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Introduction 

The term ‘NIMBY’ (Not In My Back Yard) refers to public opposition to unwanted 

local developments, ranging from landfill waste dumps to wind farms (Burningham, Barnett 

and Thrush, 2007). Although numerous UK and European opinion polls have indicated public 

support for more renewable energy, actual developments have often met with local 

opposition, which has typically been described as ‘NIMBYism’, leading to delayed or even 

abandoned projects (Toke, 2005). NIMBY has been used both to describe and explain local 

opposition: ‘In plain language ... [NIMBYs are] residents who want to protect their turf. 

More formally, NIMBY refers to the protectionist attitudes of and oppositional tactics adopted 

by community groups facing an unwelcome development in their neighbourhood ... residents 

usually concede that these 'noxious' facilities are necessary, but not near their homes, hence 

the term 'not in my back yard' (Dear, 1992, p288). However, the pejorative nature of the 

concept has led some researchers to recommend that the concept be abandoned (e.g. Devine-

Wright, 2005; Wolsink, 2006).  

An alternative explanation has been proposed (Devine-Wright, forthcoming), where 

so-called ‘NIMBY’ responses are re-conceived as place-protective actions, founded upon 

processes of place attachment and place identity. Place attachment is a positive emotional 

connection with familiar locations such as the home or neighbourhood (Manzo, 2005), 

correlating with length of dwelling (Brown and Perkins, 1992), featuring social and physical 

sub-dimensions (Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001) and leading to action, both at individual and 

collective levels (Manzo and Perkins, 2006).  

The impact on individuals and groups of change to places has sometimes been labelled 

as ‘disruption’ to place attachment (Brown and Perkins, 1992) or ‘threat’ to place identity 

(Bonaiuto, Breakwell and Cano, 1996). In both cases, change can result in emotional 

responses such as grief and loss (Fried, 2000) and lead to specific forms of action. For 
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example, Stedman (2002) showed how opposition to new housing proposals in a lakeside area 

of Wisconsin was contingent upon strong place attachments and the adoption of symbolic 

meanings. He concluded ‘we are willing to fight for places that are central to our identities .. 

this is especially true when important symbolic meanings are threatened by prospective 

change’ (p. 577). However, Stedman recognised that ‘the source of cognition is a relative 

mystery using this framework and data. More research is needed on the source of symbolic 

meanings’ (Stedman, 2002, p. 577).  

Social representations theory (Moscovici, 2000) is a useful means to explore such 

symbolic meanings. It addresses commonsense understandings of the world and how these 

evolve, rendered by processes of anchoring (the connecting of new ideas to familiar 

knowledge) and objectification (the making concrete of abstract ideas) that occur across 

multiple levels, connecting the cognitive system with the social meta-system. Although the 

theory has been applied to the study of environmental concern (Castro, 2006), it has yet to be 

fruitfully applied to the study of prospective change to places, despite the fact that it offers a 

useful approach to understand how change becomes identified, interpreted and evaluated by 

local residents, and may be perceived to disrupt or threaten identity processes.  

This chapter describes an empirical study of public responses to a proposed offshore 

wind farm in the UK. Although many experts view offshore wind as the most likely vehicle 

for meeting national energy policy targets, often assuming that offshore wind farms will 

prove less controversial than those onshore, to date there is a dearth of empirical research on 

public responses. Furthermore, across different renewable energy sources, few empirical 

studies have addressed links between place attachment and public responses. One exception is 

Vorkinn and Riese’s study of a proposed hydropower project in Norway (2001), with findings 

indicating that place attachment significantly explained attitudes to the development, with 

residents who were more attached to the impacted area expressing more negative attitudes to 
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the project. However, the study overlooked how local people interpreted the project, whether 

respondents felt emotionally threatened by change, and to what extent negative attitudes may 

lead to active opposition. Accordingly, this study aimed to address these gaps, conceiving so-

called ‘NIMBY’ opposition as arising from specific ways of representing energy technologies 

that disrupt place attachments and threaten place identities. 

 

Methodology 

 

Context: place and project 

The study was conducted in Llandudno, a seaside town in North Wales situated 

opposite the proposed site of the offshore wind farm (see figure 1). Llandudno was founded in 

the 19th Century as a respite for urban dwellers from the industrial cities of Manchester and 

Liverpool. Today, it remains an important holiday resort, receiving 20% of Welsh national 

tourist income (Haggett, 2008). In 2001, the town had a population of 20,090, and a 

substantial minority (26%) of residents over 65 years of age, indicating its importance as a 

retirement location. The project is an offshore wind farm called ‘Gwynt y Mor’ that, if 

approved, will install about 250 turbines, each over 100m tall, approximately 9 miles out to 

sea. There are several other wind farms in the area: North Hoyle and Burbo Bank, as well as 

Rhyl Flats (in construction). Some local residents have set up an opposition group called 

‘Save Our Scenery’, arguing that the wind farm will damage tourism, for example by ‘fencing 

in’ the bay. Whether local residents adopted ways of thinking propagated by the opposition 

group or the developer was investigated in the survey. 

 

Procedure and sample 
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250 questionnaires were distributed to residents using a ‘drop and collect’ procedure, 

involving repeat visits to each household to personally drop off and later collect a completed 

survey. 219 completed questionnaires were returned, a response rate of 87.6%. Respondents’ 

average age was 61.11 (SD = 15.44), 54% were male and the average length of local 

residence was 21.45 years (sd = 17.40). 55.8% of respondents were retired, 31.6% worked 

full-time and 12.6% part-time. Most respondents (91.7%) owned their house, 21.3% reported 

completing O levels, 11.2% A levels, and 36% held at least one University degree. The 

sample is representative of the local population in consisting of predominantly older 

individuals, although the proportion of those working full and part time is slightly lower than 

in Llandudno more generally.   

 

Measures 

The survey began with a section on place, capturing representations of Llandudno, using a 

free association task, and levels of attachment, using a standardised 8 item scale (Hidalgo et 

al., 2001) that had a high level of reliability (alpha = 0.94), and with a five point response 

format from 1 (weak attachment) to 5 (strong attachment). Following this, emotional response 

to the project was measured using 11 specific forms of affect (e.g. happy, proud, threatened), 

with responses scored between 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Attitude to the project was 

measured using two items (e.g. I support the Gwynt y Mor offshore wind farm), which 

correlated highly (r = 0.74, n = 201, p <.01), with scores between 1 (weak support) and 5 

(strong support). Representations of the project were measured using 9 items drawn from the 

developer and opposition group’s communication, mixing positive and negative outcomes 

from local (e.g. industrialise the area, ‘fence in’ the bay, provide jobs) to national (help meet 

national energy policy targets) and beyond (help tackle climate change), with responses 

between 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). Behaviour was measured using 11 items 
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capturing the frequency of undertaking certain actions (e.g. writing a letter to the paper in 

support/opposition, signing a petition against/in favour). The items were clustered into 

composite measures of ‘supportive’ and ‘oppositional’ behaviour where a high score means a 

greater frequency of undertaking such action.     

 

Results 

The results section is in three parts. First, place attachment and place-related meanings are 

analysed. In part 2, different aspects of the project are explored: perceived impacts, affect, 

support and behavioural responses. Finally, links between place attachment and 

representations of the project are investigated.  

 

Representations of and attachment with place 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse data from the free association task, identifying 

manifest and latent themes (Joffe and Yardley, 2004). The analysis was conducted using a 

coding template that contained fifty-four codes against which the first three words or phrases 

written by each respondent were analysed. Inter-rater reliability analysis was conducted 

raising the level of agreement from 97% to 99%. For the first association, the most frequently 

mentioned thematic categories were aesthetic beauty (21%), pleasant living (13%), holiday 

resort (12%), coastal features (11%), Victorian (7%), unique place (5%), retirement location 

(4%), home (4%), friendly (3%), clean (3%) with 17% listing diverse responses categorised as 

‘other’. Further analysis indicated that aesthetic beauty was the top ranked category in all 

three associations with the place, with coastal features ranked 4th, 2nd and 2nd respectively. 

Details of the kinds of thematic references for ‘aesthetic beauty’ include words or phrases 

such as ‘beautiful view of the bay’, ‘picturesque’ and ‘stunning location’; while ‘coastal 

features’ included references to the ‘seaside’, ‘bay’, ‘promenade’ and ‘horizon’. The results 
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suggest that Llandudno is predominantly represented in terms of visual aesthetics, 

emphasising the place’s scenic beauty linked to its coastal situation and environmental 

features. Mean levels of attachment to Llandudno were generally high (4.40, sd = 0.74).   

 

Project-related attitudes, perceived impacts, affect and behavioural responses  

Mean levels of project support were just below the mid-point of the scale (2.79, sd = 

1.51) reflecting a ‘neutral’ position as opposed to a strongly positive or negative attitude), 

however, the average masks considerable levels of opposition, revealed in figure 1 illustrating 

responses for the item ‘I support the Gwynt y Mor offshore wind farm’.  

 

Insert figure 1 about here 

 

The project was represented mainly in terms of local and negative impacts. ‘Creating 

an eyesore’ was the most highly rated perceived impact (see table 1 for descriptive data). This 

was followed by other negative local impacts such as ‘fencing in the bay’, ‘industrialising the 

area’ and ‘damaging tourism’. Positive or distant impacts were less agreed with, for example 

‘providing jobs’. Despite the size of the project, respondents did not agree that it would ‘help 

to tackle climate change’ (mean 2.97). Descriptive data for emotional responses indicated 

generally higher levels of negative affect (e.g. sceptical, threatened, angry, frustrated) in 

comparison to positive affect (e.g. excited, proud, happy, hopeful), averaging ‘a little’ (score 

of 2) or ‘somewhat’ (score of 3) rather than ‘not at all’ (score of 1) (see table 1). 

 

Insert table 1 about here 
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In terms of behavioural engagement, frequency analysis suggested that levels of 

engagement were predominantly low. The most frequently cited response was to sign a 

petition against the project (40.2%); 22% of respondents reported attending a public meeting 

or exhibition, 26.9% reported joining a group in support of the project, while 21.5% reported 

joining an opposition group.  

 

Linking place attachment and project variables 

Links between place attachment and project-related measures were analysed using two 

methods. Firstly, bivariate correlations were performed (see table 2), indicating a consistent 

trend. The more strongly individuals felt attached to the place, the more they perceived local 

impacts to be negative, felt negative emotional responses suggesting a sense of threat, adopted 

a negative attitude to the project and engaged in oppositional behaviour.  

 

Insert table 2 about here 

 

To explore links between place attachment and objectification, two multiple regressions were 

conducted (correlations between the variables are summarised in table 3).  

 

Insert table 3 about here 

 

Firstly, place attachment and socio-demographics (age and gender) were regressed onto the 

item ‘fence in the bay’. Using a stepwise procedure, only the place attachment scale proved 

significant (F = 3.328; p <.021, r squared = 5.1%). The beta weight was +.187 (t = 2.606, p 

<.01) indicated that the more one felt attached to the place, the more likely one was to agree 

that the wind farm would ‘fence in the bay’. To investigate the importance of objectification 
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for shaping attitudes to the project, a second regression was conducted, with project attitude 

as the dependent variable, and the item ‘fence in the bay’ as the independent variable. The 

regression was significant (F = 240.991, p <.000, r squared = 55%). The beta weight for 

‘fence in the bay’ was -.743 (t = -15.524, p <.000), suggesting that adopting the belief that the 

project would fence in the bay strongly shaped levels of opposition to the project.  

 

Discussion: 

This study aimed to take forward understandings of the psychological processes 

underlying so-called ‘NIMBY’ responses to proposed renewable energy technology projects. 

An approach was proposed (cf. Devine-Wright, forthcoming) drawing upon disruption to 

place attachment (Brown and Perkins, 1992) as a means of accounting for attitudinal and 

behavioural responses, and using social representations theory (Moscovici, 2000) to interpret 

place and project-related meanings. Within social representations, the dialogical approach 

(Markova, 2003) emphasises the significance of contradiction, particularly the prevalence of 

oppositional dyads or themata. In this case, a themata contrasting ‘natural’ with ‘industrial’ 

was suggested by the free associations with the place and with the likert items capturing 

perceived impacts of the project. The results indicated predominantly visual associations with 

Llandudno, a place characterised in terms of its scenic beauty and coastal features. These 

contrasted with how the energy project was interpreted as an ‘eyesore’ that threatened to 

‘industrialise’ the place, with consequent damage to the tourism industry upon which local 

livelihoods depended.  

In terms of objectification, the impact that the project would have upon the place was 

made concrete by constructing the turbines as a ‘fence’ that would alter the horizon, replacing 

it with an array of vertical turbines. In his prize-winning novel, the novelist John Banville 

(2005) has drawn attention to the ‘horizontal’ nature of seaside views: ‘at the seaside all is 
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narrow horizontals, the world reduced to a few long straight lines pressed between earth and 

sky’ (Banville, 2005). The local opposition group have argued that this horizontal vista is 

threatened by the proposed wind farm, suggesting that Llandudno, as a place, does not cease 

at the water’s edge but includes the view out to sea as much as its Victorian façades on the 

promenade.  

Attention Restoration Theory (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989) aims to account for the 

health benefits of natural environments, understanding restorative experience as alleviating 

cognitive fatigue and enabling reflection, with four basic principles: coherence, being away, 

fascination and extent. It is a valid assumption that Llandudno’s success as a holiday resort 

stems from its ability to provide all four aspects of a restorative experience: enabling 

holidaymakers to be away from daily concerns, in an environment that is coherent due to the 

symmetry of the headlands and the conservation of Victorian facades along the promenade, 

offering the fascination of sea views and the extent of an unbroken horizon. By objectifying 

the wind farm as a ‘fence’, the project is constructed in such a way as to reduce the extent of 

its sea views, potentially damaging the place’s potential to provide a restorative experience, 

with economic consequences for the tourism industry.  

That objectifying the wind farm in this way linked to place attachment and place 

identity was indicated by the correlational and regression analyses. The more an individual 

felt attached to Llandudno, the more they perceived the wind farm to ‘fence in the bay’. Since 

high levels of attachment correlated with negative emotions, notably a sense of threat, this 

suggests that the wind farm proposal has disrupted place attachments and threatened place 

identities. By altering the horizon, the project may be perceived to threaten specific identity 

principles (Twigger-Ross and Uzzell, 1996), reducing Llandudno’s distinctiveness as a unique 

seaside resort and creating dis-continuity in a physical form that has been conserved since the 

Victorian era. The positive correlation between attachment and oppositional behaviour 
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supports Stedman’s (2002) conclusion that threats to place identities can lead to place-

protective actions.  

In conclusion, the findings suggest a promising alternative to the ‘NIMBY’ 

explanation, drawing upon place attachment, place identity and social representations theory 

to deepen our understanding of public responses to proposed renewable energy projects. 

However, caution is required before generalising from the findings since the study has a 

number of limitations, being based upon a sample not entirely representative of the town’s 

population and a research design unable to demonstrate causal relations amongst variables. 

Notwithstanding these, the results suggest a number of implications for policy and practice, 

for example challenging presumptions that offshore wind farms will be uncontroversial, and 

raising the importance of engagement processes that involve different actors and make 

explicit ‘commonsense’ beliefs in order to promote conflict resolution (Gray, 2004).  
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Figure 1: Levels of support for the offshore wind farm 
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Table 1: Descriptive data for levels of project support, impacts and affective responses 

 

 Mean Sd 

Project support 2.79 1.51 

Perceived impacts 

Create an eyesore 3.82 1.42 

Fence in the bay 3.53 1.50 

Industrialise the area 3.43 1.37 

Damage tourism 3.41 1.50 

Reduce property values 3.22 1.43 

Help meet national policy targets 3.05 1.34 

Tackle climate change 2.97 1.34 

Have a positive impact upon wildlife 2.59 1.39 

Provide jobs 2.46 1.20 

Emotional responses 

Sceptical 3.02 1.47 

Curious 2.76 1.29 

Threatened 2.46 1.58 

Angry 2.40 1.58 

Frustrated 2.37 1.60 

Hopeful 2.33 1.36 

Shocked 2.11 1.42 

Indifferent 1.88 1.06 

Happy 1.73 1.19 
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Proud 1.52 0.94 

Excited 1.48 0.92 
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Table 2: Bivariate correlations between place attachment, affect, specific project impacts, 

project support and behavioural engagement 

 

 Place attachment 

 Pearson r p 

Project support  -0.16 .03 

Emotional responses 

Angry 0.19 .01 

Threatened 0.17 .02 

Sceptical 0.14 .05 

Happy  -0.15 .05 

Excited -0.14 .07 

Perceived impacts 

Create an eyesore 0.20 .00 

Will ‘fence in’ the bay 0.20 .00 

Will ‘industrialise’ the area 0.20 .00 

Behavioural engagement 

Supportive behaviour -0.03 n.s. 

Opposition behaviour 0.22 .00 
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Table 3: Bivariate correlations between place attachment, sociodemographics, fence in the 

bay and project support 

 

 Place 

attachment 

Age Gender Fence in the 

bay 

Project 

support 

Place attachment 1 .121 .065 .200** -.160* 

Age  1 .073 .107 -.246** 

Gender   1 -.021 .055 

Fence in the bay    1 -.743** 

Project support     1 

**p<.01 (2 tailed) 

*p<.01 (2 tailed) 

 


