturbances for what 

development would ultimately bring.  As Olivia explained: 

There is a lot of road traffic, heavy truck traffic.  We live on country roads 
[and] those trucks break up the roads so you’re bouncing all along.  
[However], the gas industry has done well as far as repairing them.  Right 
now they’re drilling a well right past us, so there is a lot of truck traffic, 
but… what the gas industry is bringing to the community outweighs the 
inconvenience for a few months… Once the well is drilled and it’s in 
production, all that goes away, and you can see by driving around the area 
that when they’re done the ground is restored.  It’s a mess for a while, but 
I think that, like I said, what they’re bringing to the community outweighs 
the inconvenience. 
 

For long-time residents who espouse the positive effects of shale drilling, the temporary 

disruption and inconvenience of development is worth the positive changes it brings to 

individuals and the wider community in the long run.    

 

More-recent Arrivals 

But shit, when I say stuff was really bad, I really mean it… When some of 
these operations are going, you don’t even feel at peace in your own 
home.  You feel horrible.  You come home, and there’s this giant flame 
sticking up there, you get a headache, the noise is just constant, really 
loud, you feel like you are living in an industrial zone… There’s pipelines 
shooting every which direction, access roads; it’s really bizarre and freaky.  
It’s like a military alien takeover.  Feels like that at times (Jason, 
Washington County newcomer). 
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In contrast to long-time residents, newcomers considered the potential harm as a 

result of local shale development to be far too great a risk to themselves, their families, 

and the broader community.  In varying degrees, each of the more-recent arrivals I spoke 

to had negative experiences with local gas development.   

I define more-recent arrival or newcomer as any resident born and raised 

elsewhere who made the decision to move into Washington County as an adult.  The 

newcomers I interviewed had been living in Washington County from 3 to 38 years, with 

an average length of residence of 19 years.  Only one of the more-recent arrivals had 

lived in two homes during their tenure in Washington County and both residences were in 

Montgomery Township.  As discussed previously, the first experimental shale wells in 

the county were drilled without much fanfare in 2004, and gas production did not become 

highly visible in the county until development intensified in 2008.  The majority of 

newcomers had been living peacefully in their homes for at least five and in come cases 

over 30 years prior to the introduction of local natural gas development.   

When gas development became visible in the county, the vast majority of 

newcomers did not hold the position that it posed environmental and health threats.  

Donna, for example, was excited by the prospect at first: “It sounded wonderful!  In the 

beginning, I thought, wow, this is a good thing… this is gonna be good.”  She understood 

that Washington County could benefit greatly if shale development brought wealth and 

jobs to the area.  Her positive outlook on local gas development changed when the farm 

owner whose land adjoins hers leased his property to be the site of a natural gas pipeline. 

This was a common narrative among newcomers.  When they first became aware 

of local shale development, they wanted its presence to be positive for the community.  
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They knew the desperate straits some of their neighbors were in and understood the 

wealth and job creation potential of shale drilling.  However, the more knowledgeable 

they became on drilling techniques and practices, experienced the disturbances associated 

with the construction of gas infrastructure, and endured frequent disruption to their daily 

lives, they overwhelmingly became aggravated over the ways in which local gas 

development altered their way of life, and concerned over the risks development posed to 

themselves, their families, and the community.   

For the majority of the more-recent arrivals, their concerns surrounding natural 

gas development stem from one thing: it threatens the lifestyle they intended to build for 

themselves and their family.  While the newcomers all expressed legitimate fear for the 

health and safety of their friends and neighbors, their concern over the risks shale 

development posed to others began once they directly began experiencing negative 

effects.      

Newcomers experienced some of the more obvious negative consequences of 

drilling, including noise disturbance, light pollution, truck traffic, and physical health 

problems.  They also experienced other less obvious ill effects that were often more 

disruptive to their daily lives in comparison to the more tangible impacts.   

 

Direct Negative Impacts 

There are many elements involved in the shale drilling process, and they each 

have their own type and level of disruption.  For residents living in close proximity to 

well pad sites and other related natural gas infrastructure, a common complaint was the 
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noise.  Sharon’s Morgan Township property borders Tennyson Township, which had an 

active horizontal well pad site visible from her back yard: 

The first rig that came was right around Thanksgiving time, and it was 
very noisy.  It would wake us up in the middle of the night… it was almost 
like it was drilling and then it would hit probably some kind of rock 
formation, and there was this boom, and it sounded like metal on metal 
like a car crash.  And then there was this long hissing noise, and it took us 
days and days to get used to it.  I don’t even know if we got used to it; it 
just startled you in the middle of the night.  In the day it’s not so much a 
big deal, but when it’s very quiet and it’s in the middle of the night and it 
wakes you up—we had real restless sleep, even my kids, because you 
would expect to hear sirens after it, it was so booming and loud and scary.   
 

The drilling process for a horizontal well takes approximately 20 to 30 days of 

continuous, full-time operation.  The next phase, hydraulically fracturing the well, takes 

an additional three to five days of uninterrupted operation.  Since each horizontal well 

site is able to accommodate multiple wells, most often four to six, but occasionally up to 

a dozen, this month long process of continuous work typically occurs at least four times.  

In addition to experiencing unceasing noise, during night operating hours, the overhead 

lights that illuminated the well site also lit up Sharon’s home and shined into the 

windows.  She mentioned her need to purchase new curtains for her son’s room so he 

could sleep at night. 

 Donna has also experienced a great deal of disruption, in particular, from the 

natural gas pipeline construction occurring on the 200 acre farm next door, a pipeline 

situated within 500 feet of her home.  When workers first began digging the pipeline, 

Donna thought that it would be finished quickly, however: 

It wasn’t, it was horrible. It just seemed to get worse, not better.  There 
were days I would think I couldn’t handle any more noise, because even 
with the windows closed, I could here it.  Well it’s right there… and from 
morning till night, it just didn’t quit.  I love to be outside… there were 
days I couldn’t wait for it to rain because they would leave, because I 
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didn’t have to listen to the noise. I couldn’t be outside, but I didn’t have to 
hear anything either.   
 

The constant noise was also a nuisance to Donna’s husband.  Most relevant was the effect 

it had on his ability to acquire sufficient amounts of sleep: 

[My husband] worked an awful lot of overtime… 12 to 16 hours a day 
which means he’d get in at 4:00 in the morning and he’d want to sleep 
until 11 o’clock which is reasonable.  Well, they were working right there, 
right across from us… before the 8 o’clock start time.  If [my husband] 
didn’t wake up to that, he’d wake up because the dogs were barking [at the 
workers]… Other times the noise woke him up and he’d say, “I had a hard 
time coming home this morning; I was tired.”  He wasn’t getting enough 
sleep.  We called and complained and they said, well they have to warm 
up the equipment.  Warming and moving are two different things.  And 
even when it was in their legal time to work, it was so noisy, and he didn’t 
get much rest at all. 
 
Donna also explained how heavy truck traffic and regular road closures created 

delays that made it difficult to go about daily life.  Donna only had two safe roads to 

travel on near her property and one time when she needed to get to a doctor’s 

appointment, one road was closed and a truck was being unloaded on the other.  She 

explained to a worker that she really needed to get through and was told in return that the 

wait would only be six to ten minutes.  Donna didn’t have six to ten minutes: “Had I 

known that it would be blocked for that long, I would’ve left home a lot earlier… you 

never know what to do.”  The heavy truck traffic also made it difficult for her to do 

activities she found enjoyable for fear of her safety: “I used to go and walk [the country 

road] with my kids, walk the dogs for miles; I wouldn’t do that now. It’s too dirty to do it 

right now [and] the traffic is too heavy, just way too heavy.  I wouldn’t do it.” 

 Residents near shale drilling operations and other related construction also spoke 

of the health problems they or their family members had experienced that appear to be 
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related to local shale development.  Jason lives in close proximity to multiple horizontal 

well pad sites, and he thought his headaches were caused by shale development: 

You can drive for miles around and there’s nothing but this horrendous 
smell and you get a really bad headache.  It’s like that when they’re 
flaring.  I remember, they were flaring and I was gone at a conference for 
a week… I didn’t have a headache the entire time, and I got back and I 
had this really bad headache in twenty minutes. 
 

Sharon explained a similar experience her son had: 

My son gets headaches, when they were drilling right across from the 
school in fact… They were flaring a year ago in Thanksgiving and I took 
him to the pediatrician and she said, “Fort Cherry”? And I said yeah, and 
she said, “Are they flaring?”  And I said yeah, and she said, “Okay, wait 
till Christmas when he goes home, away from the school, and see if it goes 
away”. And it did, his headaches went away.  I was afraid she was gonna 
say that because now we’ve got [a well site near our property]. 
 

 As illustrated above, newcomers residing in the vicinity of shale development 

report a variety of disturbances to their daily lives from well pad and construction 

activity.  However, more-recent arrivals also experienced stressors not necessarily in 

direct relation to local gas industry activity, but had significant impacts on their daily 

lives nonetheless.    

 

Negative Psychosocial Impacts 

Most of the remaining impacts newcomers cited were related to anxieties caused 

by the potential health risks of shale development, threats to the place they love, and the 

stresses associated with their own close monitoring of their home environments.  

Residents expressed to me the importance of consistent surveillance as a strategy for 

quickly becoming aware of any threats to their children, homes, or health. 
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 At the time of my fieldwork, the relative novelty of shale development in 

Washington County provided me with limited examples of current shale-related health 

problems.  Since the health impacts of development were yet to be seen, most newcomers 

had more questions than answers about its potential negative environmental and health 

consequences.  As Donna explained: 

Mostly my concerns are the pollution.  There are no studies, no cumulative 
studies, showing the effects of everything, the wells, the compressor 
stations, the emissions from trucks… so how can they say that 
everything’s fine? ... [If our township gets wells], those [frack] water 
trucks are going to come past our house, day in and day out.  I don’t want 
that.  I don’t want the traffic, I don’t want to noise, I don’t want the 
chemicals… they say they’re harmless, okay maybe going in, and that’s a 
big maybe… but this stuff coming out, is it?  How contaminated is the 
water?  How many heavy metals?  How radioactive is it? 
 

Like Donna, Gwen spoke to a lack of evidence demonstrating the safety of shale 

development.  She is subjected daily to its physical presence, and her interactions with 

residents was a constant reminder of the risk development poses.  This caused Gwen 

much distress: “It’s literally awful to have it; it dictates your every life.  There isn’t a 

place that you go that you don’t see it or hear about it or think about it.”   

While residents were worried over development’s potential harm, especially 

exposure to cancer causing chemicals, their strong attachments to their communities and 

homes created a desire to remain in Washington County.  The struggle between wanting 

to stay and wanting to keep their family safe made it difficult to determine the right 

course of action in response to local shale development.  Meredith described the 

confusion her indecision caused: “It’s this huge emotional roller coaster so you feel 

differently about it every day.  One day I’m moving and the next day I’m staying and 
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fighting.  One day I’m like, yeah we can do this safely, and the next day Range does 

something really stupid and… I’m out of here.” 

At the time of my fieldwork, newcomers took steps to monitor their 

environments, most frequently their well water, in the attempt to gather as much 

information as possible regarding the environmental effects of shale development.  Apart 

from any objective risks associated with drilling, this constant vigilance was burdensome 

in and of itself, mentally and financially.  Sharon and Donna both conducted frequent 

independent water testing to evaluate potential water well contamination, and because 

they mistrusted water-testing labs they feared were aligned with the gas industry, they 

sought out impartial companies to conduct more expansive tests.  The issue with that, as 

Donna explained, is that they are much more expensive: 

Our water test was $1,300… and it was recommended to have it checked 
twice yearly.  I don’t have $2,600. That’s a big financial burden.  Even if I 
find another company that would be cheaper, how do I know that they 
aren’t already being paid for by the gas company? 
 

In addition to biannual water tests, it was recommended to Donna that she conduct 

personal monitoring of her water well: 

We have a meter that will check for dissolved solids, and then I have to 
check the PH.  This is every other day from now to eternity.  I keep a log.  
The hydro-geologist also recommended putting the water in a clear glass, 
setting it on a piece of paper, taking a picture, and logging that.  It’s every 
other day from now, forever. 
 

Vigilant observation of the environment and the associated financial burdens created a 

stressful situation that made it difficult for newcomers to enjoy the home they once found 

solace in.   

More-recent arrivals went to great lengths monitoring their surroundings not only 

to protect the health of their family, but also to save their established way of life.  When 
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newcomers purchased or built homes in Washington County, they had every intention of 

never moving again.  Their Washington County home was meant to be the place they 

would spend the rest of their days.  As I discuss above, the more-recent arrivals 

deliberately and conscientiously chose their specific rural environment for its physical 

attributes—spaciousness, privacy, peacefulness, fresh air and clean water—and they did 

not want to lose all they had worked for; they experienced a constant struggle between 

holding onto their dream, and protecting the health of their family.   

 

Negative Impacts on Two Long-time Residents  

Out of all of the residents I spoke to, the two who experienced the most severe 

negative consequences were long-time residents Lindsey and Michael.  Lindsey differed 

from the other old-timers because she had enough land to lease, but chose not to.  Her 

husband, who is a chemist, thought signing was too risky because there was not enough 

information to make an informed decision.   

Lindsey was the only resident who did not give me consent to tape her interview.  

Residents with concerns over drilling had recently been having difficulties in the public 

due to their views, and she wanted to protect herself.  She also took the precaution of 

calling Michael, the other long-time resident I will speak about later, to make sure I was 

safe to speak to because, as she explained, if you talk to the wrong people they could 

destroy your life more, and “you don’t want people to slam you.”  After my interview 

with Lindsey, she ended up being my closest informant and I spent the most time with 

her.  She always made me feel very welcome, and once she got to know me, she always 

greeted me with a big hug and made it a point to introduce me to others. 
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Lindsey a married stay-at-home mother of two, and she and her family have 

experienced many direct negative impacts of shale development.  Although she and her 

husband ultimately decided to not become leaseholders, there is a well pad site comprised 

of eight wells located less than half-a mile (2,300 feet) from her property, and an open-air 

wastewater (also known as produced or frack water) impoundment just 1,500 feet away.  

This impoundment was a source of many problems for those living around it.  The 

company responsible for the impoundment did not obtain a permit prior to its 

construction, and the permit they did obtain after its construction was for a freshwater 

impoundment, but they converted it to wastewater.   

The truck access road for the impoundment is on the bordering property situated 

behind her house.  While Lindsey and I sat at her kitchen table drinking bottled water—

she claimed her well water had been contaminated as a result of drilling—we watched a 

continuous stream of trucks as she explained how shale development impacted her and 

her family.  Similar to other impacted residents, she was forced to cope with noise, 

constant truck traffic, light pollution, and physical health problems.  For example, once 

the drilling activity started, she and her family began to have headaches, sore throats, and 

aggravated sinuses. 

The psychosocial impacts were equally distressing to Lindsey.  Like newcomers 

Sharon and Donna, Lindsey felt the need to maintain constant vigilance of her 

surroundings.  In fact, when I arrived at her home for our interview, she was on the phone 

with a fellow resident trying to get information on a spill that occurred at the 

impoundment site earlier in the day. 



 104 

A psychosocial impact Lindsey spoke about extensively was her changed sense of 

security and safety.  As discussed previously, shale drilling requires up to a month of 

continuous operation, therefore a common practice is to keep bunk trailers on well sites 

for the workers, which is the case for the site located behind Lindsey’s home.  It caused 

her discomfort to consistently have strangers so close to her property, and she had to 

change her behavior as a result.  For example, she couldn’t do the simple, private things 

she used to, like run down to the basement in her underwear to get clothes from the dryer. 

Lindsey also experienced more severe safety and security issues.  She told me that 

once during a walk she found a crack pipe on her property.  Someone also tried to break 

into her house.  Lindsey made a note to say that she couldn’t be sure well site workers 

were responsible, but she had never had an attempted break-in prior to drilling.  After the 

attempted burglary, she and her family turned on their home alarm more frequently, even 

if they were in the home. 

Michael is a long-time resident who leased his farmland in 2002 for $8.25 an acre 

two years before the first exploratory horizontal wells were drilled in Washington 

County.  His grandparents had leased their land in the past for shallow wells in order to 

receive free gas to use on their farm, and Michael decided to become a leaseholder for the 

same reason: 

All I wanted was free gas because I wanted to build a new house and have 
the free gas like we had at my grandparents, and they promised us that.  In 
the lease it said 300,000 cubic feet of gas free a year.  That was the hook. 
 

A few years after Michael leased, his property became the site for some of the first 

exploratory horizontal shale wells in Washington County.  Once drilling began, Michael 
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soon realized that they were not drilling shallow wells, and the type of gas being 

extracted from the shale was not useable on his farm.   

 Michael had never held negative views toward the oil and gas industry prior to 

shale development on his property.  In fact, his relationship with the industry had always 

been positive, as he had worked as an oil and gas industry employee for many years.  As 

he explained, “I never thought it my life that I’d be fighting this industry because I did 

like it… it was interesting.” 

 Four unconventional wells at four different locations were drilled on Michael’s 

property and the disruption was constant:  

You couldn’t hunt there anymore.  There were people on [my] property all 
hours of the day and night.  They could come on [my] property 1, 2, 3, 4 
o’clock in the morning.  Tankers taking the drip gas, or taking brine water 
out, or whatever.  You never knew who was driving up in your property.  
My dog would bark, I’d go out and I’d see where the vehicle was going… 
That’s what you dealt with… It got so large…you felt like aliens landed.  
Not only that, how would you like to have a guard?  How would you like 
to have security on your property watching you? 
 

In addition to the disruption caused by drilling activity, Michael’s three-acre pond 

became contaminated: 

All the vegetation died in my pond, and the pond turned black… it was 
black for like five days or so, six days, and then it turned into I always said 
a copper color or a rust color; killed all the cattails in it.  It took a while 
before the cattails died, but the following year they were gone.  There 
were only a few left here and there, and then each year would go by, more 
would die off.  We did an aerial shot of it [recently], and the color of the 
water has never been the same.  
 

 The psychosocial stress Michael experienced was severe and began to cause strain 

on his family life: 

I would try to tell [my wife] and educate her about it, but then she was 
worried and scared and everyone else was getting worried and scared.  It 
was just, you deal with normal pressures every day, you sure as hell don’t 
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need this.  It’s bad enough what you have to deal with, but these guys 
dump so much on you.  I’d come in and I’d be yelling and I’d be upset; 
you take it out on people because you’re so darn mad… If you knew what 
was in my head, you wouldn’t believe it.  Most people would be drinking 
or doing drugs or seeking psychiatric help because it’s so depressing… 
This situation brings emotions you thought you never had.  It just pulls it 
right out of you.  It’s bizarre.  It really is. 
 
The conditions on Michael’s farm became so burdensome for him and his family 

that he sued the company conducting the drilling on his property.  In 2010 he lost the 

lawsuit, and the gas company offered to purchase his property.  He accepted the offer 

because there was another farm available for him to purchase, but soon after the sale, he 

discovered that the other farm was already leased to the industry.  Having nowhere else to 

go, Michael, his wife and children moved into his parent’s house in a nearby town. 

 

Loss of Place 

You feel like you’re a prisoner on your own farm… you feel like a 
refugee.  I’ve heard that term used many many times in this industry, in 
what they do to communities.  They drive you out (Michael, Washington 
County long-time resident). 
 

*** 

 For those experiencing the negative impacts of development, who were mostly 

newcomers, but also two long-time residents, each of the impacts discussed above 

contributed to a sense of place alienation among the more-recent arrivals.  Place 

alienation occurs when residents hold negative opinions toward and are unsatisfied with a 

place (Hummon 1992).  In the case of Washington County newcomers, their sense of 

alienation from their community and home environment began once shale development 

intensified, altering their surroundings.  As Sharon explained: “I didn’t buy a farm to live 
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next to an industrial site.  I bought a farm in the middle of an agricultural area… and now 

we have a well pad and industry right here, and that’s upsetting to me.”   

All of the more-recent arrivals voiced their distress over the ways in which local 

shale development negatively transformed their home environment, and expressed a 

sentiment similar to Donna’s: “This isn’t what we moved here for.”  They were 

particularly upset with their neighbors for their decision to lease property for the drilling 

of gas wells and building of infrastructure without considering the effect it would have on 

those around them.  As Donna explained, “If the people who signed leases could contain 

everything to their property with no effect on anyone else, fine, but they can’t.  It affects 

all of us.”  Sharon was unsettled by her neighbors who became leaseholders since she 

viewed their decision as solely based on financial gain: “I’m disturbed by those neighbors 

that allow it because they go back to the dollar signs. That’s what they see. They don’t 

see how it affects everyone around them.”   

When the more-recent arrivals thoughtfully chose the area in which to buy or 

build a home, they wholeheartedly believed they would never move again.  When I asked 

Gwen how long she planned on living in the area, she replied, “Initially the plan was 

forever… this was our Forever Home.”  The choice newcomers made to establish roots in 

rural Washington County was based on their view that the location provided a safe, 

protective environment for raising a family.  The natural environment also offered 

newcomers their desired amount of outdoor space for animals, farming and other outdoor 

activities that were not possible in their suburban and city environs, as well as the 

peacefulness they craved.  Like other more-recent arrivals, Sharon, whose husband built 
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their “Forever Home” in Washington County, expressed feeling a deep loss when 

contemplating the possibility of having to move elsewhere: 

The whole reason we came here is to stay here permanently.  That’s why 
we built this house; we built this, my husband with his own hands.  It’s 
heartbreaking to think this could all be a bad move if it turns out that 
industry has destroyed our environment to the point where it’s destroyed 
our lives. 
 

Once they made the decision to move, residents never considered the possibility of 

having to relocate outside of Washington County.  However, the disruption caused by 

natural resource extraction in an agricultural area that was meant to provide safety, peace, 

and comfort destroyed their view that it was possible to find a safe place anywhere.  

Thus, in addition to potentially losing the home and the life they established, they lost 

their sense of wellbeing.  As Meredith explained, “There is no place to go.  You can’t 

move, so do you stay because it’s going to be everywhere?”  And as Donna questioned, 

“Besides, where is safe?” 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the various place attachments of Washington County 

residents, and the relationship between place attachment and resident response to local 

shale development.  There were three ties to place that emerged from my interviews with 

residents—kinship, natural, and community ties—and they were related to the motivation 

residents had for either staying in the area they were born and raised, or why they chose 

to move into the community.  Overall, long-time residents had primary ties based on 

kinship, and they chose to remain in the towns they were born and raised in order to 

reside near family.  Old-timers with strong familial ties had the tendency to tout the 
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positive impacts of local shale development, most often its potential to economically 

benefit the community through job and wealth creation.  While long-time residents 

mentioned negative impacts of energy development, they were relatively minor, such as 

increased truck traffic, and they considered the benefits of shale development to far 

outweigh such temporary nuisances. 

 Newcomers on the other hand had primary ties to the natural, physical aspects of 

their communities.  These residents chose to move to Washington County for peace and 

quiet, spaciousness, and a small town environment.  The majority of newcomers had 

moved from areas in or just outside the City of Pittsburgh in order to retreat from city life 

in return for a slower paced, safer, and healthier environment to raise their children.  In 

terms of community attachments, I did encounter long-time residents as well as more-

recent arrivals that had formed community ties after establishing relationships with 

fellow residents, but such ties were secondary. 

Specific types of place attachments are important when attempting to explain why 

people engage in place-protective behavior.  Research has shown that it is not necessarily 

the strength of place attachment that influences behavior, but the type of place attachment 

(Scannell and Gifford 2010; Stedman 2002).  In Washington County, newcomers with 

strong ties to the physical aspects of place experienced many negative impacts related to 

shale development and became increasingly disappointed and concerned over landscape 

changes occurring in their communities.  These residents had planned on spending the 

rest of their lives in their Washington County homes, and Marcellus Shale development 

was a threat to that plan.  As I will discuss in chapter 6, the strong ties residents had to the 
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physical, natural aspects of place, in combination with feeling a sense of place 

dissatisfaction, was a significant motivator for choosing to engage in collective action.  
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CHAPTER 5: 
LOCAL SHALE DEVELOPMENT IN LAWRENCE COUNTY 

Introduction  

 Similar to residents in Washington County, Lawrence County residents hold a 

wide range of opinions on local Marcellus Shale development, which ranged from pro-

drilling to anti-drilling.  However, Lawrence County residents expressed more 

uncertainty regarding both the positive and negative impacts of shale development since 

the county was still in the early, exploratory stage of drilling.  Only five unconventional 

well sites were present at the time of my fieldwork and there was no extensive gas 

infrastructure such as pipelines and compression stations for the transportation and 

processing of natural gas.  Thus, the views of most residents were based on their own 

research, accounts in the media, and stories recounted from residents in other more 

intense shale development areas.   

The overall purpose of this chapter is to describe the different types of place 

attachments held by Lawrence County residents, and how they influenced views on local 

shale development.  Following the format of the previous chapter, I begin my discussion 

by providing some geographical context.  I then describe the reasons residents gave as to 

why they chose to live in Lawrence County, and the various ways residential choice 

motivated place attachment.  Following this discussion, I outline the local impacts of 

shale development and how these impacts vary according to length of residence and type 

of place attachment.  I conclude the chapter by comparing and contrasting the 

experiences of Washington and Lawrence County residents, outlining in particular how 

differing levels of shale development and the length of time development had been 

occurring may explain the variation between counties.   
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Lawrence County 

Lawrence County is located in Western Pennsylvania approximately 70 miles 

north of Washington County within the Appalachia Basin.  The county covers 358 square 

land miles—approximately 40 percent the land coverage of Washington County—and 

has a population of 91,108 (U.S. Census Bureau 2010).  Lawrence County has a 

population density of 254, which is similar to Washington County’s population density of 

243, thus also meeting the definition of a rural county (The Center for Rural 

Pennsylvania 2011; U.S. Census Bureau 2010).  Furthermore, Lawrence County is 

bordered by two counties in Ohio, Columbiana and Mahoning, in addition to two rural 

Pennsylvanian counties, Mercer and Butler, and the urban county of Beaver.  

Approximately 35 percent (126) of Lawrence County’s square land miles (80,468 acres) 

are farmland (USDA Census of Agriculture 2012a).  For Fiscal Year 2014, the 

Appalachian Regional Commission (2013) classified Lawrence County as a transitional 

county.  Transitional refers to counties that are transitioning between strong and weak 

economies, and rank between the worst 25 percent and the best 25 percent of the nation's 

counties.1  Within Lawrence County there are five areas classified as economically 

distressed (Appalachian Regional Commission 2014).  Lawrence County has consistently 

been a county in transition since 2002.2   

Lawrence County has certain population characteristics similar to Washington 

County, in particular, a range of socioeconomic attributes that includes farm families with 

generational ties to the area, as well as higher income professionals not originally from 

the county.  During a joint interview with the high school, middle school, and elementary 
                                                
1 See chapter 4 for an explanation on the Appalachian Regional Commission’s index-based 
county economic classification system. 
2 The oldest available data on the economic status of Appalachian Counties is for 2002. 
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school principals of a Lawrence County school district, I asked them to characterize the 

area.  Kevin, principal of the area high school, provided the following description:  

It’s certainly, as you can see, a rural community, but it has a broad mix of 
folks.  We have from the very wealthy to the Amish Community; we have 
people that live in million dollar homes and people that live in mobile 
homes.  It’s just very diverse.   
 

Patrick, the area middle school principal, expressed his similar interpretation of the broad 

mix of residents in the county: 

I think that’s the possible misconception of this school district, the 
diversity, because there is a divide, a range of socioeconomics and types 
of work that people do.  We have the college, which certainly, a lot of 
professors live in the community here.  And then we also have as Kevin 
said, our areas of very low income and we have areas that are very 
affluent. 
 
There are two distinguishing features of Lawrence County that Kevin and Patrick 

referenced above: it is home to the fourth largest settlement of Amish in the state—the 

twelfth largest settlement in the United States—and a liberal arts college.  Tim, principal 

of the elementary school, also noted that he believed the majority of residents, Amish and 

non-Amish alike, have deep generational ties.  Thus, the presence of these characteristics 

gives rise to an area in which affluent professionals reside among low-income farm 

families and the Amish (Young Center for Anabaptist and Pietist Studies 2013).  

Patrick explained that the deep generational ties of many residents in combination 

with the presence of more-recent arrivals created community conflict at times.  Patrick 

did note that community relations between old-timers and newcomers had gotten 

somewhat better throughout the years, but as he experienced when he was a newcomer to 

the area 20 years prior, it takes time for more-recent arrivals to gain the acceptance of 

some long-time residents. 
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While Lawrence County residents did mention the existence of occasional conflict 

between more-recent arrivals and long-time residents in the community, it was much less 

commonplace when compared to Washington County.  In Washington County, more 

residents experienced milder conflicts with neighbors based on their disagreement with 

how shale development was being conducted, and tended to manifest as verbal 

arguments.  In Lawrence County, only two residents reported clashes with fellow 

residents, and these were more severe.  For example, Kelly had nails thrown on her 

driveway and the anti-fracking signs on her property ran over with vehicles. 

One explanation for this may be due to the low-intensity of shale development in 

Lawrence County at the time of my fieldwork, thus its existence did not exacerbate 

conflict between old-timers and newcomers.  Also dissimilar to Washington County, 

there was more variation among Lawrence County residents regarding their attachments 

to place, which translated into more variation among residents concerning their views on 

shale development.  Thus, in Lawrence County, the distinctions between long-time 

residents and more-recent arrivals were less cut and dry.  

 

Ties to Place 

My interviews revealed that Lawrence County residents had similar ties to place 

as residents in Washington County.  Specifically, old-timers had strong kinship ties, and 

newcomers had strong ties to the natural, physical features of the area.  However, I also 

uncovered differences between the two counties.  Unlike newcomers in Washington 

County, not all Lawrence County newcomers had primary natural ties.  Consequently, 
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attachments to place among newcomers were more varied, and I encountered Lawrence 

County newcomers with primary community ties. 

 

Kinship Ties 

When June opened the front door of her wooded country house, she greeted me 

with a hug, and then introduced me to her husband and two brothers who each shook my 

hand with big smiles.  I was connected to June through her cousin Esther who now 

resides in the Pittsburgh suburbs, but was born and raised just over the Lawrence County 

line in Ohio.  Esther, as well as June and her two brothers, own a parcel of the farm 

purchased by their grandfather in the 1920s, which they each leased to a gas exploration 

and production company.  While my usual research protocol was to avoid disclosing my 

interest in Marcellus Shale development prior to the interview, Esther had filled June in.  

I originally thought I would be speaking with June alone, however, since she was aware 

of my interest in her experiences as a leaseholder, she invited her brothers Willie and 

Benny to participate.   

Prior to our discussion regarding local shale development, I inquired about their 

residential histories, motivations behind their housing choices, and future plans.  In 1947, 

June, Willie, and Benny’s grandfather passed on the farm to their father when June, the 

oldest of the three children, was an infant.  June and her parents subsequently moved 

from a nearby Ohio town into the Lawrence County farmhouse, where June spent the rest 

of her childhood, and Willie and Benny were born and raised.   

June and her husband Pete live in a house they built in 1975 on seven acres of the 

family farm; three were a gift from June’s father, and they purchased additional acreage 
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for a total of seven acres.  Willie lives in a town 15 miles north of the property and 

moved there to be geographically closer to his wife’s parents, and Benny purchased his 

home located two miles from the family farm out of convenience.  

When I asked how long they each planned on living in their homes, June and Pete 

answered in tandem: 

June: I plan on spending the rest of my life… 

Pete: …this is it for us. 

June: Yeah, this is it for me. 

I prompted June further and asked: “Was there ever any point where you thought, well 

maybe I don’t want to live where I grew up?”  She replied: 

I’ve always been real happy to be a farm girl.  I’m a retired teacher, and 
when I would tell my students about milking a cow, or driving a hay 
wagon, or working on the farm, because it was an inner-city school that I 
worked at, they were kind of amazed… I was proud of that, I was really 
proud of that… I never thought about moving.   
 
Willie, who lives in a nearby town just north of Lawrence County in Mercer 

County, also planned on residing in his home for the rest of his life.  On the other hand, 

Benny, who resides in a town two miles from the family farm, had plans to eventually 

move into their grandfather’s old farmhouse, which stood empty after both of their 

parents passed away.   

June and Pete have two married sons, one of which has two children, and their 

families both reside locally and live on farms.  June expressed that with her kids and 

grandkids close, “it is really nice.”  Willie and Benny’s children are also local, in high 

school or technical school, and unmarried.   
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This joint interview provided me with the unique experience of observing the way 

June, her husband, and two brothers interacted one another.  There were many instances 

during the interview when they finished each other’s sentences, or cracked a good-

humored joke about something that was said.  For instance, when June was describing 

what she liked about her property, her brothers and husband inserted little jests as she 

spoke: 

June: All around us are roads so we have like a little island.   

Willie: This is the Taylors’ Island! 

June: We’re kinda excited about that! Nobody’s around us… The field that we 

bought, four acres, has very few trees on it, it was like wow, we can plant 

raspberries; we can plant a garden. 

Pete: But the deer get it!  

June: [Laughing.] But the deer get it!  I feel like I’ve been here all my whole life! 

Benny: Well, you didn’t move far! [Everyone laughs].  

Pete: 50 yards up the road.   

 June: Yeah, 50 yards up the road! 

When witnessing these types of interactions, and hearing the way June, Pete, Willie, and 

Benny spoke about and to each other, the strength of their kinship ties was apparent.  

While Willie technically moved away from the county he was born and raised, the 

town he grew up in is near his current home, and he had strong connections to his siblings 

and the family farm which he owns a parcel of.  Benny’s attachment to his family and the 

family farm is illustrated by the fact that even though he lives two miles away from the 
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home he grew up in, but he has a desire to return to the farm and move into his childhood 

home. 

Neil is a long-time resident who attended college outside of Lawrence County, 

but returned to his hometown after he graduated.  When I asked him why he moved back 

after college, he replied, “The family business.  So I have a degree in math, but I run a 

golf course!”  A few years after Neil returned home, he took over operations of the golf 

course, which his father had purchased in 1967, with the aid of his wife and son.  All of 

Neil’s immediate family—his father and two sisters—still live in the area.  

When I asked Neil how long he planned on living in the community, he said, 

“Probably until retirement at least, until my son graduates college and has a family and 

Grandma and Grandpa gotta move down with his kids.  Maybe you know, until that 

point.”  Unlike the long-time residents in Washington County and June and her family 

above, Neil is not necessarily going to remain in his hometown for the rest of his life.  

Regardless of whether Neil remains in Lawrence County or eventually moves elsewhere, 

strong family ties are what drive his residential preferences.  He moved back to Lawrence 

County to be near his family and help with the family business, and once he retires and 

no longer has the business obligation, he will base his decision on where to live according 

to his son’s location.  His son was just 12 at the time of our interview and it struck me 

that Neil was really looking far into the future and seeing only family ties, not place ties. 

In Lawrence County, I encountered one newcomer who expressed strong kinship 

ties, however, they differed from the kinship ties of long-time residents.  Angela was 

born and raised in Washington County, but the local college in her new town had been a 

part of her family for generations.  She was happy residing there because it reminded her 
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of her hometown.  When I asked her what made the town similar to the one she grew up 

in, she stated, “They care about you.  Everyone knows everyone else.”  Angela went on 

to say: 

I mean, my family went to Slippery Rock, I have more than just my tie to 
[the college], but I have my mother’s, my grandmother’s, so it’s like this 
community has always been a part of me even if I didn’t live here and so 
when I moved here, it was natural, or when I decided to stay here I should 
say, it was just where I’m gonna be!  
 

 Therefore, for Angela, strong familial ties drew her to the area, specifically the 

generations of women in her family who attended Slippery Rock, and by attending she 

became part of her family history.  When she elaborated on what she likes about 

Lawrence County, she related it to Washington County and how they are both established 

communities with deep generational roots.  Angela’s kinship ties to place were not only 

related to her own family, but with her town’s roots:  

If you move away from the city, you still have communities that have been 
there for a long time.  I mean Pennsylvania is how many years old?  I 
mean, we’re talking the American Revolution, and some of our families 
are descended from that… that’s why I like it here. 
 

Angela, like other residents with strong kinship ties, was planning on living in the area 

forever.  When I asked her if she ever thought leaving and moving elsewhere, she 

responded: 

No, because I like where I am.  We have land… I don’t have any problems 
with my neighbors, no major issues… My husband enjoys being in a rural 
area.  It’s not like he’s forcing me to do that, it’s the way I grew up too, 
doesn’t bother me.  I could live in the city too I think, but I’m fine.  
Everything’s paid for, why upset that?  Why would you leave a great place 
to live?  
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Natural Ties 

 The more-recent arrivals tended to have primary natural ties to place, with the 

exception of one long-time resident who also had strong ties to the physical environment.  

While Phyllis was not born in Lawrence County, she had lived in the same home since 

she was nine years old and never decided to leave.  Her brother now owns the land and 

lives in another house on the property.  I count her among the long-time residents because 

while she was not born in Lawrence County, she was young when she moved there, and 

made the choice to remain in the county as an adult and raise her children there.   

When I asked Phyllis why she chose to continue to living on the property where 

she grew up, she replied, “We just live in a happy little community here on our property.  

I can garden, I have chickens, the kids can go outside play in the yard, or go down in the 

creek and throw some rocks around.”  As Phyllis explained about her and her family: 

“We’ve lived a simple life.”  They garden, compost, hang their clothes to dry; Phyllis has 

deep ties to the land because of what it has to offer her and her family, and believes it is 

important to protect it in return. 

 Amy was another resident hard to classify.  While she was born and raised in 

Lawrence County, it was in the City of New Castle.  In addition, she spent her college 

years in Philadelphia, subsequently moved to a city in Mercer County, Pennsylvania, and 

finally settled down with her husband in a rural section of Lawrence County about fifteen 

miles from New Castle.  I count her among the newcomers because she spent a 

substantial part of her early adult life residing in cities.  Furthermore, while it was in 

Lawrence County, her childhood was spent in a city environment as well. 
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 When I asked Amy why she chose a rural town in Lawrence County as the place 

to settle down with her family, she replied: 

[My husband and I] just wanted to be by ourselves… I couldn’t imagine 
walking out of my door and having thirty or forty homes or front porches 
in my view.  We just wanted a little piece of something that we could 
make for us and our family.  A little piece of, I guess, paradise that would 
be ours.  

 
After residing in city environments for the majority of her life, Amy deeply valued the 

peace, quiet, and solitude that a rural area had to offer: 

Actually when I was in school in Philadelphia… I kept finding myself that 
last semester of college in Fairmount Park off the paths, up on a rock by 
myself where I could see deer, where nobody could find me in the city.  
Then I realized, you know, the city isn’t for me.   
 
Lucy also had strong ties to the physical landscape of Lawrence County.  While 

she also appreciated the beauty a rural atmosphere has to offer, her connection to the land 

was primarily related to farming and the production of chemical and preservative free 

healthy foods.  She explained how she came to her decision to move from the suburbs of 

Pittsburgh to rural Lawrence County: 

I started coming up here about ten years ago because I got involved in this food 
thing and realized how much the food we eat and how it’s grown affects our 
health.  I had a lot of health problems, my youngest daughter was very sick, and 
so I went on this journey ten years ago and was trying to get to the bottom of why 
we were having all these problems.  We completely changed everything about the 
way we eat so I primarily eat only organic grass feed beef, free-range lamb, pork, 
chicken.  Not necessarily certified, but it’s gotta be grass fed, free-range, pastured, 
no soy, no corn, grown organically, so I started coming up here because there 
were farmers in this area who were growing food that way. … so I came up here, 
started working with various different farmers, probably half a dozen within a half 
hour drive from here, and just started to really like the area a lot.  But our big 
break was the beef farmer who had a house on one of the properties that he 
rented, he had two rental houses on it that he rented out and we came up to live 
there and work with him… So, when I lived out there, we loved the area and it 
was just so beautiful.  
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Community Ties 

In contrast to Washington County, I spoke to three Lawrence County newcomers 

whose primary attachment was to the community, and the people in particular.  I also did 

not encounter long-time residents who gave any emphasis to community ties in their 

explanations for remaining in their hometowns.  Similar to Washington County, I did 

encounter one more-recent arrival that formed strong connections to her fellow residents 

once she moved into the area.   

Jenny has been living in Lawrence County for over 20 years and for her, “this is 

the best little space and place I could ever be.  Truly, really it is.”  Jenny grew up in small 

city south of Pittsburgh in Fayette County and she lived there until her husband’s job 

brought them north to Mercer County.  They lived in Mercer County for a few years until 

Jenny’s husband was interested in finding a property with land.  At first, when her 

husband showed her a rural property on 22 acres, Jenny did not understand why: “I kept 

saying, what do you want all that land for?”  However, the property really grew on her 

and “I am loving it more than ever, that I would have ever guessed.” 

The primary attachment Jenny has to the town she lives in is the community 

atmosphere and the people.  One attribute of the community she emphasized was living 

near the Amish: 

I have to say that that probably is a highlight for me.  I never, ever tire of 
seeing an Amish buggy go past my house.  We have Amish down the 
street, up the street, all around me, so that’s something that not many other 
people get, or get that opportunity to see and witness.  That’s been a really 
big treat for us.   
 

In addition to residing in the location of the Amish settlement, Jenny is connected to the 

community through the friends she’s made throughout the years.  Jenny and I were 
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discussing the types of local activities she and her husband like to do, and she responded: 

“We drink a lot of wine at friends’ houses!  Right now that’s our fun thing to do.  I have a 

great, great group of friends in this community.” 

Newcomer Justin, who had resided in Lawrence County for approximately 20 

years, also emphasized the social environment as his main attachment to place.  As he 

explained, “I just like the environment, I do.  I think it’s a very safe place to have a 

family, and I like the quaintness of the town and the friendliness.” 

Finally, while Lucy’s primary attachment to place was to its natural, physical 

attributes, she also made strong connections with multiple Amish farmers as they taught 

her their organic farming methods.  As she explained: 

When I was in the city I knew there was an Amish community up here, but 
until you live in it, it’s really difficult to get connected with these people.  
They’re very private; they kinda keep within their community.  So it was 
hard to break in, but a lot of the Amish still grow things in traditional 
ways, so I knew this was something I wanted to somehow tap into… 
[When we landed] in the middle of that Amish community, it wasn’t until 
then that I really got connected with this community and the people here. 
 

 

Impacts of Local Shale Development 

 Due to the early stage of shale drilling in Lawrence County, at the time of my 

fieldwork, many residents had yet to see direct positive or negative impacts of 

development in their communities.  While a few of the residents I spoke to had seen 

money from gas leases, the majority of my respondents spoke in terms of the potential 

benefits or costs of shale development.  As was the case in Washington County, pro-

drilling Lawrence County residents had a tendency to emphasize the economic benefits of 

gas drilling above all else.   
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 In contrast to residents in Washington County, even residents willing to accept the 

benefits of shale drilling for themselves and the community were wary of the possible 

negative consequences in the future.  Since they had yet to see the first hand effects of 

drilling on their personal lives, they had more questions than answers.  In fact, during my 

interview with June, her husband and two brothers, June asked about my own opinions on 

drilling, stating that I must know more than she or her family did.  She was also 

interested in the experiences of other residents I spoke to as a way to get answers to her 

questions about the many future impacts of shale development.3 

 The only people I spoke to that had strong positive opinions on development were 

local politicians, county workers and two old-timer business owners, approximately 7 of 

my 28 Lawrence County respondents.  Everyone else seemed much less confident and 

voiced their concerns over future unknowns more freely. 

 

Long-time Residents 

 In comparison to Washington County, there was much more variation in the 

opinions of Lawrence County old-timers on the impacts of local shale development.  Two 

local business owners who were leaseholders viewed shale development as 

overwhelmingly positive, but the remainder of my respondents expressed much more 

complicated views.  Some residents leased their land, but expressed their ambivalence on 

drilling; their decision to lease was based primarily on the fact that they felt they had no 

choice and were trusting that everything would go well.  They also expressed hope that 
                                                
3 When June posed these types of inquires, I stressed my interest in her experiences and opinions, 
and explained that I was interviewing people like her in order to understand the impacts of shale 
development on communities.  I also made it a point to emphasize my lack of knowledge on shale 
development in deference to her (and because it was true, as was the case with the majority of 
residents I interviewed in both study areas).   
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the potential positive outcomes of shale drilling would be realized.  Finally, unlike 

Washington County, I interviewed one long-time resident with strong negative opinions 

on shale development. 

 In terms of the broader impacts of development on the community, the benefits 

long-time residents discussed were similar to the economic opportunities cited by 

residents of Washington County.  Specifically, they saw potential wealth and job creation 

in their struggling agricultural community; oil and gas industry job training opportunities 

for local residents; and improvement to the community from impact fees and industry 

reclamation of land and roads.  Long-time residents also spoke of the possibility of shale 

gas development making America less dependent on foreign oil.  The following sections 

focus on the individual benefits seen by long-time residents, any impacts they considered 

to be positive for the broader community, and their views on any potentially negative 

impacts.   

 

Pro-drilling Leasers 

The two-pro drilling leasers I encountered were businessmen.  Neil was the 

operator of his father’s golf course, and Joe was the vice-president of his family’s fourth 

generation commodity farm.  Their strong positive opinions of drilling were primarily 

founded in its good for business, but they also mentioned the ways development could 

benefit the broader community.  

Neil is a leaseholder who already had shale development occur on his property.  

When he learned gas companies were beginning to enter his area and lease property, he 

deliberately sought them out and arranged for his property to be the location of a well pad 
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site.  For Neil, the most positive impact to come out of local shale development was his 

ability to continue operating his golf course:  

The entertainment industry and the resort industry have taken a huge hit in 
the last decade, fifteen years… speaking specifically to this industry, the 
golf course, [shale development has] probably saved us; we’re able to 
continue to operate and offer services to people in the community.   
 

Joe decided to lease his land for similar reasons—it was a way to keep the family 

business—in his case, the farm—operating: 

We have seen many farms over the years that whenever a elderly 
generation passes on, the taxes are so severe that the farm actually has to 
sell all of it or a portion of it to pay the taxes so they can survive.  We’re 
trying to keep it set up so the generations can keep going. 
 
Neil also brought up the difficulty farms had in the area and discussed how local 

shale development has helped: 

Basically in our area in the last 100 years, a farm may have started off a 
400-acre farm; well, families divide it now.  They’re going down to 
smaller farms because one goes to one brother or daughter, and then they 
were having a hard time making it farming cattle or grains or whatever 
they would do, so this money that came in allowed them to update their 
equipment. 
 
Neil is connected to his community through kinship ties.  His family business 

brought him back to Lawrence County after college, and in the future he will determine 

his place of residence based on his son.  Therefore, for Neil, he views one of the most 

positive potential impacts of shale development to be keeping young adults in the area 

and families together:  

For years and years, many of the children in the area… had to move to 
another part of the country to be able to have a career.  Perhaps those 
careers will be available locally and you keep a good age group of people 
in the area instead of having the very young and the very old; we’re 
missing that middle because the adults are moving out.  They have to go to 
Pittsburgh or they have to go to North Carolina, or wherever it would be, 
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to find their careers.  That could start to hold them here, and I mean that 
would be great for the families here, keep them closer and such.   
 

 

Ambivalent Leasers 

 Other long-time residents who leased their land were more unresolved regarding 

their views on local shale development.  It is possible that the early stage of development 

in Lawrence County was a factor in ambivalent old-timers consideration of both its 

potential positive and negative impacts.  However, more ambivalent old-timers leased 

their land than newcomers and also tended to contemplate the potential negative 

consequences, but hope for the best. 

 The potential negative impacts cited by ambivalent leasers were similar to the 

types of impacts Washington County newcomers experienced: increased industrial 

activity leading to noise and truck traffic; environmental concerns, most often 

groundwater contamination; community conflict; and health problems.  With the 

exception of the signing bonuses received, I did not encounter an ambivalent leaseholder 

that had yet to experience any negative—or positive—consequences of local shale 

development. 

 

Anti-drilling Non-leaser 

 Finally, out of all the long-time residents I interviewed, only Phyllis was against 

drilling completely.  Unlike the other old-timers, she was primarily attached to the area 

through the natural, physical landscape, and her concern over drilling stemmed from its 

potential harm to the environment and human health.   
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More-recent Arrivals 

Unlike Washington County, where not one newcomer leased their mineral rights 

to the industry and each had concerns over the negative effects of drilling, I encountered 

two Lawrence County newcomers who were leaseholders—one who leased her Lawrence 

County land, the other family land she owned in Washington County.  I also spoke with 

one non-leaseholder who saw the possible good of drilling overall for the community, but 

did not have enough acreage to lease.  

 

Ambivalent Leasers and Non-leasers 

 The newcomers who fall into the category of ambivalent leasers and non-leasers 

had similar views as the ambivalent old-timers who had leased their land.  Because they 

had yet to see any direct impacts from local development—other than the lease-signing 

bonuses received by leaseholders—they spoke of the potential positive economic impacts 

shale development could bring, as well as the potential negative consequences they had 

heard regarding shale drilling from the media and from residents in other more high 

intensity development areas.  Also similar to the ambivalent old-timers, they tended to 

consider the possible negative consequences, but hope for the best.  As Jenny explained: 

I mean, I’m aware of the negative sides of things… but I’m gonna want to 
believe that they’re going to constantly tweak those techniques of fracking 
and getting rid of the waste of it; I’m gonna believe that.  And yes I’m 
gonna also believe that I can benefit from being a landowner. 
 
I heard similar views from the other ambivalent newcomers, that while they were 

aware of the risks development posed to their community, they chose to wait and see 

what happens in the future when drilling in the area intensifies. 
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Anti-drilling Non-leasers 

Residents in Lawrence County had yet to experience the amount of direct 

negative impacts as reported by Washington County residents due to a low intensity of 

drilling in the area.  Kelly was the only newcomer who resided near a well site, and she 

didn’t report experiencing difficulties with noise, truck traffic, light pollution, or health 

impacts.  Anti-drilling non-leasers were most impacted by the psychological stress caused 

by their concern over what might happen if shale gas development were to increase in 

intensity and the associated health and environmental consequences. 

Amy expressed extreme concern over the potential negative impacts of shale 

development, and she described the distress that came over her each time she witnessed 

evidence of impending shale development: 

I’m at my kitchen table, I look out and I think I can’t wait for spring, I 
can’t wait for that magnolia tree to bloom.  Then all of a sudden I see 
these pink ribbons lying in the neighbor’s yard behind it and it just ruins 
everything… It’s scary.  It can make somebody nuts… [For example], 
with brine being dumped on the road, it’s radioactive.  My car and hands 
are gonna touch that… it’s gonna be on my kids and in my house.  It’s 
enough to make somebody crazy and coop themselves up.   
 

Anti-drilling non-leasers experienced psychosocial stress because they had a multitude of 

unanswered questions regarding the safety of shale development.  The potential 

environmental and public health impacts generated concern over the possibility of having 

to leave their communities and their homes if negative impacts became too severe. 

 

Loss of Place 

Lucy answered my knock on her door while on the phone, and as she motioned 

for me to enter the house, I heard her speaking about a Marcellus Shale information 
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session she recently participated in.  While she finished up her phone call I entertained 

myself with her St. Bernard mix puppy, which I found out later she had bought from a 

man—a toothless man as she explained it—that was selling them on the side of the road.   

Lucy got off the phone about ten minutes later and, after apologizing for keeping 

me waiting, offered me something to drink.  We then settled in at her dining room table 

to talk.  Lucy, her husband, and two teenage daughters had been living in their current 

home for two months after spending two years searching for an available rural property 

with sufficient land to farm on, a home they were “hoping to never ever leave.”  About 

halfway through the interview I asked her, “If you did have to move for some reason, 

how does that make you feel?”  She began to tear up as she replied:  

I’d be devastated.  We really wanted to find a place that would be our 
Forever Home, something that we could retire to and have, after your kids 
leave… life after kids [as] one of my friends calls it… [My husband and I 
could] have this new life together, and that’s what we thought we were 
gonna have here, so it’d be pretty hard.  We put a lot of money and time 
into this place already, plus just all the relationships I’ve developed in this 
region with local farming.  I’ve been an activist for a long time, and made 
a lot of connections… so it’d be really sad to leave all that and all the 
friends that we made here. 
 

 Similar to Washington County, Lawrence County residents experienced despair 

when they considered the possibility of having to leave the place they thought was going 

to be their “Forever Home.”  The difference between Washington and Lawrence County 

residents however is that while Washington County residents had already experienced 

various direct negative impacts, Lawrence County residents had not.  Therefore, 

Washington County residents were already experiencing a sense of place alienation, 

whereas Lawrence County residents were concerned over the possibility of becoming 
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alienated from the place they had very thoughtfully chosen to live for the rest of their 

lives.  As Amy told me, “You live in the country for a reason.”  

 

Conclusion 

 The three main place attachments of Lawrence County residents were the same as 

Washington County: kinship ties, natural ties, and community ties.  However, there was 

more variation among residents regarding their attachment to place.  The majority of 

long-time residents had primary kinship attachments, but I did encounter one long-time 

resident whose primary connection was to the physical landscape.  As for the newcomers, 

approximately half of the residents I interviewed had primary community ties, and the 

remaining newcomers had primary ties to the physical aspects of place. 

The factor that most heavily influenced views on shale development for Lawrence 

County residents was the type of primary attachment to place.  Newcomers with primary 

ties to the community expressed similar views on local shale development as old-timers 

with primary kinship ties.  Similar to Washington County, these residents considered 

local shale development to be a potential benefit by creating wealth and jobs 

opportunities.  Residents with primary natural ties considered shale development a threat 

to individuals and the broader community.   

A significant difference between Washington and Lawrence County residents is 

how they arrived at their opinions on local shale development.  In particular, the views of 

Washington County residents were based on their negative experiences; once 

development began disrupting their lives in a substantial way, they no longer viewed it as 

something possibly beneficial.  Lawrence County residents on the other hand were 
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quicker to see the potential negatives of drilling, despite the fact that shale development 

was in the early stages at the time of my fieldwork and much less visible.  The Lawrence 

County residents who were against drilling, with the exception of Amy, were already 

well versed in environmental justice and public health issues.  As drilling continues to 

intensify in Lawrence County, and a greater number of residents begin experiencing shale 

related impacts, there is the potential for more residents to develop concerns over the 

negative impacts of shale drilling.   

As I discussed in chapter 4, the specific types of attachments to place for residents 

in Washington County are important in the explanation of why they chose to engage in 

place-protective behavior, in particular collective action in response to local 

unconventional gas development.  As was the case in Lawrence County, residents with 

strong attachments to the natural aspects of place were concerned over the potential 

landscape changes shale development may bring.  These residents also planned on 

spending the rest of their lives in Lawrence County and saw shale development as being a 

risk to that plan.  The following chapter discusses in detail how strong natural ties to 

place were a significant motivator for both Lawrence and Washington County residents 

to engage in collective mobilization.  
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CHAPTER 6: 
EMERGENT COLLECTIVE ACTION 

Introduction  

 As previous chapters have illustrated, the presence of Marcellus Shale 

development in both Washington and Lawrence Counties has had implications for the 

lives of residents in both positive and negative ways.  Local unconventional gas 

production has financially benefited leaseholders through lease-signing bonuses, royalty 

payments, and for some land rental fees.  It has also provided non-leaseholders and the 

broader community increased job opportunities and profits for local businesses.  Finally, 

impact fees have supplied municipalities with extra funds for community improvements, 

such as the construction of public water and sewer lines, and rebuilding of roads.  Yet 

local shale development has also had negative consequences, such as the creation and 

exacerbation of community conflicts, endangerment of the health and safety of those 

residing in close proximity to well pad sites and gas infrastructure, and threats to 

residents’ sense of security in their neighborhoods and homes.   

In both study sites, more long-time residents were leaseholders, and they tended 

to emphasize the positive merits of local shale gas drilling in comparison to the more-

recent arrivals.  While newcomers reported a higher intensity of direct negative impacts 

or severe concerns over the potential harm of shale development, I encountered three 

long-time residents across both sites that were overwhelmingly alarmed over the current 

state of local unconventional gas development.  In Washington and Lawrence Counties, 

concerned old-timers joined with newcomers in an attempt to alter the course of local 

shale development through collective action.     
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This research examined the factors and processes that contributed to the 

emergence of collective action around local shale gas development in Washington and 

Lawrence Counties.  By studying two sites experiencing varying intensities and stages of 

shale drilling, I was able to observe how cultural processes influenced the development of 

community mobilization.  While residents in both counties established relationships with 

likeminded individuals in their mobilization attempts, and had similar reasons for doing 

so, there was variation in the collective action approaches taken between the two sites. 

The sections that follow compare and contrast the motivations, frames, and contentious 

activities of collectively organized residents in Washington and Lawrence Counties. 

 

Collective Action 

Motives 

 The process Washington County residents and one Lawrence County resident 

described to explain how they came to consider local shale development harmful and a 

cause worth contending was as follows: First, when the resident originally heard about 

Marcellus Shale development, in particular its wealth and job creation potential for 

Western Pennsylvanian communities, he or she was optimistic.  Over time, the resident 

became increasingly informed regarding the negative consequences of shale development 

through personal experience, the experiences of others—those they knew or media 

accounts—and/or exposure to scientific research.  This knowledge created concerns over 

safety risks.  Finally, when his or her concerns and/or negative experiences were serious 

enough, the resident sought out others with similar concerns or experiences.  With the 

exception of Lucy, when Lawrence County residents first heard about Marcellus Shale 
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development, they became concerned immediately and did not consider the positive 

impacts, but their concern did lead them to participate in contentious action.   

 Washington and Lawrence County newcomers and a few long-time residents 

reported a wide variety of negative consequences from local shale development, which 

aided in their decision to become involved in collective mobilization.  However, when 

residents explained what primarily motivated them to participate in contentious activities, 

three main themes emerged: protection of family, protection of the broader community 

and future generations, and protection of home.   

 

Protecting Family 

Across both study sites, the primary purpose for residents to engage in 

contentious activities was the protection of their family.  Not all residents started out with 

negative opinions on local shale development, but over time they saw it as a threat to 

those they love.  As Lawrence County resident, Lucy, explained:  

I mean once you realize the human impact, the direct human impact it’s 
having, that’s where I’m really concerned.  I don’t want that to happen to 
my family, I don’t want that to happen to my kids.  I don’t want my kids 
or my animals to be poisoned, you know. 
 

Lucy explained that her concerns gave her no other choice but to mobilize.   

 Washington County resident, Gwen, voiced similar motivations as to why she was 

actively engaged in collective action.  A stay-at-home mother of three, Gwen has always 

put her children first.  Prior to her involvement in issues surrounding shale development, 

she was not actively involved her township.  When she judged local shale development as 

a direct risk to the health and safety of her children, she became highly motivated to 
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become involved in altering the state of local shale development.  In fact, she considered 

herself to have no other choice: 

There are definitely days where I want to go back three years to where my 
main focus was my children.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m doing this for my 
children because ultimately it’s probably not going to have a huge effect 
on mine and my husband’s lives.  But all the issues related to Marcellus 
Shale will have a huge impact on my children, so they are definitely the 
motivating factors.  There are definitely days where I would like to be less 
involved, or feel less forced to be involved I guess is the way to put it… 
living here I don’t feel like that.  
 

 Each of the concerned residents I spoke with who still had children living at home 

highlighted their duty to protect them.  Those whose children resided elsewhere spoke of 

their concern with their spouse’s health and welfare, like Washington County resident 

Donna, who was concerned with the possible exacerbation of her husband’s severe 

allergies.  While protecting family was their primary motivation, residents also expressed 

a desire to protect those around them. 

 

Protecting Others 

 In addition to protecting her children, Lucy considered it her responsibility to look 

out for the broader community and help those unable to help themselves.  Lucy resides 

near an Amish Settlement in Lawrence County, and as discussed in the previous chapter, 

her connections with food and farming caused her to develop strong relationships with 

many of the Amish farmers in the area.  These relationships were a strong factor 

contributing to her collective action: 

I really got connected with this community and the people here, and really 
started to learn how much the Amish people are just being lied to, 
especially about drilling and Marcellus Shale.  They have no idea, and 
they really don’t have the kind of resources to get the answers... And now 
I’m very very connected with several of them who are trying to do things 
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organically… They really are worried about what’s gonna happen to their 
properties, and their families, and their livelihood.  And you know, 
unfortunately for the Amish, they don’t believe in the conflict, they won’t 
get an attorney, and they wont sue anybody; they just leave. 
 

 Many residents I spoke to expressed a general sense of duty to alter the current 

state of local shale development for future generations.  Michael, a Washington County 

old-timer who lost his farm, was the most outspoken and passionate person I interviewed.  

His severely negative experience with development on his property caused him to engage 

in collective action not only to protect himself and his family, but to also protect those 

that may be affected now or in the future: 

It’s your life, your kids’ life; it’s your future.  My life is half over, you 
know.  I’m fighting this for the kids.  I’m fighting this for my kids.  I’m 
fighting this for the generations to come.  I’m not gonna let the world 
change me, I’m gonna change the world. 
 
Phyllis, a Lawrence County resident, expressed a similar reason for her active 

involvement in shale related issues as Michael—she felt it necessary to mobilize for those 

around her.  Phyllis has three children, two of whom are teenagers, and one in his mid-

twenties, and her active involvement made her contemplate if she had been there enough 

for her children.  However, she viewed their possible neglect to be a necessary sacrifice 

for the greater good: “I probably have left my kids by the wayside for the past six 

months, as much as I wouldn’t like to say that, but the world needs us.” 

 

Protecting Home 

 Finally, the third motive that contributed to the emergence of contentious action 

among residents was the protection of their home environment.  Residents’ strong desire 

to protect the homes and lives built in their rural communities often conflicted with their 



 138 

desire to protect their family.  Although residents expressed that the main reason for 

mobilization was to keep their family safe, when I prompted my participants to speak 

about the place they live, why they chose to reside in the area, and what would need to 

happed to cause them to move, I began to observe the importance of place in their lives, 

and their desire to reclaim the environment they had planned on remaining in for the rest 

of their lives.   

 Meredith is a Washington County resident who during a meeting of residents 

concerned about shale development introduced herself by saying: “My tagline is: I’m just 

a Mom.”  Meredith is in her early 50s and has two children in elementary school.  The 

first part of her adult life focused on her career, and once she had children they became 

her main focus.  Like other residents I interviewed with children, Meredith participates in 

collective action around shale development for her children’s safety.  However, when she 

expanded on the reasons why she persists in her attempts to bridge the gap between the 

ways the local gas industry approaches shale gas extraction in her area, and how she 

thinks it should be conducted, it was because of her desire to remain in her home.  

Meredith is fighting for the gas industry to conduct shale development in a more 

responsible manner in order to protect the health and welfare of the community, but she 

worries that continuing to live in the area in an attempt to change industry practices may 

be to the detriment of her children: 

I guess I remain hopeful that there’s a middle and that we can maybe get 
the industry to behave and maybe do things we want them to do.  But 
maybe I’m being absolutely stupid and I just need to realize that I need to 
be more responsible for my children and get out of there.  It’s sick, but I 
just had a conversation with my pediatrician who understands all this stuff, 
and he’s probably as concerned and maybe even more concerned than I 
am, and I told him, I want to have my kids tested, I want to do what they 
do for water tests, I want a baseline to know where we are now, and I want 
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to see if I’m affecting them by staying or not, you know what I mean?  
He’s like, I agree with you, I’ll do whatever you want to do.  I mean, is 
that sick or what?  I’m testing my kids and I’m using them as an 
instrument to make decisions!  Like it’s bizarre, so why do I want to stay? 
I don’t know, it’s hope, this was my ideal, you know what I mean?  This 
was my choice, and now I want that choice to work out, but will it without 
causing harm? 
 
Lucy expressed similar concerns when discussing her strong connections to the 

culture of food and farming in her community, and the fact that she and her family finally 

found a home with the land they require to farm, a home that they had every intention of 

living in for the rest of their lives.  She explained how her collective action efforts are 

related to her desire to maintain the culture in the community that caused her to move 

there:  

I have strong connection and commitment to the health and the 
environment, and feel like we have all lost that need and that core value, 
that we’re stewards to the earth.  That’s something I believe in strongly, so 
that’s definitely what keeps me here and that’s why I want to fight for it, 
but if it gets to the point where it’s going to affect my kids, I have to leave.    
 

 During my interviews with residents engaged in collective mobilization in both 

Washington and Lawrence Counties, I heard time and time again how difficult it was to 

consider the possibility that they may have to move out of their community and a home 

they planned on being their “Forever Home.”  This, in addition to the potential harm of 

shale development on their family, the broader community, and future generations, 

caused the emergence of collective action in both Washington and Lawrence Counties.  

Residents in both study sites had similar motivations for engaging in contentious 

mobilization, but the way they framed their strategies and the types of contentious 

activities residents participated in differed.  The remainder of the chapter contrasts the 
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ways Washington and Lawrence County residents mobilized in response to local shale 

development. 

 

Frames 

Washington County 

In Washington County, the residents that engaged in collective action were 

adamant in their stance that they were not anti-drilling.  It was stressed to me again and 

again that they were not against drilling, but they were for responsible drilling.  Lindsey, 

for example, described her views in this way: “I’m not a fractivist; but when it comes 

time to protect your family, you just want something to be done.”  Similarly, when I 

asked Donna if she considered herself an activist, she responded: 

If I can keep the wells out of here and this all settles down, you won’t hear 
much from me… I’m not out to, like you asked if I was an activist, no, I’m 
not gonna chain myself to something, I’m not doing that.  I just, I want my 
own little part of the world. 
 

These residents, as a whole, had no history of activism or political organizing, and they 

spoke of their mobilization as a reaction to the threat shale development posed to their 

health and happiness. 

 During my interview with Lindsey, one of the two long-time residents engaged in 

collective action, I was able to establish her trust and she quickly became one of my main 

Washington County informants.1  She kept me apprised of any important shale related 

meetings or workshops in the area, and through her I had the opportunity to observe the 

meetings of a group of concerned residents while they brainstormed strategies to improve 

the safety of local shale development.   

                                                
1 Refer to chapter 4 for a detailed description of Lindsey’s story.  
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 I witnessed the formation of this small group during an invitation only 

community-organizing workshop coordinated by Lindsey and conducted by an 

environmental non-profit headquartered in Philadelphia.  Requiring an invitation to 

attend was a deliberate tactic by Lindsey and her fellow concerned residents to ensure the 

meeting was comprised of individuals with similar opinions and goals.  The workshop 

had fourteen attendees (not counting me), and included both concerned residents and 

local politicians from the adjacent townships of Montgomery, Summers, and Morgan.  

During the workshop and subsequent small group meetings, the participating residents 

outlined in detail their collective goals of organizing, and the strategies to fulfill those 

goals. 

During the community-organizing workshop, the meeting coordinator asked 

attendees what they would like to see in their community regarding shale development.  

Each resident agreed that they wanted responsible drilling that protected the health, 

safety, and welfare of residents.  Based on this main goal, they began to come up with 

organizing strategies. 

Because residents did not aim to stop drilling but to make local drilling companies 

accountable for their actions, group members thought they needed to frame their actions 

positively.  In other words, they wanted their strategies to reflect what they were for, and 

not what they were against.  As previous chapters have shown, there is a wide division in 

Washington County between residents who hold differing attitudes on local shale 

development.  Concerned residents were aware of this divide, but they felt it to be 

exaggerated.  As Gwen explained:    

I honestly feel like if we sat down and actually talked to each other we’re 
really not that far away from the same goal.  This happens a lot with 
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Marcellus Shale: you’re either painted as anti-drilling or pro-drilling.  In 
my opinion, most, 80% of the people, are right along that middle line, like 
they want drilling but they want it done in a safe way, in an honest way, in 
an open way where you don’t feel like things are being hidden.  And so 
my goal would be to bridge that gap, to get people to sit down and actually 
talk to each other and understand that, hey, we’re not really that far away 
from each other. 
 

In the attempt to begin convincing their fellow residents that they were not anti-drilling, 

but for safe drilling, they strategized ways in which to separate themselves from anti-

drilling “fractivists.”  To start, they thought it important to keep their group hyper-local 

and focus only on their region of southwestern Pennsylvania.  For example, they felt that 

residents living in the eastern region of Pennsylvania were too anti-drilling.  They also 

felt it important to keep all anti-drilling jargon out of their conversations with fellow 

residents, in particular discussions on the environment.  They felt a more effective 

strategy would be to appeal to the middle ground, and speak of responsible drilling in 

terms of protecting family, property values, and the Pennsylvania way of life.   

Another strategic approach they took was to collectively determine the township 

supervisors that were aligned with their goals and then support them in an upcoming 

election.  They also decided possible candidates for open supervisor spots, in some cases 

more than one candidate who was for responsible drilling so they had higher odds of 

getting someone elected that supported their views.  Gwen was one such resident who ran 

for Summers Township supervisor, and it was solely because she wanted to have her and 

her fellow residents’ views on shale drilling represented.  Gwen had never been 

politically involved in the past, and told me in regards to running in an election:  “Had 

you asked me five years ago would I be running for township supervisor, I probably 

would have laughed and said no way in the world.” 
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Not all of the residents I interviewed who engaged in contentious activities had 

involvement in this small group, but interviews revealed that they framed their activities 

similarly.  Sharon and Donna, for example, both emphasized their desire for responsible 

drilling in Washington County, and this motivated them to consistently participate in 

township meetings and conduct media interviews to get their opinions and stories heard.   

 

Lawrence County 

Unlike Washington County, Lawrence County residents who engaged in 

contentious action surrounding shale gas development tended to consider themselves 

anti-fracking activists, and their activist engagement began prior to their involvement 

with Marcellus Shale development.  Lucy, for example, had previously spent ten years 

educating others about local and organic food: “That’s where most of my activism has 

been for the last ten years, it’s just in this last year that it’s moved toward [Marcellus 

Shale].  But I think I’m just an activist at heart, just born that way.”  

Kelly also strongly identified as an activist and called herself a “wilted flower 

child,” which was a reference to her age (she was in her 60s and “wilted”) and to her 

participation in the political activism of the 1960s and 1970s (“flower child”).  Similar to 

Lucy, Kelly’s most recent activism prior to Marcellus Shale was related to local and 

organic food: 

Everybody around here is a commodity farmer, everybody is.  Everybody 
grows GMO (genetically modified organisms) corn and soybeans.  Before 
I started on wells, Monsanto was the thing I was stomping potholes about. 
 
Unlike Lucy and Kelly, Phyllis did not consider herself an activist prior to 

participation in shale issues, but she now does, and recognized that her participation in 
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the anti-fracking movement was in line with her past and present priorities.  As she 

explained, “I was always there to champion for my children and the environment, so 

people aren’t surprised that I’m doing this.” 

Activists were less strategic in fulfilling their collective action goals when 

compared to Washington County, and they tended to align themselves with regional anti-

drilling activists and organizations rather organizing a local movement.  Out of the 

Lawrence County residents engaged in collective action, Lucy was the only one to have 

more of a local focus, and explained her activism in this way: 

My goals are really just to keep trying to get the community to talk about 
what’s going on here, and communicate with one another and just to get 
information out.  That’s my biggest goal.  Just get information out and 
let’s talk about it and not brush it under the rug and pretend like nothing’s 
happened.  And I really don’t care if it’s a landowner who signed, I don’t 
hold any grudges against them.  As I said before, I’ve been involved in 
sustainable agriculture for a long time, and I know the economic pressures 
that farmers are under, so I can completely understand why they signed.  
But going forward, it really doesn’t matter if you signed, it only matters 
what you do in the future from here on out.  So if you think you made a 
mistake, or you see a problem, or you just want to know what’s going on, 
then talk to us and we’ll figure it out together.  But if you don’t have an 
open dialogue, and the community shuts down and doesn’t talk, then 
we’re not gonna get anywhere.  

 
 In the fall of 2011, Lucy formed the Fracking Awareness Coalition (FCA) for 

residents of Lawrence and adjacent counties in order to educate those who wanted more 

information about the shale development beginning to occur in the area.  Lucy explained 

that soon after she formed FCA, they organized a community meeting 

…with the hopes that people would kind of slow down and not sign so 
quickly without getting more information, because we were just 
astonished that people were signing and they didn’t know anything about 
it, nothing about the process.  And I didn’t even feel like I knew very 
much at that time, but I knew enough that I should have an attorney, and 
most of them didn’t.  They had no idea what was going on with risk to 
water or air or anything, so we just wanted to try to get the community 
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engaged in a conversation to talk to one another; landowners were not 
talking to one another… so we held this big meeting and it was really 
great, we had like 220 people come to the high school auditorium. 
 
FCA continued to meet once a week, and as Lucy explained, “we really started to 

get our heads around how bad [shale drilling] was, and that a lot of us didn’t want it in 

the community.”  Around this same time, Lucy’s area school district was approached by 

the local gas industry about signing their 72 acres for shale gas production.  Once FCA 

was informed of this, they began attending school board meetings: “We would read them 

articles, tell them our concerns; I mean, we had like 30 people at the last board meeting, 

and they voted to sign a gas lease.”  

Lucy recognized that moment as the time when FCA lost its momentum: “I think 

after that happened everybody was just so deflated and beat down… there just wasn’t any 

cohesion, and it was really just me running this little group… We [also] felt like 

everybody that was gonna sign already signed; who else could we reach?  And so we 

stopped having regular meetings.”  FCA had been inactive for about six months at the 

time of my interview with Lucy, but she was not inactive herself.  She continued to attend 

all Lawrence County community meetings and participate in activities outside of her 

community related to shale development, including the Marcellus Shale forum in 

Pittsburgh where I was in attendance.   

While Lucy’s activism began locally and expanded to the broader Western 

Pennsylvania region, Phyllis and Kelly’s activist involvement was centered on the 

regional anti-drilling movement.  They were both active participants and organizers of 

wide-ranging anti-fracking protests and civil disobedience.  One of the first protests 

Phyllis was involved in occurred on Kelly’s farm: 
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That was actually one of the first, that action, the Action Camp I went to at 
Kelly’s farm.  That weekend was the weekend they had the peaceful 
protest in front of the Klinger well.2  That was when I dressed up as 
Mother Nature and put out the SOS sign, ‘cause we need help… But the 
Environmental Justice Cooperative helped us… and I learned quite a few 
things, and I met quite a few people, from college kids to older people 
who have been activists for years. 3  It’s just an amazing network of people 
and I’m very happy to be doing what I’m doing I guess.  Not happy, but 
it’s been a good journey. 
 

The Environmental Justice Cooperative is based out of Pittsburgh and works with 

individuals and groups around the Southwestern Pennsylvania region to confront various 

environmental justice issues.  The protest on Kelly’s farm was part of a much larger anti-

fracking protest that involved demonstrators from all around the Southwestern 

Pennsylvania region.   

During my observations of various meetings, public forums, conferences, and 

film screenings related to Marcellus Shale development in and outside of both study 

areas, the regional focus of Lawrence County activists was evident.  I attended four 

public events outside of my study sites that were involved in my analysis; three were in 

Pittsburgh, and one was in Butler County.  Lawrence County activists had a greater 

tendency to go outside of their local communities to attend or participate in Marcellus 

Shale related events.  Lucy and Kelly were speakers at two separate regional public 

events in Pittsburgh, and Phyllis was an attendee at a Marcellus Shale documentary 

screening in Butler County. 

   

 

 

                                                
2 The name of the well site has been changed. 
3 The name of the organization has been changed. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of my dissertation research was to examine the sociocultural 

challenges of communities experiencing shale gas development, and to identify and 

document the factors and processes that influenced residents to collectively organize in 

response.  In order to understand how local contexts and place-based factors influenced 

collective action, I conducted a comparative case study of two Western Pennsylvanian 

counties experiencing shale gas development for different time periods and with differing 

intensities.  My research resulted in four main findings: (1) The main social and cultural 

challenges of communities impacted by shale development were conflicts between old-

timers and newcomers; (2) Residents with primary ties to the physical aspects of place 

were dissatisfied with the changes to place brought about by local shale gas development; 

(3) Residents with place dissatisfaction engaged in collective action in order to alter the 

state of local shale development; and (4) Resident experiences with and actions toward 

local shale development varied between the two counties which had differing intensities 

and duration of development.  I discuss each finding in detail below. 

 

The main social and cultural challenges of communities impacted by shale 

development were conflicts between old-timers and newcomers.  

For residents in Washington County, one major disruption was the conflict that 

emerged between old-timers and newcomers because of the differences or perceived 

differences of opinion on local shale gas development.  Conflict occurred between 

residents with no previously existing animosity as well as between old-timers and 
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newcomers who had past disagreements, and local shale drilling exacerbated these 

disagreements. 

Many of the long-time residents I interviewed had families residing in the area for 

generations, like Bill McClelland, the 75-year old farmer I introduced in chapter 4: 

My brother lives right across the road, and I have several cousins that live 
nearby, so the McClelland’s have been around for a long time.  My 
mother’s name was Irvine, they settled here early on.  My great 
granddaughter is the seventh generation to go up to church.  So I’m the 
fourth, my daughter’s fifth, her children sixth, and her daughter seventh 
generation.   
 

These deep familial roots made many long-time residents distrustful of outsiders moving 

in from the city and changing their community, a community they and their families had 

been residing in for generations.  

 Boomtown literature shows that one factor contributing to social disruption in 

communities experiencing rapid energy development is the conflict between old-timers 

and newcomers.  In this literature, old-timers are those who resided in the area prior to 

the emergence of industrial development, and newcomers are those who moved to the 

area as a result of energy development.  My findings differed from this scholarship.  In 

general, Washington County long-time residents were accepting of the natural gas 

industry and did not view shale development as a disruption to their rural lifestyle.  To 

the contrary, they were happy to see the positive economic changes beginning to emerge 

and considered such changes to be in validation of their years of labor on the farm. 

 For old-timers, it was not the industry threatening their way of life, but 

newcomers.  The oil and gas industry furthered the ability of farmers to keep their farms 

operating by providing funds through lease-signing bonuses and royalty fees, and for 

many long-time residents, working on the farm is part and parcel of a rural way of life.  



 149 

Long-time residents viewed newcomers as a more severe threat to their rural lifestyle 

when they built half a million dollar houses on property that was once farmland, and by 

moving into housing developments built to accommodate newcomers.  Old-timers also 

viewed the more-recent arrivals engaging in collective organizing around shale drilling as 

a threat to their rural lifestyle because they viewed them as wanting to halt development 

altogether, which meant their community would no longer receive the economic benefits 

associated with shale development.   

 In Lawrence County, there was much less conflict between old-timers and 

newcomers due to the early stage of shale gas development.  Old-timers did not view 

newcomers as a threat to their way of life, and the conflicts that arose were most often in 

response to the actions of outspoken anti-drilling activists. 

 

Residents with primary ties to the physical aspects of place were dissatisfied 

with the changes to place brought about by local shale gas development. 

Residents in both Washington and Lawrence Counties with primary kinship or 

community attachments continued to be satisfied with their community once shale 

development began.  However, residents with primary attachments to the physical aspects 

of place—most often newcomers, but some long-time residents—became dissatisfied 

with their communities once industrial shale development brought about landscape 

changes, or the threat of landscape changes.  Residents who moved to or remained in 

their rural communities did so specifically for what these communities offered prior to 

shale development, such as a spacious, peaceful, and healthy place in which to raise their 

children.  While providing a safe environment for their children was a key factor in 
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choosing rural Washington or Lawrence County to live, residents also made their choice 

based on the natural landscape attributes they valued.  Residents were planning on 

remaining in their homes once they reached the stage of “life after kids,” and they were 

looking forward to many more peaceful and happy years in their “Forever Homes.” 

Once shale development began, residents with strong natural ties saw the future 

they had planned in their rural home environment threatened.  For them, the community 

was no longer a peaceful place with fresh air and clean water, but an industrial zone that 

brought truck traffic, noise, light pollution, and most disconcerting, air pollution and 

water contamination.  Residents began to feel alienated from the place they once loved, 

and were concerned that if they did not act, they would lose it forever.   

 

Residents with place dissatisfaction engaged in collective action in order to 

alter the state of local shale development. 

 Collective action emerged in both study sites among residents dissatisfied with 

the current landscape of their community in the attempt to change the way shale 

development was occurring, or to stop it altogether.   

 Residents in Washington and Lawrence Counties had similar motivations for 

engaging in collective action—the protection of family, others, and home—but how they 

framed their actions and strategies differed.  Washington County residents were adamant 

in their stance that they were not against anything.  Their goal in engaging in collective 

action was to effect change at the local level with the primary goal of influencing the 

local gas industry to conduct drilling in a more responsible manner to protect the health, 
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safety, and welfare of residents.  The collective action strategies of concerned 

Washington County residents were shaped by that goal.   

 In contrast, Lawrence County residents considered themselves anti-drilling 

activists and were engaged in collective mobilization at the regional level.  With the 

exception of Lucy who also engaged in collective action at the local level, Lawrence 

County activists aligned with the broader anti-fracking movement because their ultimate 

goal was a moratorium on shale drilling in Pennsylvania and there was a lack of 

individuals in Lawrence County who held the same view.  As Kelly explained, “If it 

wasn’t for farther out involvement from people that understand environmental justice and 

social justice, I’d be a lone voice.” 

As discussed in chapter 3, the only conflict that had yet to emerge in Lawrence 

County was associated with the outspoken activists against shale development.  The four 

activists I interviewed were well known in Lawrence County; during interviews with 

many of my Lawrence County respondents, including fellow residents, government 

officials, and a newspaper reporter, when I inquired about community conflict, at least 

one out of the four activists tended to be mentioned by name.  Of my four activist 

respondents, Lucy was the most highly regarded based on the way she interacted with her 

fellow residents.  During my interview with Jon, long-time resident and ambivalent 

leaser, he suggested that I interview Lucy if I was interested in local shale development.  

When I mentioned that I had, he replied, 

If you interviewed Lucy, you did an excellent job there because she’s very 
involved.  Really, at least to have her side involved, it needs to be heard.  
She represents a lot of good things, and that’s gonna be great for the other 
side of it, of what happens when they’re gone, the companies are gone, 
and there’s gonna be good in that.   
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The way she approached her activism was similar to the Washington County residents I 

interviewed for responsible drilling.  However, I did not encounter any residents with 

views that differed from the concerned Washington County residents who spoke of them 

in an open, non-judgmental way.   

 

Resident experiences with and actions toward local shale development varied 

between the two counties which had differing intensities and duration of 

development. 

When shale drilling began in Washington County, it was a brand new 

phenomenon.  Residents had no way of knowing that the process was much different than 

the drilling of shallow wells once common in the area.  As shale drilling intensified, 

residents began to notice development’s physical imprint, such as increased heavy truck 

traffic, foul odors wafting from wastewater impoundments, and noise and light pollution 

from horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing operations.  In addition to these direct 

impacts, residents began to fear for the health and safety of their families and also lament 

the loss of the rural environment they specifically moved to Washington County for.  For 

these reasons, residents expressed that they had no choice but to mobilize.   

Within five years of the first Marcellus Shale well in Washington County, the 

public started to take notice of the phenomenon of fracking, which in public parlance 

tends to refer to the entire horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing process (Evensen et 

al. 2014).  One major event that garnered public attention to fracking was Josh Fox’s 

Oscar-nominated documentary film GasLand (2010), where he chronicles the experiences 

of residents living near drilling sites in Colorado, Wyoming, and Texas.  Because of the 
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public attention surrounding shale drilling, and that it had been occurring in other regions 

of Pennsylvania for seven years before Lawrence County received their first shale well in 

2011, activists were able to educate themselves on the potential risks of development and 

take a proactive approach.  In other words, rather than focusing on changing the way 

drilling companies conducted shale drilling, Lawrence County activists focused on 

stopping the occurrence of drilling altogether.  

 

Discussion 

My research design was a response to the assessment that there is "a need for 

more careful attention to the ways in which social consequences of resource development 

may be influenced by variations in locational context" (Krannich 2012).  In particular, I 

examined how variations in the length of time development had been occurring in my 

study counties as well as variations in the intensity of development influenced resident 

response to local shale development.   

As I discuss in my research findings, Washington and Lawrence County residents 

who were either concerned about or against shale drilling had similar attachments to 

place—primary ties to the natural landscape—as well as similar motivations for engaging 

in contentious action—the protection of family, others, and home.  However, there was 

variation between the collective action frames and strategies of residents in the two 

counties which were at differing stages of shale development. 

Washington County residents were aware that shale development was there to 

stay, and focused their collective action strategies on encouraging local industry to 

change drilling practices and conduct them in a more responsible manner.  Lawrence 
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County activists on the other hand began engaging in collective action when shale 

development was at exploratory stages.  Activists had seen the impacts of shale 

development on areas like Washington County, and wanted to prevent those negative 

impacts from occurring in their own communities.   

Conducting a singular case study on a county experiencing shale gas development 

would not have uncovered the place-based variations described above.  The nuanced 

responses to shale development uncovered through the comparative study of Washington 

and Lawrence Counties raised important additional questions that warrant further study.  

In particular, is Washington County a unique case because it was the first county to 

experience shale development, or will we see similar experiences in communities with 

similarly long duration of drilling and intensity?  In addition, when drilling intensifies in 

Lawrence County, will opinions on shale development become less varied as more 

impacts are realized?  And finally, both study counties were similar in terms of their 

demographic and geographical characteristics, but differed in the stage and intensity of 

drilling.  How do counties in other Marcellus Shale regions respond to the occurrence of 

shale development?  What other place-based characteristics should be taken into account 

when examining response to local shale development?
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