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A B S T R A C T

The rapid growth of unconventional gas developments has created widespread community concerns in many
parts of the world. This study adds to the literature on the psychological impact of related developments by
drawing upon Conservation of Resources (COR) theory and the concept of place attachment. In providing a
holistic framework, it examines community residents’ appraisals of and emotional responses to impacts of an
unconventional gas development, and establishes heterogeneity in these appraisals and responses among
residents. The findings show that perceived negative impact on resources that encompass personal and
communal resources due to the development contributes to negative emotions that can lead to deteriorated
psychological well-being. Conversely, perceived positive impact on resources is conducive to positive emotions
that in turn can foster residents’ psychological well-being. The findings further reveal that perceived impact on
place attachment partially mediates the relationship between perceived impact on resources and negative
emotions. Importantly, these effects differ in strength for residents characterized by different ages, lengths of
residence, and distances of their properties from the development. Implications for how this framework can be
applied to minimize unwanted impacts and be incorporated into social license that goes beyond the current
model of community consultation are discussed.

1. Introduction

Developments of unconventional gases such as coal seam gas have
expanded in recent decades driven by the increasing global demand for
energy, growing concern of global warming and the need to shift from
carbon-intensive fuels to more clean energy (De Silva et al., 2016; IEA,
2015). This rapid growth has created widespread community concerns,
debates and conflicts over related activities in many parts of the world.
In the foreseeable future, the growth in unconventional gas develop-
ments (UGDs) is likely to continue before other alternatives to clean
energy become technologically possible and socially acceptable, or a
global consensus on reducing energy consumption can be achieved and
successfully implemented. While there is a growing literature on the
environmental (Navi et al., 2015; Vidic et al., 2013) and economic (De
Silva et al., 2016; Fleming and Measham, 2015) impacts of related
activities, understanding concerning the social and psychological
impacts of related activities remains scant (Jacquet, 2012; Popkin
et al., 2013).

UGDs present one form of anthropogenic change that can sub-
stantially affect the psychological well-being of rural communities

adjacent to rich gas reserves (Jacquet and Stedman, 2014). Past
research on the impact of anthropogenic changes has focused on
associated effects on personal resources (e.g., individual health, private
properties), and social resources (e.g., social network membership and
involvement) (e.g., Sattler et al., 2006). A social-ecological perspective
that views rural communities as interconnected social and ecological
systems enables expanding the scope of existing research on the
impacts of change. Based on this perspective, well-being is defined
as: “(A) state of being with others and the natural environment that
arises where human needs are met, where individuals and groups can
act meaningfully to pursue their goals, and where they are satisfied
with their way of life” (Armitage et al., 2012, p. 3). Well-being in rural
communities is highly dependent on rural residents’ interactions with
the social and ecological systems within the communities, and the
various personal and shared community resources that support the
needs and goals of individuals and groups, and their preferred way of
life.

Rural residents not only invest in privately owned assets to support
their pursuit of needs and goals. They also engage in collective actions
to protect shared community resources (e.g., healthy ecosystems,
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accessible services, desirable economic opportunities) to create a
condition conducive to continuing development of their personal
assets, and forge a sense of meaningfulness and attachment ingrained
in their community (Brehm et al., 2004). A sturdier reservoir of
resources and an ability to maintain individuals’ relationship with a
place of meaning have been shown to contribute to psychological well-
being (Hobfoll, 2002; Norris et al., 2008). Conversely, deterioration in
psychological well-being can arise from threats and losses to private
and community resources that residents endeavor to protect and
improve, and that underpin their person-place connection rooted in
the community (Cox and Perry, 2011). Rural residents, however, likely
respond to anthropogenic changes such as UGDs differently (Jacquet,
2012; Pedersen and Johansson, 2012). Although some residents
perceive related developments to benefit their resource reservoir and
sense of well-being, others appraise these developments to threaten the
same resources, and a meaningful person-place relationship and
psychological well-being supported by their community.

As resources and person-place relationships are vulnerable to
undesirable changes, and the deterioration of which can adversely
affect psychological well-being, Conservation of Resource (COR) theory
and the literature in place attachment are drawn upon to provide the
theoretical guidance for our study. COR scrutinizes the impact of
change in personal and social resources on associated psychological
outcomes, while place attachment as one conceptualization of person-
place bond examines how place-based relationships can be strength-
ened or disrupted in the face of change (Hobfoll, 2010; Jacquet and
Stedman, 2014; Lai and Kreuter, 2012). By incorporating the two
literatures, our goal is to address the lack of research on the
psychological impact of UGDs through the lens of a more holistic
framework to explore “what is at stake” when different groups of
residents assess related impact and examine subsequent psychological
responses based on a UGD project in New South Wales (NSW),
Australia.

2. Conceptual foundations

COR, as a theory of stress and motivation, has been applied to
examine psychological distress resulting from technological or natural
disasters, and other stressful person-environment encounters (e.g., Lee
and Blanchard, 2012; Sattler et al., 2006). COR's central tenet suggests
that “people seek to obtain, retain, and protect resources and that
stress occurs when resources are threatened with loss or lost or when
individuals fail to gain resources after substantive resource investment”
(Hobfoll, 2002, p. 312). Resources are significant because they are
valued in their own right or they allow individuals to acquire or protect
other important resources, and pursue major goals (e.g., one's self,
social relations, preferred way of life). Changes that adversely impact
valued resources can become significant psychological stressors, espe-
cially when access to resources needed to compensate resource loss,
prevent further loss, and forge coping capacity is not available (Hobfoll,
2010).

Unwanted changes can undermine well-being due to their disrup-
tive effects on ability to meet needs and seek goals. Psychological
distress is a likely outcome and can become manifested in negative
emotions, poor health, and diminished personal functioning and
psychological well-being. Conversely, a surplus of resources contributes
to positive well-being because it better prepares individuals to cope
with adversity, thereby allowing them to continuingly pursue needs and
goals beyond meeting basic necessities (Hobfoll, 2002). The resources
that have been mostly studied as part of COR can be broadly
categorized into resources pertaining to individuals (i.e., personal
resources) and to their immediate social networks (i.e., social re-
sources) (Dekel and Hobfoll, 2007). Examples of personal resources
include material resources (e.g., resources that meet daily needs or are
obtained through demand and scarcity), psychological attributes (e.g.,
self-esteem, self-efficacy, optimism), and energy (e.g., time, health,

knowledge) (Hobfoll, 2010). Support from family, friends and/or co-
workers comprise major social resources that have previously been
examined (Hobfoll et al., 2003).

The concept of caravan passageways has recently been developed
within COR to explain the environmental conditions within which
resources are invested and accumulated (Hobfoll, 2010). It represents a
collective pool of resources that creates “the environmental conditions
that support, foster, enrich, and protect the resources of individuals,
families, and organizations, or that detract, undermine, obstruct, or
impoverish people's resource reservoirs” (Hobfoll, 2010, p. 129). COR
asserts that individuals with a sturdier reservoir of resources nurtured
by a healthy caravan passageway are better equipped to cope (Hobfoll,
2010). A sense of well-being can then be nourished through allocating
resources to meet material needs, and invest in human capital and
capacity to attain higher needs and goals (Armitage et al., 2012;
Hobfoll, 2002). Despite its utility to assist with examining factors that
drive stress processes, application of COR to research in the context in
which psychological distress arises due to changes that adversely affect
residents of a community is limited.

COR contends that individuals have limited control over the social
environment into which they were born or raised, the workplace
environment in which they labor and, by extension, the passageway
through which they develop their resource reservoir (Hobfoll, 2010).
However, decentralization of governance in many countries (Costello
and Bishop, 2008) has encouraged communities to engage in self-
directed community development which provides a platform for
residents to invest in and protect communal resources, including
economic, social, and environmental resources that are essential to
community well-being. These communal resources, in turn, support
the ‘caravan passageway’ that enables residents to expand and protect
their personal assets, and sustain the bond that they develop with their
community.

While COR recognizes identity and social relations as important
goals that motivate individuals to invest in resources and protect them
from threat or loss, how decline in resources affects these goals has not
been empirically investigated. Place attachment as one conceptualiza-
tion of residents’ relationship with their community can assist in such
an investigation. This is done by taking into account the role a
geographic location plays in providing the material, social, and emo-
tional anchors necessary for individuals to seek and attain their goals
(Cox and Perry, 2011) through investments in personal and communal
resources.

Changes that threaten a person-place relationship that is significant
to individuals can drive intentions and behaviors aiming to protect
important place-bound resources (Devine-Wright and Howes, 2010;
Lai and Kreuter, 2012). Place has been viewed as comprising physical
landscapes, social interactions, personal and home experiences, and
other human activities and processes attributed to a geographic
location (Relph, 1976; Stedman, 2002). These place elements can also
be considered as consisting of personal and communal resources that
individuals invest in a specific place through various lengths of time,
and together they contribute to the symbolic meanings of the place
(Stedman, 2002). Different constructs (e.g., sense of place, place
identity, place attachment) have been conceptualized to represent
meaningful person-place relationships (Devine-Wright and Howes,
2010; Williams and Patterson, 2007). Our study focuses on place
attachment since it has been found to account for emotional and
physiological responses in individuals who experience place-related
changes such as involuntary relocations (Boğaç, 2009; Fried, 2000;
Manzo et al., 2008). Research also shows that residents’ attachment to
their community can substantially influence their acceptance of energy
projects (Devine-Wright, 2011a; Lienert et al., 2015). As place attach-
ment is developed through interactions with a geographic location
through time, and underpinned by the symbolic meanings of place and
personal and communal resources therein, impacts on place-bound
resources due to changes are likely to have an effect on place
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