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Abstract  Rural residents in the United States do not always agree on local 
development priorities, yet understanding and accounting for their prefer-
ences is a step towards more effective and equitable community development. 
We use survey data spanning different types of rural Intermountain West com-
munities to gauge residents’ preference weights for economic and environ-
mental rural development goals. Given that community tenure and age are 
often related to development preferences, respondents are divided into three 
groups based on these factors using a classification tree approach. Long-term 
residents (>36 percent of life spent in the community) have the strongest 
economic preferences, while older newcomers have the strongest environ-
mental preferences. The Leti heterogeneity index reveals that long-term 
residents also displayed the greatest homogeneity of preferences. Ordered 
probit analysis shows that goal preferences are also related to sex, education, 
household income, community financial security, and the share of county 
income derived from wealth assets. These findings provide a more nuanced 
and methods-based understanding of residential tenure in a community and 
its relationship to development attitudes across a variety of rural place types, 
all valuable information for rural community and economic development 
practitioners.

*Data used in this manuscript is based upon work that is supported by the National 
Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, under award number 
2017-68006-26237. Address correspondence to Jessica D. Ulrich-Schad, Department of 
Sociology & Anthropology, Utah State University, 0730 Old Main Hill, Room 216C, Logan, 
UT 84322-0730, USA. Email: jessica.schad@usu.edu

Jessica D. Ulrich-Schad and Paul M. Jakus shared first authorship.

 15490831, 2022, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ruso.12429 by H

ellenic O
pen U

niversity - Patras, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/03/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

mailto:﻿￼
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2437-5419
mailto:jessica.schad@usu.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fruso.12429&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-02-16


606    Rural Sociology, Vol. 87, No. 2, June 2022

Introduction

Community development is sometimes framed as a choice between either 
rapid growth of population, employment, and income in a community or the 
preservation of environmental amenities that often make rural communi-
ties desirable places to live. This description of the economic-environmental 
tradeoff presents a false choice. Instead, community development plans can 
enhance regional well-being by choosing among a continuum of possible 
economic and environmental outcomes. For example, while leaders in one 
community may put more emphasis on economic growth measures (e.g., 
by providing infrastructure improvements that encourage businesses to 
expand or relocate), in another, they may choose a plan that features slower 
economic growth while simultaneously augmenting environmental assets 
(e.g., by preserving open space for recreation). Still another approach may 
place stringent restrictions on selected economic growth measures and put 
greater emphasis on the preservation of environmental amenities. It is not 
an either-or, black-or-white choice between extremes but is, instead, a mat-
ter of choosing the relative weights of economic and environmental goals 
to be embodied in a development plan.

Choosing the relative economic-environmental emphasis for future 
development plans is especially important in rural places in the United 
States (U.S.) that have long depended both locally and regionally upon 
natural resources as the backbones of their social, cultural, and eco-
nomic structures (Albrecht 2014; Krannich et al. 2014). Many rural com-
munities find themselves under economic pressures from volatile (and, 
in many cases, declining) agricultural, energy, and mineral commodity 
markets (see, for example, Jacquet and Kay 2014). Other rural places 
that are increasingly reliant on non-extractive natural resource devel-
opment (see Mueller 2021), are growing from amenity migration, and 
face different strains such as rapid population growth and increasing 
economic inequality (Gosnell and Abrams 2011; Krannich, Luloff, and 
Field 2011; Sherman 2018, 2021; Ulrich-Schad 2018).

Research has shown that residents of different types of rural places have 
divergent and complex views on development priorities (Hamilton et al. 
2008; Ulrich-Schad et al. 2020). Existing literature suggests that how devel-
opment preferences are weighted may also differ among community resi-
dents based on how long they have lived in the community and, in some 
cases, the age of the resident. Researchers have found somewhat different 
development preferences between what have been termed long-term resi-
dents (LTRs) and newcomers (NCs).1 While the definition of these groups 

1See, for example, Smith and Krannich (2000), Creighton et al. (2008), Hiner (2014), 
Qin (2016), and Ulrich-Schad and Qin (2018).

 15490831, 2022, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ruso.12429 by H

ellenic O
pen U

niversity - Patras, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/03/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



Preferences for Economic and Environmental Goals—ULRICH-SCHAD et al.    607

has not been standard across studies, findings suggest all groups strongly 
value environmental quality regardless of economic development prefer-
ences. However, views on how environmental resources should be used can 
differ between NCs, who tend to adopt a consumptivist approach favoring 
environmental goals, and LTRs who prefer a productivist approach empha-
sizing economic goals (Gosnell and Adams 2011). Most studies indicate 
that NCs tend to be younger than LTRs (Qin 2016), but there is much 
variation within each group, making the relationship between age, commu-
nity tenure, and development preferences multifaceted.

Identifying the degree to which the relative importance of local devel-
opment options is shared among residents is important in designing 
effective rural economic development policies (Mueller and Tickamyer 
2020). As opposed to more traditional policy making which fails to incor-
porate views of local residents, planning that accounts for residents’ 
views and builds trust in leaders and the process can contribute to better 
outcomes for more stakeholder groups. Particularly in relation to natu-
ral resource-related economic development, past research has argued 
that local community support is important if the efforts are to be sus-
tainable and successful (Gordon and Barton 2015; Nunkoo, Smith, and 
Ramkissoon 2013; Park, Nunkoo, and Yoon 2015; Roseland 2000).

We contribute to this literature in four primary ways. First, in most 
quantitative studies, the distinction between NCs and LTRs reflects deci-
sions that are based largely upon best professional judgment. Common 
approaches often use either a standard length of residence at which res-
idents are assumed to be properly integrated into a local society (most 
often 10 years) or a cutoff point at which an influx of migration into a 
place started (e.g., since the onset of an oil and gas boom).2 In contrast, 
we take advantage of a non-parametric machine-learning procedure to 
separate respondents into groups based on age and the proportion of 
life they have spent in the current community (i.e., life share). Specific 
values for life share and age are selected so as to minimize impurity in 
economic-environmental preferences within each group. Thus, the clas-
sification trees we use substitute explicit decision criteria for researchers’ 
best judgment decisions.

Second, rather than examining differences among residents with only an 
LTR versus NC dichotomy, the classification tree approach sorts residents 
into three distinct categories based on life share and age. The additional 
variation in classification allows for a more nuanced look at residents’ pref-
erences regarding what they consider to be the appropriate balance among 

2Qin (2016) offers an excellent review.
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development goals within their community. In particular, we use numeri-
cal measures of within group preference heterogeneity and across group 
polarization to assess the divergence of preferences.

Third, the emphasis that a person places on achieving economic goals 
or environmental goals has rarely been operationalized by researchers as 
a relative tradeoff despite the interconnections between the two. Instead, 
surveys usually ask questions about economic goals discretely from envi-
ronmental goals; this allows respondents to express maximum importance 
for both goals and to escape the survey without serious consideration of 
possible tradeoffs. Achieving economic goals does not mean a community 
must completely sacrifice environmental goals (or vice-versa), but empha-
sis on one goal relative to another implies a continuum involving some 
degree of substitution between them. With the exception of Smith and 
Krannich (2000) and Hamilton et al., (2008, 2014) Hamilton, Colocousis, 
and Duncan (2010), few studies ask respondents to weigh economic devel-
opment goals relative to environmental goals as we do here. A recent study 
by Mueller and Tickamyer (2020) asks rural residents to rank support for 
seven forms of natural resource-related economic development but does 
not focus on economic and environmental goals.

Fourth, our empirical analysis is based on 1,652 survey respondents in 14 
rural communities located in four Intermountain West (IMW) states. Many 
studies examining environmental or economic preferences focus only on 
high amenity or declining rural communities or a small number of case 
study sites. Here we are able to provide a unique examination of a relatively 
large number and variety of types of rural communities in the western U.S. 
Our survey data come from a non-probability sample, yet those who partic-
ipated represent a broad range of constituencies interested in community 
development and participating in local policymaking.

Relative preferences for achieving economic and environmental 
goals were elicited using a single 17-point ordinal scale from which 
respondents could choose. About 19 percent of respondents chose a 
maximum emphasis on one goal or the other whereas more than 80 
percent chose a weight reflecting some degree of the tradeoff in the 
relative importance of achieving economic or environmental goals.3 
This degree of variation allows us to use a Leti index to evaluate within 
life share-age group heterogeneity and polarization across the life 
share-age groups. We then use ordered probit models to examine the 
respective influence of respondent and community attributes on the 

3Our survey question (presented below) is framed as “relative importance” of economic 
and environmental goals; our text uses the terms “importance”, “weight”, “preference”, 
and “emphasis” interchangeably.
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relative importance chosen. Our statistical analysis finds that differ-
ences in the relative emphasis across economic-environmental goals 
between life share-age groups are real and significant, but within 
group heterogeneity ameliorates between group polarization. In addi-
tion to group membership, the principal respondent characteristics 
that influence the chosen weight are education, sex, and household 
income. Significant community attributes include community finan-
cial security and the share of aggregate regional income derived from 
wealth assets.

Background

Primary commodity industries—agriculture, ranching, timber, energy, 
and mining—have long served as the cornerstone of rural economies 
in the western U.S. (Krannich et al. 2014). In the decades following 
western settlement (i.e., settler colonialism), these industries provided 
relatively stable employment and income in rural regions. In recent 
decades, natural resource-dependent economies have been beset by 
commodity price volatility, increased global competition, new technol-
ogies that reduce labor demand, and a more stringent—but increas-
ingly uncertain—regulatory structure governing air and water quality, 
as well as use restrictions on publicly owned land (Carolan 2020).4 
Rural regions losing employment opportunities in extractive indus-
tries may also be exposed to political and social uncertainty associated 
with the exodus of young natives (see Carr and Kefalas 2009; Duncan 
2014). Many rural communities are increasingly reliant on the non-
extractive development of their natural resources through tourism 
and recreation, which is leading to an influx of migrants, including 
older retirees (Brown et al. 2008), who bring nonwage income and, 
sometimes, different values that can lead to a “culture clash” in the 
destination community (Smith and Krannich 2000; Ulrich-Schad and 
Qin 2018).

Communities facing these economic, environmental, and social pres-
sures must navigate a difficult path when local leaders and residents 
work to craft a development plan, as efforts to aid development in 

4For example, in 2012 coal-mining communities were hard hit by Obama administration 
rules governing mercury emissions from coal-fired powerplants. The Trump administra-
tion revoked these rules in 2020—but there is every expectation that the Biden administra-
tion will revert to the Obama regulation (Friedman and Davenport 2020). Similarly, in 
December 2017 the Trump administration significantly reduced the size of Utah’s Bears 
Ears National Monument, which had been established one year earlier by the Obama ad-
ministration. The Biden administration recently restored the monument’s original bound-
aries (Partlow 2021).
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one dimension, say, the pursuit of expanded resource extraction may 
restrict development options in another dimension, such as improv-
ing water and air quality. Gosnell and Abrams (2011) note that many 
rural economies have transitioned, or are transitioning, from produc-
tivist reliance on the landscape to generate market commodities to a 
consumptivist approach that treats the in situ, relatively undisturbed 
rural landscape as complementary to a rural lifestyle by providing sat-
isfaction through leisure activities. These two approaches to the rural 
environment reflect underlying beliefs and values toward landscapes 
that are closely related to age and the length of time a person has lived 
in the community.

Beliefs and preferences regarding the rural landscape may arise from 
differences in how people are attached to rural places, which are at the 
heart of many place-based natural resource disputes. In their study of a 
rural county in Washington state, Creighton, Blatner, and Carroll (2008) 
state that when place values or place attachments are homogeneous 
within a community, the little conflict will arise regarding landscape 
management and future development options. If these values differ 
across groups in a rural community, then disputes may become “…con-
tentious and personal” (233). Residents form their place attachment in 
different ways, though. The place attachment of NCs (defined by these 
authors as those living in the community for less than seven years) is 
based on lifestyle desires whereas LTRs rooted their place attachment 
in their family and shared community history. Boucquey et al. (2012) 
reach a similar conclusion. Those who had lived in a rural coastal region 
of North Carolina for more than one generation could not separate the 
local environment from the community’s shared history and culture. 
NCs, who had been in the region for a single generation or less, tended 
to view the local environment as an escape from the pressures of daily liv-
ing. While all people value the environment, the way in which they think 
about and connect to that environment differs according to perspectives 
that are often related to community tenure.

Hiner (2014) uses a 20-year residency period to demarcate LTRs 
from NCs in a study conducted in California. While the distinction 
was informative, community tenure was not a clear-cut indicator of 
land use policy preferences. The full spectrum of political ideologies 
was present within each group, as was a range of environmental imag-
inaries. Hence, members of a given group often disagreed with one 
another over issues related to economic development and environ-
mental preservation, indicating a large degree of within group het-
erogeneity. Hiner’s conclusion harkens back to Smith and Krannich’s 
(2000) seminal article on the clash between LTRs and NCs with regard 
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to preferences for land use, regional development, and environmen-
tal management. Focusing on three rapidly growing tourism regions 
(Teton Valley, WY; Moab, UT; and Vernal, UT), the authors define 
NCs as those who had lived in a community for ten years or less. 
Preferences and concerns regarding topics such as “general environ-
mental concern”, air and water quality, existing way of life, population 
growth, and economic opportunities, were elicited on an ordinal scale. 
Respondents from three communities answered nine preference and 
concern questions each, allowing for 27 LTR-NC group comparisons. 
Statistically significant differences were found for only one-third of 
the comparisons revealing that, despite their differences, the different 
community groups were not polarized with respect to many regional 
development concerns.

The Smith and Krannich (2000) study provides an excellent jump-
ing off point to discuss a second feature reflected in many studies that 
survey residents about development preferences. Surveys typically elicit 
economic and environmental preferences in the absence of any tradeoff 
between the two. Consider the following questions from Smith and 
Krannich:

•	 “How important is environmental quality to the community’s quality 
of life?”

•	 “How important is it to increase economic opportunities in the 
community?”

Using their 11-point ordinal scale (where 11 = “Extremely Important”), 
the range of the mean group responses across three communities was 
between 9.06 and 10.07 for the first question, and between 8.82 and 
10.01 for the second. That is, responses are massed at one end of the 
ordinal scale as both environmental concern and economic opportu-
nity are considered very important, regardless of community or group 
identification. This result should be of no surprise: people will highly 
value economic growth and good environmental quality when they do 
not have to choose between the two. Unfortunately, structuring surveys 
in this way does not reflect the very real choices and outcomes facing 
those who must design community development plans. This problem is 
not restricted to a single study. For instance, Boucquey et al. (2012) and 
Park et al. (2019) each use a similar question structure and find similar 
results.

In these studies and others, respondents are free to express strong 
desires for economic opportunities and positive environmental out-
comes without having to consider the tradeoffs between them. For exam-
ple, expansion of oil and gas extraction activities can negatively affect 
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water and air quality, as well as damage viewsheds: to what degree are 
residents willing to tolerate increased environmental protection costs 
(or deteriorating resource quality) to secure jobs and income in the 
energy sector? If a community leverages its local natural resources to 
accelerate tourism growth, are residents willing to endure congestion of 
both roads and recreation sites, traffic-related noise, air pollution, and 
the increased cost of living that often accompanies such a choice? In 
treating economic outcomes as isolated from environmental outcomes, 
many surveys have been constructed in such a way that respondents can 
have their cake, and eat it, too.

While indirectly focused on the natural environment through ask-
ing about quality of life, we can return to Smith and Krannich (2000) 
for a statement that more directly poses an economic-environmental 
tradeoff:

•	 “Too much economic development will ruin the community’s quality 
of life.”

Responses were elicited on an 11-point ordinal scale, where the max-
imum score (11) indicated that the respondent “Strongly Agreed” with 
the statement (1 = “Strongly Disagree”). Instead of responses being 
massed at one end of the scale regardless of the respondent’s group and 
community, the group responses ranged between 4.87 (Vernal NCs) and 
8.11 (Teton Valley LTRs). This statement elicited much greater response 
variation relative to the survey’s previous questions because people were 
asked to consider an explicit tradeoff. Respondents revealed a more 
nuanced approach to community development: when residents place 
greater weight on economic development goals, the emphasis should 
be tempered with concern about other aspects of a community’s quality 
of life.

Similarly, as part of the Community and Environment in Rural 
America (CERA) phone survey conducted in a variety of places 
throughout the rural U.S. from 2007 to 2012 by the Carsey School 
of Public Policy (formally the Carsey Institute) at the University of 
New Hampshire, rural residents were asked their preference on the 
following:

•	 “For the future of your community, do you think it is more important 
to use natural resources to create jobs or to conserve natural resources 
for future generations?”
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Respondents could indicate they preferred to use the resources, 
conserve them, or weigh both equally. Analyses conducted by 
Hamilton et al. (2008, 2010, 2014) show significant variation by type 
of rural place (e.g., greatest preference to preserve in high amenity 
places and greatest preference to use in chronically poor places) and 
individual characteristics (e.g., more conservative, older residents are 
more likely to favor immediate use) in respondent preferences. While 
this question did ask respondents to make an explicit choice, it did 
not provide respondents the opportunity to indicate the strength of 
their support for either option.

Nuance has also been reflected in other recent studies, even when the 
surveys on which they are based have not made the tradeoff explicit. In 
their study of rural recreation counties, Ulrich-Schad and Qin (2018) 
find that those whose financial situations are the same or improved over 
the previous five years were less likely to see rapid economic develop-
ment as a problem, but more likely to view rules governing the devel-
opment process as good. Armstrong and Stedman (2019) gauged the 
role of “place” in assessing the environmental concern, but note that 
environmental concern is expressed by survey respondents within the 
context of “concern about the place overall” and that researchers should 
endeavor to directly compare environmental concerns with a host of 
other concerns, including economic concerns. Keske et al. (2017) eval-
uated threats to primary agricultural producers from amenity-led popu-
lation growth, finding those producers would welcome growth as long as 
newcomers supported agriculture as an important economic base sector 
and embraced the existing community lifestyle and traditions.

These recent studies, plus that of Smith and Krannich (2000), demon-
strate the interconnectedness of economic and environmental goals. 
Understanding this connection, and the relative importance of each 
goal, is a key aspect when designing a community development plan. 
Compared to the fairly uniform responses elicited when no tradeoff 
is implied, a question that asks respondents to explicitly make choices 
among economic and environmental goals is surely more helpful to 
community development planners.

Data and Methods

Data Collection

Data were collected as part of the Area Sectoral Analysis Process (ASAP), 
an effort by extension professionals for several Western Universities that 
aids communities in identifying feasible development options 
(Bordigioni et al. 2020). ASAP builds upon the work by Minshall et al. 
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(1971) and Cox et al. (2009), where the goal is to find a compatible set 
of assets between firms seeking to relocate or expand and communities 
seeking sustainable economic development. In addition, ASAP assesses 
the degree to which firms from a given industry are desirable given the 
economic, environmental, and social goals of community residents. Our 
focus here is on the responses of community residents to the ASAP 
Community Goal Survey (CGS) which elicits resident preferences for 
the relative importance of achieving economic quality goals relative to 
environmental quality goals.5

All ASAP programs used in this study were initiated between 2014 and 
2019, and took, on average, about six to eight months to complete. Our 
data come from communities located in 14 nonmetro counties in Arizona 
(two ASAP efforts), Idaho (one), New Mexico (one), and Utah (10). In all 
cases, ASAP relied upon a local steering committee to lead the community 
through each of six program modules, with extension personnel providing 
regular guidance throughout. The CGS is initiated approximately two 
months into the process. The steering committee, after being provided 
with survey data collection protocols, is responsible for implementing a 
respondent-driven sampling procedure within the community, which is 
usually completed in four to six weeks.6 The respondent-generated sample 
is intended to target a broad range of constituencies interested in commu-
nity development. While random sampling of general community popula-
tions is not employed, the CGS implementation method is designed to 
reach a broad range of those most interested in local economic develop-
ment decisions and, as such, collects data from residents with a desire to 
provide input in the local policymaking process. This population is cer-
tainly of interest for informing local policymaking, but it likely represents 
those with stronger opinions and leaves out more tempered views of the 
general population and those with less capital (e.g., social, political, eco-
nomic, etc.) conducive to involvement. Table  1 provides a comparison 
between the CGS sample and data on the study counties from the American 
Community Survey (ACS). It shows that our sample is somewhat biased, 

5Similar to this study, Spangler, Gayle, and Albrecht (2020) use ASAP CGS data to exam-
ine the economic-environmental tradeoff question. Their analysis compresses ordinal 
scale from 17 categories to two or five, and focuses solely on demographic factors that in-
fluence the response. They do not look at community-level factors as explanatory variables, 
nor do they examine within- or cross-group heterogeneity.

6All communities had the option to use paper surveys or complete a survey online both 
of which are available in English or Spanish (Bordigioni et al. 2020). Three communities 
chose to use paper only (Cibola, NM; Garfield and Piute, UT). The remainder used a mix 
of paper and online.
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with respondents being older, more educated, and having higher greater 
household income than the general population in the study counties.

After survey respondents were asked to consider their relative pref-
erences for five dimensions within both economic and environmental 
quality goals (questions not shown or used in our analyses), they were 
asked to rank the relative importance of each overall goal category 
(economic quality vs. environmental quality) as seen in Figure 1 using 
a 17-point scale.7 This single question was used in our analyses to 
examine the relative weight rural residents place on economic versus 

7While 17 points is much larger than scales normally used in social science, the CGS re-
lied upon the standard question format of the well-known, and widely used and cited, 
Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP; Saaty 1988; Mu and Pereyra-Rojas 2017). AHP ques-
tionnaires generally have either six or eight possible responses on either side of the “equal 
weight” response and are frequently used in research examining multi-attribute decisions. 
In this study we analyze ordered responses, elicited using an AHP structure, using a differ-
ent analytical framework. One of the seminal papers of the “culture clash” literature 
(Smith and Krannich 2000) used an eleven-point scale, which is twice as large as the typical 
5-point Likert scale. We could also collapse responses to a three- or five-point scale (similar 
to Spangler et al. 2020), but argue that doing so reduces the amount of information gath-
ered. As shown in Figure 2, every possible response option was selected by survey respon-
dents, furthering the argument for retaining all response options.

Table 1. Comparison of the CGS Sample and ACS Data

CGS Sample ACS

Age (median) 49.2 36.9
Male (%) 51.0 51.6
Bachelor’s degree or higher (%) 51.2 15.7
Household Income (mean) 78,900 47,584

Note: American Community Survey (ACS) data was collected using estimates as close to 
the date the survey was collected as possible.

Figure 1. Question from CGS on Economic versus Environmental Preferences.
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environmental considerations.8 Responses were re-calibrated to a 17-
point ordinal scale, ranging from the strongest preference for envi-
ronmental quality goals (coded as a “1”), equally weighted preferences 
(“9”), to the strongest preference for economic quality goals relative 
to environmental goals (coded as “17”).9 In addition to preferences 
for achieving economic goals relative to environmental goals, the CGS 
also asked respondents for basic personal information, such as age, 
sex, income, education as well as questions about respondent perspec-
tives on personal and community economic standing.

8The CGS question addresses three paired goal comparisons (Economic vs. 
Environmental, Economic vs. Social, and Environmental vs. Social). This study examines 
only the first comparison.

9Armstrong and Stedman (2019) warn against using measures of environmental con-
cern (in our case, environmental goals) that are geographically detached from the respon-
dent’s local environment. The six-month ASAP effort, which is focused on development 
choices within well-defined boundaries of a community or a county, make such detach-
ment from the region of interest highly unlikely.

Figure 2. Economic and Environmental Goal Importance, All Respondents. [Colour 
figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Descriptive Statistics

Our initial dataset consists of communities located in 14 nonmetro 
counties of the IMW where at least 50 people had participated in the 
CGS (initial n = 2,004), a cutoff intended to provide sufficient commu-
nity coverage/participation. Of these, some 260 respondents did not 
answer the age and/or community tenure questions, or they reported 
a community tenure longer than their reported age. Another 92 partic-
ipants failed to answer the economic goal/environmental goal tradeoff 
question, leaving a total of 1,652 respondents in 14 counties.

Descriptive statistics are reported in Table  2. The mean economic-
environmental preference score was 10.78. A histogram of this vari-
able (Figure 2) shows the modal response was an equal weight between 
achieving economic and environmental goals (response category 9); 
the mean value indicates moderate importance of achieving economic 
quality goals relative to environmental goals. While the most com-
mon response was to weigh the goals equally (as seen by the spike in 
Figure 2), most respondents still chose to weigh one preference more 
than the other. The average respondent was 49 years old (Age) and had 
lived in the community for 25 years (Years in Community). The mean pro-
portion of respondents’ life spent living in the community (Life Share in 
Community, defined as Years in Community divided by Age) was just over 52 
percent. Overall, the sample was composed of 51 percent Male, 23.9 per-
cent had completed a graduate degree (Post-Bachelor’s Degree), and the 
mean annual Household Income was just under $78,900. Using a five-point 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

Variable n Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum

Relative Importance toward 
Economics (17) or 
Environment (1)

1,652 10.775 4.880 1 17

Age (years) 1,652 49.213 13.748 18 89
Years in Community 1,652 25.186 17.003 1 84
Life Share in Community 1,652 0.525 0.332 0.012 1
Male (%) 1,652 0.510 0.500 0 1
Post-Bachelor’s Degree (%) 1,634 0.239 0.427 0 1
Household Income ($1,000) 1,576 78.876 46.732 15 238.118
Personal Financial Security 

(1 = not secure at all, 5 = ex-
tremely secure)

1,643 3.313 0.948 1 5

Community Financial Security 
(1 = not secure at all, 5 = ex-
tremely secure)

1,636 2.872 0.891 1 5
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Likert scale, respondents consider themselves more secure financially 
(3.31; Personal Financial Security) than they feel about the community 
they live in as a whole (2.87; Community Financial Security).

One’s responses concerning the appropriate economic-
environmental tradeoff is likely to be dependent upon the recent eco-
nomic history of the community (e.g., Park et al. 2019). Economically 
healthy communities tend to have growing populations and rising per 
capita incomes; struggling communities will have falling populations, 
falling incomes, or both. At the same time, economic and population 
growth from amenity migration can lead to increased economic 
inequality at the local level and housing displacement for those with 
fewer resources (Sherman 2021). Table 3 shows the compound annual 
growth rates for population and income over the five-year period 
immediately preceding ASAP implementation. Six counties experi-
enced negative population growth prior to CGS data collection; two 
counties experienced negative growth in per capita income. Another 
key driver of responses to an economic-environmental tradeoff—
especially in states of the IMW—is the degree of public and tribal land 
ownership, which tends to be positively related to population growth 
(Frentz et al. 2004; Kruger, Mazza, and Stiefel 2008). None of our 14 
counties has more than 43 percent of county land area in private own-
ership; 11 counties have less than 20 percent. In all communities, the 
majority of land is administered by federal, state, and/or tribal author-
ities (Table  3). Finally, while income growth may be important, the 
sources of income—particularly nonwage income—may also be of 
consequence. Our first source of nonwage income arises from wealth: 
the share of personal income derived from investments (dividend 
income), interest, and rent. High proportions of personal income 
derived from wealth can indicate a relatively affluent community (e.g., 
Valley County, ID, where 38 percent of personal income is wealth-
related). The second source of nonlabor income is government trans-
fer payments, which includes social security and unemployment 
payments, as well as veterans payments and medical benefits. High 
proportions of personal income derived from transfer payments could 
indicate a relatively distressed economy with fewer labor income 
opportunities (e.g., Graham County, AZ, where over 36 percent of per-
sonal income is from nonlabor government payments and is classified 
by the Economic Research Service (ERS) as “low employment”) or 
relatively low-income retirement destinations where much of the pop-
ulation relies upon social security (e.g., Piute County, UT, where 35 
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percent of personal income is from government transfers and is classi-
fied by the ERS as “retirement destination).10

Classification Trees

Rural development studies often find differences in the development 
preferences among community members, particularly between LTRs 
and comparative NCs to the community. There is little theory to help 
guide the practitioner in identifying which respondents belong to 
which group, and most researchers have used the best professional 
judgment in defining each group, an inductive reasoning approach. 
An alternative, deductive, method is to define groups based on some 
known date at which an exogenous event, such as an energy boom, is 
hypothesized to have affected a community. With fourteen communi-
ties spread over four states, a deductive approach was not empirically 
tractable.

We opted to use a systematic, data-driven tool often applied to explor-
atory analysis of big data, and akin to inductive reasoning. In this appli-
cation, a classification tree is used to place observations into different 
groups that help maximize the predictive ability of the model (Ma 2018; 
Speybroeck 2012). The groups arising from a robust classification tree 
(CT) often have been found to be an improvement upon standard 
regression analysis, especially if the relationship between the dependent 
variable and the variables used to classify observations into groups is 
nonlinear.

CTs are structured according to an impurity measure which gauges the 
extent to which observations can be segmented into different categories 
based on values of the explanatory variable(s) and the dependent vari-
able. In our application, groups are defined according to Life Share in the 
Community and Age. A group is considered pure if all observations in an 
age/life share group have the same value for the dependent variable; 
if observations within an age/life share group differ from one another 
there is some degree of impurity. The root of a CT consists of all observa-
tions, after which subsequent branches of the tree are defined by a series 
of binary splits at a given value of an explanatory variable. The branches 
of a CT are called “nodes”.

There are many ways to measure impurity; we adopt the Gini measure. 
At any given node, τ, let P

(

yj

)

 denote the proportion of cases reporting 

10Population growth, income growth and income share data were collected from the 
CAINC4 files of the Bureau of Economic Analysis (https://apps.bea.gov/iTabl​e/index_
regio​nal.cfm). County-level public land data were extracted from Headwaters Economics 
Economic Profile System (headwaterseconomics.org/eps).
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a dependent variable in the category yj. Given the 17 categories for the 
dependent variable, the Gini measure of impurity at that branch is

The equation makes clear that if all observations in a group have the 
same dependent variable response, yj, then P

(

yj

)

= 1 and i (�) = 0 (a 

pure group). Alternatively, groups that exhibit variation in responses will 
have impurity values greater than zero. If there are h unique values for a 
continuous splitting variable, there are h − 1 possible split values for it. 
The CT algorithm systematically checks all possible splitting values for 
each explanatory variable, and then chooses the value of one variable 
that minimizes measured impurity at that node. The algorithm then con-
tinues with a series of binary splits at each subsequent node, evaluating 
the newly calculated impurity measures until the reduction in impurity 
for any new split becomes very small. The terminal nodes of the CT 
define the groups.

Ordered Probit Analysis

Preferences for the tradeoff between economic goals and environ-
mental goals are measured on a 17-point ordinal scale, so standard 
regression analysis is inappropriate. Instead, we use an ordered pro-
bit model to estimate the probability that a person with character-
istics X living in a community with characteristics C will choose any 
one of the 17 possible responses. Though ordered probit models are 
discussed in some detail elsewhere (e.g., Greene 2008; Wooldridge 
2010), we provide a basic outline here. Ordered probability models 
are an extension of bivariate probability models of a choice between 
two alternatives to a choice among K alternatives. Letting Zij = [Xi, Cj] 
be the vector of personal and community attributes for respondent i 
living in community j, then the probability of any choice of alternative 
k can be decomposed into a series of differences between cumulative 
probability distributions. With Φ(.) denoting the cumulative normal 
distribution, the probability for any response k for a given Zij may be 
written as

i (�) = 1 −

17
∑

1

P
(

yj

)2

.

P
(

y=1
)

=Φ
(

−Z �
ij�

)

P
(

y=2
)

=Φ
(

�1−Z
�
ij�

)

−Φ
(

−Z �
ij�

)

P
(

y=3
)

=Φ
(

�2−Z
�
ij�

)

−Φ
(

�1−Z
�
ij�

)

…P
(

y=K
)

=1−Φ
(

�K−1−Z
�
ij�

)

,
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where the �k are the K  −  1 threshold parameters (“cut values”) 
that divide the cumulative distribution into K portions, each por-
tion corresponding to the probability of a given choice by someone 
with personal and community characteristics, Zij. The β are estimated 
via maximum likelihood and are assumed to be constant across all 
choices.

The nonlinear probability distribution across multiple possible out-
comes means the estimated parameters do not have a simple inter-
pretation. The marginal effect of a given variable differs across the 
outcomes because a change in that variable shifts the entire probabil-
ity density mass. One does not know, in general, if the net change in 
probability for a given response k will be positive or negative. However, 
the direction of the shift in probability mass is evident in the sign of 
a coefficient: a positive value means an increase in the independent 
variable will shift the mass to the right, increasing the probability of 
choice being the highest valued outcome (k = K) and decreasing the 
probability of the lowest valued outcome (k = 1). Similarly, a negative 
coefficient means the mass shifts to the left, such that an increase in 
an independent variable decreases the probability of a response in the 
k = K category and increases the probability of the k = 1 category. The 
change in probability for all intermediate response categories (k = 2, 
…, K  −  1) must be calculated and cannot be determined from the 
coefficient alone.

Results

Life Share and Age Group Classification of Residents

A classification tree approach was used to examine differences in 
tradeoff responses in relation to respondents’ life share and age.11 
The analysis yields three groups within which the impurity of the 
economic-environmental tradeoff score is minimized. The sample was 
first split into two groups according to Life Share, where the split value 
was 36 percent of a life spent living in the community. The node rep-
resenting those who had spent more than 36 percent of their lives in 
the community had no further splits, but the node for those with less 
than 36 percent of their lives in the community was split into two 
branches at a split value for Age equal to 50. Our classification tree 

11In addition to classification tree analysis using Life Share and Age, we also conducted 
analysis using Age and Years in the Community. Test statistics indicate the Life Share approach 
is preferred.

 15490831, 2022, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ruso.12429 by H

ellenic O
pen U

niversity - Patras, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/03/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



Preferences for Economic and Environmental Goals—ULRICH-SCHAD et al.    623

thus has terminal nodes defining three groups. These groups can gen-
erally be classified as newcomers (≤36 percent of their lives spent in 
the community) or long-term residents (>36 percent of their lives in 
the community). The newcomer group consists of younger newcom-
ers (≤50 years old) and older newcomers (>50). Table 4 shows infor-
mation about each of our three groups, where the table is arranged 
first by life share and then by age; a graphical depiction is shown in 
Figure 3.

Both younger newcomers (YNC) and older newcomers (ONC) had 
spent, on average, about 17 percent of their lives in the community. The 
group of long-term residents (LTR) is composed of all persons who had 
spent at least 36 percent of their lives living in the community, regard-
less of age. LTRs had spent an average of 74 percent of their lives in the 
community.

In general, LTRs place the greatest weight on achieving economic 
goals, followed by newcomers in the prime of their working lives. LTRs 
have a mean goal weight of 11.4 with a median weight of 12, indi-
cating moderate to strong preferences for achieving economic goals 
relative to environmental goals. YNCs express a moderate preference 
for economic goals relative to environmental goals (mean  =  10.5, 
median  =  10). Older newcomers (ONCs) express a preference for 
equally weighting environmental and economic goals (mean = 8.95; 
median = 9). The preference of LTRs to weigh economic goals more 
heavily, for ONCs to show stronger preferences for environmental 
goals, and for YNCs to be somewhere in between was the same regard-
less of typology assigned to the county by the ERS (whether the county 
had a recreation-based economy, was a retirement destination, or was 
neither).

Figure 4 shows histograms for the economic-environmental tradeoff 
for each of the life share-age groups. Similar to the histogram for all 
respondents, a spike occurs at a tradeoff score of nine for all of the 
identified groups, indicating the modal response is for equal weight 
between economic and environmental goals. Again, however, only 32 
percent or fewer respondents choose to weigh the economic and envi-
ronmental preferences equally. Differences among groups emerge 
when comparing the tails of each distribution. We can characterize 
the dispersion of responses for any group with a Leti index and then 
compare indices across groups. Following Mussini (2018), the Leti 
index is calculated as L =

∑K−1
j=1 F

�

yj

� �

1 − F
�

yj

��

, where K is the 

number of categories in the ordinal scale and F(.) measures the cumu-
lative relative frequency up to response j. That is, F

�

yj

�

=
∑j

i=1
ni∕n 
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Figure 3. Classification Tree.

by Tenure and Ageby TenureAll CGS Sample 
Respondents

All residents 
(n=1,652)

Newcomer 

<.360 life share

(n=632)

Younger Newcomer

Age 18-50

(n=317)

Older Newcomer

Age >50

(n=315)

Long-term

>0.360 life share

(n=1,020)

Long-term Resident

All Ages

(n=1,020)

Figure 4. Economic and Environmental Goal Importance, by Life Share-Age Status. 
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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where ni is the number of responses in each of categories 1 through j, 
and n is the total number of responses. When n is large, as in our case, 
the maximum value for the index is equal to or very close to (K − 1) ∕2 . 
A value of zero indicates perfect homogeneity—meaning all people in 
a group have the same tradeoff response. Perfect heterogeneity is 
given by the maximum value for L (equal to 7.999 or 8.000 in our 
study) which occurs when responses within a group are evenly distrib-
uted across all response categories. Dividing L by its maximum value 
yields a normalized L index bounded by zero (perfectly homoge-
neous) and one (perfectly heterogeneous).

The normalized Leti heterogeneity index for the full sample 
(n  =  1,652) is equal to 0.682. The most homogenous group is LTRs, 
which has a Leti index of 0.647 (Table 4). Visual inspection of Figure 4 
shows the distributional mass placed to the right of the mid-point value 
(i.e., relatively few people in these groups weighted environmental goals 
more heavily than economic goals). In contrast, the most heterogeneous 
group was composed of ONCs, where the normalized Leti index for this 
group is 0.720. Figure 4 shows the response distribution for this group is 
spread more evenly among the possible responses than for the other two 
groups. YNCs have a heterogeneity index almost identical to that of the 
full sample (0.681).

The Leti index for the full sample can be decomposed into within 
group heterogeneity, LW, and between group heterogeneity, LB. LW is the 
proportionally weighted sum of the group heterogeneity measures; LB is 
a proportionally weighted sum of squared differences between groups 
at each response category. The ratio of these two measures, LB∕LW , is 
interpreted as an index of polarization between groups (Mussini 2018). 
The more homogenous the groups are, or the greater the sample pro-
portion of more homogenous groups, the lower will be LW measure and 
the higher the degree of polarization. Though the index has no upper 
bound, it will equal zero in the absence of polarization. Our polarization 
index is equal to 0.023, indicating that, although we observe a clear lean 
toward economic goals by LTRs, overall there is little measured polariza-
tion among the groups.

Ordered Probit Modeling

Ordered probit models appear in Table 5. Specifications are arranged so 
that Models #1 and #2 include only respondent attributes (Xi), Models 
#3 and #4 include respondent and county attributes, Zij = [Xi, Cj], while 
the last two specifications (#5 and #6) use personal characteristics, Xi, 
and county fixed effects (instead of county attributes Cj). The specifica-
tions are paired in a way that allows one to test the effect of Life Share and 
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Age. The odd-numbered specifications treat Life Share and Age as continu-
ous variables whereas the even-numbered specifications use the discrete 
life share-age categories identified by the classification tree analysis.

Across all specifications’ personal characteristics Xi retain the 
same signs and, for the most part, their level of statistical signifi-
cance. Regardless of the specification, having a Post-Bachelor’s Degree 
shifts the probability mass to the left (p <  .05), decreasing the prob-
ability of extreme importance of economic goals response. In con-
trast, being Male shifts the probability mass to the right, increasing 
the probability of extreme importance of economic goals response. 
Increasing Household Income increases the probability of an extreme 
weight placed on economic goals. Greater values of reported Personal 
Financial Security are not a significant predictor of the tradeoff weight. 
In contrast, Community Financial Security is negative and significant 
in all specifications. That is greater values of perceived Community 
Financial Security shift preferences toward the extreme importance of 
environmental goals.

The role of Life Share and Age as continuous variables are examined 
in the odd-numbered specifications. Age is never statistically signifi-
cant (p > .05). Life Share in the Community is statistically significant in all 
specifications in which it appears. As Life Share increases, the probabil-
ity of placing extreme importance on economic goals increases. The 
even-numbered specifications replace continuous Life Share and Age 
variables with two discrete age/life share variables as identified by clas-
sification trees. The LTR group is not only the largest group identified 
by the classification tree analysis (about 62 percent of the sample) but 
it is also the most homogeneous as measured by the Leti heterogene-
ity index. Hence, we choose this group as the baseline against which 
other life share-age groups are compared. Given this group weighted 
achieving economic goals more highly than any other group, we 
expect negative coefficients on the other group variables. Relative to 
LTRs, the YNC group parameter is significant only in Model #2 and 
insignificant in the other two models. In contrast, the ONC group is 
statistically more likely, relative to LTRs, to place extreme importance 
on environmental goals relative to economic goals (Models #2, #4, 
and #6).

The models with continuous Life share and Age variables are not nested 
within those using the discrete group variables identified by classifica-
tion trees, so one cannot simply compare log-likelihood values across 
specifications. One can use the corrected Akaike Information Criterion 
(AICc) to evaluate which specification is preferred, where the preferred 
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specification is the one with the minimum AICc score.12 In all specifica-
tion comparisons (#1 vs. #2, #3 vs. #4, and #5 vs. #6), the AICc indicates 
the classification tree group variables are preferred to the simple contin-
uous Age and Life Share variables.

We turn now to county characteristics, Cj, included in Models #3 
and #4. Population Growth has no effect on preferences regarding eco-
nomic or environmental goals. Faster Per Capita Income Growth in a 
county is associated with a shift of the probability mass to the right 
in Model #3, and a greater probability of responding that economic 
goals are of extreme importance relative to environmental goals. This 
variable is insignificant in Model #4. With respect to the components 
of personal income, as the wealth-related share of income increases, the 
probability of a more extreme weight toward achieving environmental 
goals increases. The share of income received from Transfer Payments 
has no significant effect on the tradeoff weight. Further, none of the 
public or tribal land measures has a significant effect on the relative 
importance of the goals.

Models #5 and #6 exclude county attributes in favor of a simple fixed 
effect approach. Here, the nine county attributes are replaced by 13 
county-level dummy variables. Fixed effects can capture a broader array 
of community attributes than the few variables included in specifica-
tions #3 and #4, but the measured effect is restricted to a single-valued 
parameter for each community. As measured by the log-likelihood, the 
fixed effect specifications are, at first glance, superior to the alternatives. 
Once again this does not account for the different number of variables 
included in each model and the fact that the models are not nested. 
The AICc can be used to rank the models according to the relative likeli-
hood of best approximating a correctly specified model (Burnham and 
Anderson 2002). In Table 5, the minimum AICc value is that of Model 
#4, making it the preferred specification. Further, differences in AICc 
values are informative. Relative to the minimum AIC value, differences 
greater than four indicate considerably less empirical support for the 
alternative model, and differences in excess of ten suggest essentially no 
support for that specification. Differences can also be used to calculate 
the relative probability of a given specification being closer to the cor-
rect model. For the specifications reported in Table 5, Model #4 has a 
94 percent likelihood of being closest to the correctly specified model, 

12The test statistic is calculated as AICc = − 2ln (L) + 2k +
(

2k(k + 1)

n − k − 1

)

 where ln(L) is the 
value of the likelihood function, n is the number of observations, and k is the number of 
parameters estimated (Burnham and Anderson 2002).
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far exceeding the next most likely specification (Model #6, just under 
6 percent). The models with the continuous Life share and Age variables 
receive, essentially, zero support.

Marginal Effects Analysis

Table 6 shows the direction of the change in probability for each of the 
17 possible response categories for each independent variable, where 
marginal effects are shown for only those that are statistically significant 
(p ≤ .05). As is common with ordered probit models, a clear “break” in 
probabilities is evident; in this case, the break occurs roughly at response 
categories 10 or 11 (economic goals are moderately more important 
than environmental goals). Respondents achieving a graduate degree 
are less likely to place greater importance on economic goals and more 
likely to place equal or greater importance on achieving environmen-
tal goals. In contrast, males are more likely to rate the achievement of 
economic goals as (strongly) more important than environmental goals. 
Greater household income increases the probability of weighting eco-
nomic goals more heavily than environmental goals. Personal Financial 
Security does not have a statistically significant marginal effect on any 
response. Increasing Community Financial Security, in contrast, increases 
the probability of greater weight toward achieving environmental goals. 
Significant marginal effects were calculated for ONCs, who are more 
likely to choose responses that rate achieving environmental goals as 
equal to or more important than economic goals.

Turning to community attributes, neither the Population Growth Rate 
nor the Per Capita Income Growth Rate affects the economic-environmental 
goal weight distribution. As the share of Wealth-related Income grows, the 
probability of choosing to weight environmental goals more highly 
increases. Responses were unrelated to the share of Transfer Payments 
in personal income, nor were responses statistically related to public or 
tribal land ownership.

Robustness Checks13

The models of Table 5 were evaluated for sensitivity to misspecification in 
the errors, the nature of the dependent variable, and omitted variables. 
Though the hypothesis tests reported above are based on standard errors 
that are robust to many types of misspecification, the models are based on 
the unlikely assumption of a normal distribution. We can approach the 
issue of misspecification only indirectly. First, all models were re-estimated 

13We thank two referees for important comments leading to this analysis.
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under the assumption that errors were distributed logistically. With the 
exception of Per Capita Income Growth (p  <  .05), all of the ordered logit 
results are qualitatively identical to that of the ordered probit. We also esti-
mated a linear probability model (simple OLS) and find the results to be 
qualitatively identical to those of the ordered probit model.

The second test of model misspecification is to look for large changes 
between non-robust and robust standard errors. Long and Freese 
(2014:104) note that large differences between robust and classical errors 
for a given model are indicative of misspecification. In no case (ordered 
probit, ordered logit, or OLS) did we find large differences between robust 
and classical errors. For example, the average (Robust—Classical) differ-
ence for the preferred specification estimated using ordered probit was 
0.13 percent, with a range of differences between −6.3 percent and +6.6 
percent for the 16 variables in the model. For the ordered logit the average 
was 1.3 percent (range −4.0 percent to +7.0 percent), and for OLS the 
mean was 0.4 percent (range −6.8 percent to +3.9 percent).

One final approach is to examine our preferred specification under 
the assumption that the dependent variable represents a multinomial 
response instead of an ordered response. For the personal attributes of 
the respondent, the results largely mirror the ordered probit (e.g., having 
a graduate degree increases the probability of weighting environmental 
goals more heavily than economic goals, whereas being male does the 
exact opposite). However, the results for community attributes are more 
difficult to interpret. For example, increasing per capita income growth 
increases the probability that a respondent would choose to very strongly 
weight environmental goals over economic goals (response category = 
3) and, at the same time, increase the probability one would choose to 
very strongly weight economic goals over environmental goals (response 
category = 16). Such results are problematic and suggest the multino-
mial assumption is incorrect; a model that directly allows for ordering is 
appropriate.

The qualitative results are clearly robust to a variety of technical mod-
eling assumptions, but what about important omitted variables? Existing 
studies have shown that political party and religiosity/religious affiliation 
are important predictors of views on environmental issues (e.g., Brehm 
and Eisenhauer 2006; Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Krannich 2006; Kennedy 
and Johnson 2020). A limitation of our survey is that these questions 
were not asked, so we supplemented our data set with secondary county-
level data on percent members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints (LDS) and the average percentage of the Republican vote in 
the 2012 and 2016 U.S. presidential elections. These aggregate measures 
were statistically insignificant in our preferred specification model and 
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thus not included in our final models. Had individual-level data been 
available, perhaps we would have had the variation needed to tease out a 
statistically significant result.

Discussion

The role of community tenure in characteristics, attitudes, and behav-
iors has been a key area of research focus in rural areas experiencing 
economic and demographic shifts, including whether a “culture clash” 
in values between newer and long-term residents is evident. Our mod-
eling effort provides evidence of a more nuanced understanding of the 
“culture clash” between NCs and LTRs over preferences for economic 
and environmental goals. The classification tree analysis found that 
the most pronounced differences were between older NCs and LTRs, as 
opposed to simply NCs and LTRs. Leti homogeneity indices confirm that 
LTRs are, indeed, relatively homogeneous in their responses—and they 
prefer a stronger weight toward economic goals. On the other hand, 
ONCs were the most heterogeneous group in their development goals 
and placed the most weight on achieving environmental goals. This is in 
contrast to much of the existing literature showing an inverse relation-
ship between age and environmental attitudes or concerns (Hamilton 
et al. 2014). Furthermore, past research has suggested that newcomers 
as a whole are likely to favor the preservation of natural resources (e.g., 
Blahna 1990); we find that this is not entirely true.

The relatively strong environmental goal preferences of ONCs are 
likely related to their varied motivations and resources in their move to 
destination communities. Older adults or retirees who are new to the 
community are likely to have more stable sources of nonwage income 
and may have relocated for lifestyle reasons, such as access to natural 
amenities, climate, and outdoor recreation (Brown et al., 2008). YNCs 
also relocate to rural communities for access to environmental ameni-
ties, but members of this group are more likely to rely upon wage income 
through employment or entrepreneurship in their destination commu-
nity (Ulrich-Schad 2018). The need for wage income will, of course, 
influence their economic-environmental preferences. While qualitative 
studies have documented some of the heterogeneity of NCs in high 
amenity rural areas (Matarrita-Cascante, Zunino, and Sagner-Tapia 2017; 
Sherman 2021; Ulrich-Schad 2018), our study better accounts for those 
variations than most quantitative studies. To the degree that a clash over 
future development options is evident in a community, to describe it in 
terms of NCs versus oldtimers/LTRs is an oversimplification.

Our findings further suggest that differences between life share-age 
groups hold across a variety of rural places in the IMW—it did not matter 
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if the county was a retirement destination, had a recreation-based econ-
omy, or was neither of these. The literature’s focus on culture clashes 
in high amenity, high population growth areas would seem to overlook 
the fact that clashes can exist in other types of rural places. For instance, 
this may occur when residents of more established amenity destinations 
are displaced or desire less-developed or less-gentrified rural commu-
nities to reside in and move to emerge destinations that were previ-
ously considered less desirable. This outcome could also help explain 
why individual attributes were more significant predictors of views on 
economic-environmental tradeoffs than community attributes.

The modeling also reveals the complex role of income, perceived finan-
cial security of the community, and wealth-related income in determining 
a person’s relative weighting of economic and environmental goals. The 
standard economic assumption is that environmental goods are normal/
luxury goods (as income rises so, too, does the demand for environmen-
tal quality). Yet our results suggest the opposite—that as income rises the 
probability density shifts toward achieving economic goals and away from 
achieving environmental goals. The preference tradeoff question, though, 
is framed with the context of one’s economic and environmental goals for 
the community. A high-income respondent living in a financially insecure 
community may choose to moderate personal environmental preferences 
for the public good, namely, better economic opportunities for their neigh-
bors. Our models are consistent with this hypothesis in that community 
measures of income and wealth temper the shift associated with house-
hold income. As the respondent perceives the community, as a whole, to 
be more financially secure, the density function shifts back toward weight-
ing environmental goals more heavily. A similar shift toward environmen-
tal goals is associated with an increasing percentage of aggregate regional 
income derived from wealth-related sources.

The net effect of the three income-related variables can be gauged by 
evaluating the probability index function (Z ′

ij�) at mean values for the 
three variables. The net effect is negative; the positive effect of Household 
Income is outweighed by the negative effect of Community Financial Security 
and Wealth-related Income Share. This finding implies that a respondent’s 
rural development preferences are a function of their personal financial 
situation and the financial situation of the community as a whole. 
Focusing on a single measure of financial well-being—most surveys elicit 
information about only income—is likely to miss key factors that influ-
ence a person’s preferences.

One surprise that emerged from our modeling was the lack of signif-
icance of public land variables. Federal ownership and management of 
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large swaths of the IMW has been locally controversial for decades, and 
a strong upswell of protest emerged in the mid-2010s, just prior to when 
most of our communities were surveyed. The protest against federal land 
ownership is partially rooted in the belief that stringent federal land use 
regulations limit the economic productivity of federal lands and strangle 
local economic opportunity, especially in places where the federal gov-
ernment has a large footprint (Jakus and Akhundjanov 2019). While the 
typical county in our sample has in excess of 50 percent of its area federally-
owned and managed, the empirical results show that the proportions of 
USFS (p < .137), BLM (p < .198), and NPS (p < .763) land in a community 
was unrelated to development goal preferences. Perhaps our sample com-
munities were too homogeneous in federal land ownership—only three 
counties had less than 50 percent federal ownership—and the statistical 
issue is simply the lack of sampling variation in federal ownership.

Our paper also provides methodological contributions relevant to 
rural community development and other survey research. First, we find 
that using a classification tree analysis is a fruitful way to identify groups 
based on their life share in the community and age–both factors which 
past literature has shown to be important in understanding local devel-
opment preferences. Using a data-driven process to identify groups 
yielded a number of key insights and distinguish this study from others 
(see Qin 2016). The classification tree groups were also helpful in spec-
ifying our ordered probit response models. The AIC statistic indicates 
that group-based models were preferable to models based on continu-
ous age/life share variables, implying that tradeoff responses were not 
linear in age or life share.

We also found value in encouraging respondents to indicate the 
degree to which they would prefer to prioritize one goal over the other, 
while simultaneously acknowledging that more weight on one goal does 
not mean that there is an absence of support for another. Economic and 
environmental goals of rural communities are not mutually exclusive, 
but should be viewed as existing on a continuum. Typical measurements 
used in quantitative questionnaires do not allow residents to indicate 
possible tradeoffs, which instead often leads respondents to express 
maximum importance for both environmental and economic goals. We 
found that framing the question as a tradeoff led to response variation 
that proved insightful. Specifically, most respondents did not choose a 
maximum emphasis on either environmental or economic goals, but 
instead indicated some degree of the tradeoff in the relative importance 
of the two. In addition, while a substantial proportion (approximately 
one-third) of respondents chose to weigh environmental and economic 
goals equally, the majority expressed preferences that weighted one goal 
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more heavily than the other. Those designing rural community and eco-
nomic development plans will likely find the more direct and nuanced 
type of information elicited through the methods we described as more 
useful in their planning.

In terms of the limitations of this study, our survey data is derived 
from questions asked of 1,652 residents of 14 counties in four states in 
the IMW. While there is diversity in the types of places represented, our 
study is not necessarily representative of all rural places in the IMW or 
the rural U.S. more broadly. Similar types of questions should be asked 
of rural residents across a greater variety of place types and regions in 
order to examine whether the findings are similar. In addition, probabil-
ity sampling was not used in the study communities, meaning our results 
are more representative of residents who are more knowledgeable and/
or involved in local development decision-making than the general pub-
lic. Improving the survey implementation to include a greater represen-
tation of residents could encourage community buy-in for the process 
and local development efforts. Finally, the spike in Figures 2 and 4 at 
response category 9 (corresponding to an equal weight between eco-
nomic goals and environmental goals) may indicate that some propor-
tion of our respondents did not want to choose one goal over another 
and, by default, selected equal weights. Some 50 percent of these “equal 
weight” respondents (about 14 percent of our total sample) also chose 
an equal weight response when asked about tradeoffs between environ-
mental goals and social goals, and between economic goals and social 
goals. While the conclusions presented in this study remain insensitive 
to the inclusion/exclusion of these respondents, researchers following a 
similar AHP elicitation format may wish to closely examine responses to 
this question in focus groups or in post-survey analysis.

Conclusion

Our findings show that the simple NC versus LTR debate is more 
nuanced than is often described in the popular press, by community 
leaders, and in some academic literature. We argue that the age of res-
idents is also important to consider as are “culture clashes” over devel-
opment in more than just high amenity growth places. Tensions in rural 
communities will likely continue to grow as more and more experienced 
high growth rates and growing economic inequality (Sherman 2021). 
This will likely lead to additional conflict over community development 
priorities at the local level in rural places experiencing these pressures 
(Ulrich-Schad 2018). Thus, understanding how residents’ characteris-
tics, as well as community characteristics, are related to development 
preferences will be important as communities adjust to these ongoing 
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and intensified demographic shifts and plan for the future. Notably, we 
found that few place characteristics were important in understanding 
preferences for economic-environmental preferences. However, a vari-
ety of respondent attributes, including life share-age, education, gender, 
household income, and perceived community financial security were. 
Characteristics of residents will thus be particularly important for rural 
community leaders to understand and account for in their planning.

Collecting and using residents’ preferences in the planning process 
could be one way to foster greater community buy-in and thus more 
sustainable and successful development efforts. This is particularly 
important given the growing resentment and feelings of being left 
behind (and being left behind) documented in rural places in the U.S. 
(e.g., Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2018; Sherman 2021; Wuthnow 2018). 
While not all residents want to or can participate in local decision-
making processes (e.g., a lack of social, political, or economic capital), 
providing residents with convenient options for providing their input 
(while acknowledging that structural issues are not being addressed), 
and actually accounting for these preferences in planning, may help 
to alleviate some feelings that rural residents have that they have no 
voice in their communities.
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