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Abstract

The population of the American Great Plains has grown steadily but upeWhile
metropolitan areas primarily on the peripheries of the Plains h expa@ed, significant
interior portions have experienced decades of outmigration and the challenges that accompany
the exodus. Geographers have explored the interplay betwes population loss and service
consolidation, the many reasons people leave, the@gmfic dynamics of those leaving, and
the varied strategies being employed at different scales to coax people back. The vantage point
of the residents who remain emptying spaces has received little attention, however.

Grounded theory guided a sequential mixed method approach to gain a better perspective
on the aspects of place that contribute to an
depopulating porbns of the central Great Plains. Questionnaires were mailed in 2015 to 1,000
randomlysampled households in ten counties of Kansas and Nebraska. Counties were selected
on the most rural USDA ERS Ruyidrban Continuum and Urbanfluence Codes, ERS
typology identifying population loss, and the most geographigaliyote USDA Frontier and
Remote Area designation. Focus groups were conducted after the mailed questionnaires in the
county seats of three of countibat receivedhe mailed survey.

Correlation and contingency analgswere used texplore relationships within the
closedended questionnaire responses for statistical significance. -&yed responses
provided depth to the closeshded material. Results of the focus groups provided rich
gualitative data that triangulated with quantitative results and offered a holistic view of the
aspects of place encouraging someone to remain in a depopulating region.

The elements of place encouraging rootedness were similar between the responses on the

mailedquestionnaire and those from the participants in the three focus groups. Rootedness was



most associated with a sense of belonging. Rooted respondents also indicated that they felt good
about where they live. In addition, many rooted individuals pesadiemselves to be insiders in

the community and view community spirit to be strong. Questionnaire results suggest that being
involved with the community had a positive relationship with levels of rootedness. Rooted
respondents were also more likely &rgeive the visual appearance of their nearby surroundings
favorably. A significant concern was the need for more vocational services within the focal

study counties. A lack of sufficient trained individuals was seen as a reflection of institutional
fasttracking of students out of the area combined with a lack of support for motivating young
people to apply their skills locally.

Communities within the study area are not in danger of disappearing anytime soon, but
their popul at i on sgajectaryundermines thealr viabiityvaver the lahg term.
Strategies like a shift in localducational approachasd inclusive activities aimed at those more
likely to leavemayencourage new roots to be put down or nurture roots to grow deeper, thus

helpingto curb outmigration.
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Abstract

The population of the American Great Plains has grown steadily but unevenly. While
metropolitan areas primarily on the peripheries of the Plainkaveexpaned significant
interior portions have experienced decades of outmigration and the challenges that accompany
the exodus. Geographers have explored the interplay between rural population lessiead s
consolidation, the many reasons people leave, the@gmfic dynamics of those leaving, and
the varied strategies being employed at different scales to coax people back. The vantage point
of the residents who remain in emptying spaces has reckive attention, however.

Grounded theory guided a sequential mixed method approach to gain a better perspective
on the aspects of place that contribute to an
depopulating portions of the central Greatifda Questionnaires were mailed in 2015 to 1,000
randomlysampled households in ten counties of Kansas and Nebraska. Counties were selected
on the most rural USDA ERS Ruyidrban Continuum and Urbanfluence Codes, ERS
typology identifying population ks, and the most geographicaigmote USDA Frontier and
Remote Area designation. Focus groups were conducted after the mailed questionnaires in the
county seats of three of countibat receivedhe mailed survey.

Correlation and contingency anadgsvere used t@xplore relationships within the
closedended questionnaire responses for statistical significance. -&yed responses
provided depth to the closeshded material. Results of the focus groups provided rich
gualitative data that triangulatedth quantitative results and offered a holistic view of the
aspects of place encouraging someone to remain in a depopulating region.

The elements of place encouraging rootedness were similar between the responses on the

mailed questionnaire and those friime participants in the three focus groups. Rootedness was



most associated with a sense of belonging. Rooted respondents also indicated that they felt good
about where they live. In addition, many rooted individuals perceive themselves to be imsiders i
the community and view community spirit to be strong. Questionnaire results suggest that being
involved with the community had a positive relationship with levels of rootedness. Rooted
respondents were also more likely to perceive the visual appeafahes nearby surroundings
favorably. A significant concern was the need for more vocational services within the focal

study counties. A lack of sufficient trained individuals was seen as a reflection of institutional
fasttracking of students out dfie area combined with a lack of support for motivating young

people to apply their skills locally.

Communities within the study area are not in danger of disappearing anytime soon, but
their popul ationsd cont i nu e diabiitpowverthealongltertn.r aj e ct
Strategies like a shift in localducational approachasd inclusive activities aimed at those more
likely to leavemayencourage new roots to be put down or nurture roots to grow deeper, thus

helpingto curb outmigration.



Table of Contents

IS A0 T 10 U Xii
IS o ) = 101 =S Xiv
ACKNOWIEAGEMENLS. ... .o emr e as XVi
97T [ o= 1o o 1RSSR XViii
[ 1] = Lol PSPPSR XiX
(@ =10 (=] g N [ o] (oY U Tod (o o PR 1
RESEAICN QUESTIONS......ciiiiiiii ettt e e ettt e e e e e et b mmmees e e e e s e estaaeeeesssbnnneesssnnnaeeeeeses 4
DISSEIBALION STIUCLUIE.......uuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e ceeeteit ettt ettt e e e e e e e e e e s smmr e e e e e e e e e e e e e e as s s s s s asmnne e e e e e s aaans 6
Chapter 2 BaCKGrOUNG...........oooiiiiiiiiciee e e eeeenss e e e 8
T goTo (3 Tox 1 o] o A PSP R OUPPPPPRTRPPRRRRN 8
EXploring attaChment tO PIaCE...........vvuiiiiiiie e eeeere e eees 8
Defining place attaChnmi................uiiiiiiii e eeeeer e e 8
Studies of place attaChMENT.............uiiiiiiiii e e 13
Rural place attaChMENL.............ouiiiiiii e 15
FOCUSING ON e TUFAL......coiieee e e e e e e e e e e enne e e e e eeaees 19
The rise of rural geographly.........cccoeiiiiiiiii e 19
Delineating the TUFal...........oooiei e 21
WIthering Of the TUFal..........ooo e e 23
The Great PlaiNS. ... ..o e e e anena s e e e e e e e eees 26
Settling the Great PIaiNS.........coooo oo e 31
The AHol | owitrPios...o.f....t.he..Gr.e.a. ... 33
Reasons for Leaving the Great PlainS............ooooiiiiiieceeee e 35
SUMIMIATY L1ttt ettt e eeeme et e e e et e e e et e e e et sman e e e et e e ee s e e ee s e e e smmmesa e e eenn e eeeenneeeesnnanns 40
Chapter 3 Study Area Definition...........oooeririiiiiie e e e e e e eeeas 41
WhoseGreat Plain® Regional DelineatiQn................ouuuvueiicneeeeeeieiiiiiiee e seeeseenennd 42
Identifying theEmpPtying PIaiNS.........cooo e 47
(7010112 I8/ 0o (oo 1= U 48
Areas Of POPUIALION LOSS.......couuuiiiiiiiiiii ettt e e e e e e e e e e e aasmmnees 51

viii



Areas of Narrow Economic OPPOrtUNILY.........ccuuuuiiieeieiiimmmeeiiieeeee e e e e eseemeeeaaaanns 53

Areas of Geograph REMOIENESS.........coovviiiiiiiiii e emrn e e e e e e e 55
Subregions of the StUAY Ar€a.........ooiviiiiii e 59
SUIMIMIBITY . ettt ettt e oottt nnme e e ettt et e e e et e e s et e e e e e e e e 60
Chapter 4 METNOUS. .........oooiiiee et e e e e e e e e e e e e enaea s e e e e e eeeaeeeeed 62
Mixed Methods RESEAICN..........ooiiiiiiiiee e aeeee s 62
QuestionNnaireBased ProCEAUIES............uuuiiiiiieiieecee e ee et emme e e e e aaa e 64
RAtioNale and DESIQIN......cuuiiiiiiiiiieii et rres e eeee e 64
Jewell County Questionnaire PilOL..........c.ooooiiiiiiiiieeei e 64
SeleCting PartiCIPANIS. .....cooii i eeeeeeee e 67
A Modified Dillman approach................eeiiiiii i errer e 7.2
Handling and Processing Returned QUeStioNNaIres............oocevvvvieeeeeeeeeeeveeeeevniennnnnns 73
Analyzing Quantitative Questionnaire RESULLS...............oviiiiiiiceriiiiiiiieeeeeeee e 74
Analyzing Qualitative Questionnaire RESUILS...............uuuuuiiiccceeeiiiiiiaae e 75
EMPIOYING FOCUS GIrOURS .....coiiiiiiiiiiiiiieii i eeeesessase e e e e e e e emmssa s e e e e e e e e aaeeaeesannnseeeas 76
The ROIE Of FOCUS GIOUPS......cciiiiiiiiieeiieeiemme ettt s e e e e e e e e e e e emaas 76
FOCUS GroUP LOCALIONS. ....eeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee ettt 76
FOCUS GroUP QUESTIONS .....eiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e ettt mmee e ae e e 78
] 0] 0 (1 o Y OSSPSR 79
FOCUS GrOUP PrOCEAUIES. .......ceeiiititii ettt e e e e e e e e e seen s s s e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeannne s 79
YU 0] 4= TP POPRRRP 82
Chapterb - RESUITS........uiiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt e e e e 84
Results of the Mailed QUESHIONNALLE..........ccoovuiiiiiiiceee e eemmr e e e aaans 84
CloSEAENTIEd RESPONSES.......ceiveieiiiiiiiiimmr ettt s e s e e e e e e eenmsa s e e s e e e e e eeeaaeeeesannnnas 86
Physical Surroundings and DIBER..............covviviiiiiiiimmmeee e e smmeeeeeeennnnes 88
Yo Tox = LI @0 o T [11 0] o 89
Feelings of attaChment.............ooi i 90
Correlations of ClosefENded RESPONSES.........ouuvivuiiiiiiiiireeeerrr e erensd 93
Contingency tale analysis and opeended questionnaire results................ccccvveeee... 96
Perceptual aspects Of r00tEANESS......ccooiii i e e eceeee e 96
Social aspects Of rOOtEUNESS........coooiiiiiiieee e 102



Historical aspects Of rootedNesS. ..........vviiiiiiiiiieceiie e 104

Economic and service aspects of rootedness............ccoevvvvvieeeiiiii e 108

TRE STUCK. ... e e e e e erena e s e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeeannneaeeeaeeeeeeeeennnes 111
Summary of qUESHIONNAINE FESUILS. .......cciiiiiiiiiii e 117
RESUItS Of FOCUS GIOURS ... i eeeeeee et ieeee ettt e ettt e e e e emennne 120
Best aspects of the Emptying Plains.............uoiiiiiiiieeric e 123
MaKiNg [ife DELE...........eeeeeeeee e e e e e e e e e e e e e nrre e e e e eeaees 126
WY [IVE NEIE Y.t e e 130

B IS 62\ VAo ] o [0 T PP UP PP POPPPPRPPIN 135
Summary of fOCUS group reSUILS........cceiiiiiiiiiire e e 137

S L] 4=V YO 139
(@ gF=T o1 (=T g G I o U 7] o 1 141
0T 3 Tox 1o o 1P 141
Rootedness in the very rural central Great Plains...........coooooiiiiieeeiiiiiineee e 142
ROOLEA OF STUCK?2....ciiiiiieee et ee s e e e ennnsss bbb e e e ee e 148
MiCropolitan INFIUENCE.........ueii e e 150
Community health and SUIVIVAL ... 152
SUMIMBIY . ...ttt e ettt e e e e e ettt mmme e et e e e e e et taa e e e e eesbmmmeeestnn e eeeeeannnnaaeeaeens 154
Chapter 7 Summary and CONCIUSIONS............ooiviiiiiiiiieeme e ere s 159
SUMIMIAIY 11ttt ettt eeree e e et e e e e e e e e et sa e e e eh e e e e e e e e e et e e e emmme et e e e e ea e e e eenn e e e eeannas 159
Research limitations and recommended adjustaie.............coooeeeiiiiiiccceeee e 162
FULUIE RESEAICIL.....cceeeeeee e eeee s e e et mnme e e e e eeeeeennnnnes 163
RETEIEINCES. ... et e e e e e e s eeen e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeeeeenanes 166
Appendix A- Mailed QUESLIONNAIIE.........cccciiieeeeeeeiieieeeie e e e e e e e e et eene e e e e e e e eeeeeaeraaaaes 175
Appendix B- Informational Letter Enclosed in First Mailing.............cccovvvviiiieeee e, 185
Appendix C- Follow-up POStCard MESSAgE ........cccuuuuuiiiiiiiiieeeiiibiieiee e s e eeeeas 186
Appendix D- Informational Letter Enclosed in Second Mailing............ccccceeeeivieeeneceennnnn. 187
Appendix E- Rationale for Survey HemS.........cooooeiiiiiiiiiieeee e 188
Appendix F- Questionnaire Codes for Entering RESPONSES.......coceeeevvviivvieeeie e 196
Appendix G- Poster Advertising Presentation of Pilot ReSUlLS..............cceevvvieeeiiiinnnnee. 198
Appendix H- Focus Group Recruitment POSLEL..............c.uuuiiiiiimeeiiiiiiiiiiee e 199



Appendix I- Informed Consent Form for FOCUS Groups.........cooovvviiiiiiiceeeie e 200
Appendix J- Responses and Histograms for Cle&adled Questionnaire Questions........ 202

AppendixK-Spear mandés Rho CorMaledsa.t..i.o.n.. . Mat.r.i.22l wi t h |

Xi



List of Figures

Figure 1.1 Rural landscape of Walsh County, North Dakota (Wetherholt 2014).............. 1
Figure 1.2 Great Plains Level | Ecoregion (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 20.163.
Figure 2.1 Multiple concepts of place attachment (Hernandez, Hidalgo, and Ruiz.2014)9

Figure 2.2 Scannell and Gifford's (2010) tripartite model of place attachment................. 9
Figure 2.3 Attributes associated with rural sentiment (Paul and Coppack.1994)............ 18
Figure 2.4 The spé&rum between urban and rural (Cromartie and Bucholtz 2008).......... 22
Figure 2.5 Different definitions of an urban area (CromartieBaraholtz 2008)................... 22
Figure 2.6 Fifty versions of the Great Pleboundary from published works that span from the
1930s to the Internet (Rossum and Lavin 2000).............uuurmmmmmimmmiiniieiiireeeeeeeeeeeeeeens 27
Figure 2.7 The physiograjhsections of the Great Plains (Trimble 1980)........................ 28

Figure 2.8 Great Plains Level Il Ecoregions (U.S. Environmental Protectiarcp¢2016).. 30
Figure 2.9 Great Plains Level lll Ecoregions (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (3116).
Figure 2.10 Magazine reports on the exodus from the Dust Bae&lA1 June 1937, 65).....33
Figure 2.11 Great Plains population change, 1BBI0.............ccccoeiiiiiiiiiicccee e 34
Figure 2.12 High Plains aquifer thickness projected through 2110 (Steward and Allen 2615).
Figure 2.13 Relationship betese natural amenities and population change by county-1970
1996 (McGranahan 1999)............uuuuuiiiiiiiiiieeeiiiiiie et esrr et e e e e e e e e e e e e 38
Figure 3.1 F e n n e m&laids segignl{Fermenarg1928)..h..i..c.....G.44e a t
Figure 3.2 Great Plains counties of Kansas and Nebraska...............ccocoveeeviiiiiiiiinneennn, 46

Figure 3.3 Central Great Plains population distribution, 2010. (Source: US Census Bureau

120 ) K 1 TS PPRSPPPPPPRRRRIN 47
Figure 3.4 USDA ERS population loss counties, with losses in both2@8®and 200@010
decadal periods (USDA ERS 2015@)......cccciiiiiiiiiieiiiieemeeeiiie et e e eeene e 52
Figure 3.5 Study area counties that have lost 30% or more of their populatiof2QI960
(Minnesota Population Center 2011, U.S. Census Bureau 2010)..........ccccoevevieemenns 53
Figure 3.6 A field of wheat is harvested in Jewell County, Kansas (Wetherholt.2015)...54
Figure 3.7 USDA ERS farmindependent counties (USDA ERS 2015a)..............c..ccceen 55
Figure 3.8 USDA ERS FAR Level 4 areas: Extreme remoteness in Kansas and Nebraska
(OS] 3N = 2 S 2 0 K<Y o ) TP 56

Xii



Figure 3.9 Gegraphic remoteness in Hodgeman County, Kansas (Wetherholt 2015)....56
Figure 3.10 USDA ERS Urban Influence Codes, Central GraatdP[USDA ERS 2013)....58

Figure 3.11 Theoretical regions Of StUAY @IE@..........ccceeiiiiiiiiiccciieee e 60
Figure 4.1 Ute Theatre in Mankato, Kansas (Wetherholt 2014)............cccevvvieeeevivrnnnnne. 67
Figure 4.2 Randomly selected counties for mailed questionnaire..............cccooveceeeevnnnnes 70

Figure 5.1 Response distribution, sedisessed roaetiness (question 17, How rooted/attached do

YOU feel 10 WhEre YOU [IVE2)......coeeeeeeiieie e rren e e e e e e e e e eeeananen ) 92
Figure 5.2 Reduceddinal classes for levels of rootedness..........ccooevviviiiiiicccieeie 93
Figure 5.3 Hierarchical clustering of similarities among questionnaire variables.......... 118

Figure 5.4 Seating arrangement at King Center in Jetmore, KS (Photo: A. Ramekar).121
Figure 5.5 Display of Sandhills identity in Mullen, NE (Wetherholt 2Q15)..................... 122
Figure 5.6 Sandhills imagery in welcome sign outside Thedford, NE (Wetherholt 2013p3

Xiii



List of Tables

Table 3.1 USDA ERS 2015 county typology COAES........ccceeviiiiiiiiiieeeiee e e 49
Table 3.2 USDA ERS 2015 typology codes for the 127 study area counties................. 50
Table 3.3 USDA ERS Urban Influence Code types.......cccoevviieiiiiiiieeeiiiiie e eeeeeeeeeeeeeeiies 57
Table 3.4 USDA ERS Urban Influence Codes for the 127 study area counties............. 58
Table 4.1 Summary table of randomly selected counties' population characteristics (Minnesota
Population Center 2011, U.S. Census Bureau 2010Q).........ccccovvviiiicmiiiineeeeeiiieneen 71
Table 4.2 Summary table of study counties’ FAR 4 and Urban Influence Code characteristics
(USDA ERS 2013, USDA ERS 2015D)c .. .uuiiiiieiiiiiiiiieeeeee e eiiieee e e ennseeea e 71
Table 4.3 Summary table of study counties’' 2015 USDA ERS Typology Code characteristics
(USDA ERS 20158).......ccutiiiiieeeeiiiiiieeete et e e e e e estaeae e e e s s mnesssssaaaaaesanssbaeeaeeessmmnesensenes 72
Table 5.1 Questionnaire responSes DY COUNY..........uuuuuiiiiiiieeeeeeirre e e ereer 85
Table 52 Summary of unusable questionnaire returnS............oooeeevvivieeeie e 85
Table 5.3 Descriptive statistics of closealded survey qUestions.............cccccvvvvriieennnnnnns 87

Table 5.4 Spearman correlation coefficients betweerassdssed levels of rootedness and other
closede nded or di nal rcantlavel af tohfidesice)(..0....9.5.....p.£e.....94

Table 5.5 Spearman correlation coeftldsédci ent s
ended ordinal wvariables .(.0Q..95.. .percend5 | evel
Table 5.6 Relationship between level of rootedness aetldébelonging.................c....o.. 97

Table 5.7 Top ten descriptors used in open ended responses of mailed questiannaire 98

Table 5.8 Most common words used when answering Question 25: What does your community

MEAN 0 YOUZ ..ttt emme ettt s e e e e e e e e e e e eemn e e e e e e e e eeaes 100
Table 5.9 Spear man correlation coefficients
percent level of CONFIAENCE)...........ccoi i e 101

Table 5.10 Relationship between rootedness and feeling like an insider or an autsidet02

Table 5.11 Relationship between rootedness and the number of years a respondent has lived in
Table 5.12 Relationship between rootedness and the ordinal age of the respondent..105

Table 5.13 Relationship betweespendents with family roots in the area and feeling like an

ek o [T g0 =1 a I 0 181 £ [0 [=] SRR 106

Xiv



Table 5.14Relationship between respondents with family roots in the area and feeling rooted.

Table 5.15 Relationship between the perediease of purchases and feeling roated......109
Table 5.16 Relationship between the miles traveled to get groceries and feekuly.root.110
Table 5.17 Relationship between feeling stuck in place and feeling rooted.................. 111
Table 5.18 Relationship between feeling stuck in place and level of belanging............ 113
Table 5.19 Relationship between feeling stuck in place and feeling good about living hite.
Table 5.20 Relationship between feeling stuck in place and the perception of being an

1S T0 L=T 0T U] [ [ O 115
Table 5.21 Relationship between the age of the respondent and feeling raated.......... 116
Table 5.22 Relationship betwethe age of the respondent and a sense of belonging....117

Table 5.23 Summary table of focus group partiCipantS..........cceeeeereeesceeeriiieie e e eeeen 120

XV



Acknowledgements

Fellow graduate student Avantika Ramekar was indispensable helping with this project. |
am incredibly grateful for all of your hard work in the field helping me conduct focus groups,
and undertaking some of the orédseen immensity of audio transcription. Most importantly,
when days got dark, you were always quick to provide scope to how much work had already
been done and reassurance that what we were doing mattered.

My supervisory committee members Max Lu, Laskidcsar, and John Keller were
incredibly supportive through the trials and tribulations of this endeavor. There were times | left
your respective offices with a sense of dread and/or being overwhelmed, but with hindsight it is
clear now that being forced go back to the drawing board a few times and rethink things was
only for my best interests. The oversight and suggestions you have offered have enriched my
research abilities and overall strengthened me as a scholar. Thank you for being there.

The Degpartment of Geography at Kansas State University was incremental to my success
as a doctoral student. | am so thankful for the support | was given along the way whether
through research improvement grants, teaching and service opportunities, awardsngyemto
the relationships fostered among my fellow graduate students. My time here has shaped me as
an educator and academic colleague forevermore.

Thank you to Brad Rundquist and Greg Vandeberg in the Department of Geography at
the University of North Bkota. Our conversations in the Red River Valley while it \RASF
led me to the Flint Hills on a day it was 110°F. You were right about those autumns though!
Furthermore, the opportunity to teach for the department through distance education while a
doctoral student in Kansas has enriched my teaching abilities and was the cherry on top of a

successful job application that will take me to the mountains of Western Maryland.

XVi



| would also like to thank my family. All of you were incredibly supportive tigfoout
my time as a fipermanent student, 0 even i f you
about someti mes. Sometimes | wasnot sure eit
gift packages, and periodic reminders that there is a forethene among all these trees.

Without my advisor Lisa Harrington, | would have never gotten to this point. | am so
grateful for your insights and dedication to the progression of my work. Thank you so much for
introducing me to an entire community ohstars and helping me start to make inroads to the
discipline. Your mentoring has solidified my identification as a geographer and a scholar. | will
never forget the very specific color of green that | will now always associate with Wales, or that
| hadthe chance to walk around castle ruins at dusk, all because you encouraged me to apply for
an international conference that turned out to be the highlight of my time as a student. Thank
you for everything, truly.

To the residents of the Central Great Rddi have had the privilege to interact with, | am
wholeheartedly appreciative. Thank you for your hospitality and willingness to share stories
freely. There are too many to name that have aided me over the last few years in a multitude of
ways, but thdneart of this work would have been impossible without your devotion to the well
being of your communities. There is not enough coffee and pie to ever communicate my thanks.

And finally, to the nagging voice of doubt in my head: eat your heart out.

XVi



Dedication

This work is dedicated to my wife. Thank you for always being a guiding light home.
You continue to be a constant source of calm, and while working on this dissertation | was
reassured every day that | could find solace beside you no matter wthaif la day | faced.
Thank you for keeping the dag-day running smoothly in the background; shouldering the
burden of all of the little things made a huge difference and did not go unnoticed. A lot of the
work in this dissertation made me thinkofyguou é6r e from a very rur al
your graduating class in a consolidated school system was fewer than 30 people, your family
passes down recipes that are generations old by memory, family card parties are always
accepting of my subpar pindehabilities, and your mom grabbed the phonebook and started
highlighting names of people thiaadto be invited to our wedding. | love small towns because |
loveyou | want to keep them viable because | know the kinds of values and traditions that
shapd you are the same forces out there now in some endangered places, Oliver County North
Dakota not the least of them. Very small towns are important because they produce people like
you, which this world cannot do without. In many ways this work is &nsion of my feelings
towards you and the memories wedbve made out

Bismarck. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.

XViili



Preface

Walter Kaufmann (199, 69) reminds us:

Nowhere is the disproportion between effortl aasult more
aggravating than in the pursuit of truth: you may plow through
documents or make untold experiments or think and think, forgo
food, comfort, and distractions, lie awake nights and eat your heart
outi and in the end you know what can be mdgesat by any

idiot.

What is the alternative? To suffer the tyranny of arbitrary
falsehood and deception. Many truths cease to seem trite as soon
as one views them as triumphs over prejudice, indifference, and
dishonesty. To teach a truth without giyiathers some

experience of the quest, the passion, and the heartbreak is a crime;
for it makes men prey to that callow contempt for coness

which is the bait of error
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Chapter1-I nt roducti on

The first time | was overwhelmed at the immensity of open spacgustaasbout 30 miles
north of Fargo in the Red River Valley. | pulled over at the northbound service plaza on
Interstate?’9a nd unsuccessfully tried to capture the
from the rolling hills of Northeast Ohio, | am no stger to pastoral scenes, but this was a whole
different scale of rural. | immediately loved it; | felt free, sifficient, and more connected to
the Il and than | had ever been. Mont ana | ays
daythatMoh ana has nothing rivaling North Dakotads
chance to get back up there, I am never unimpressed, and | still am in love with its austere

landscapes (Figure 1.1). My relocation to North Dakota changed me in a numlagtsof w

Figure 1.1 Rural landscape of Walsh County, North Dakota (Wetherholt 2014).



For one, my exploration of the Peace Garden State germinated the seeds of this
dissertation. Much like portionsof Kansasnd Nebr askadés Centr al Gr eat
is a familiar situation in North Dakota as well. While working on a repeat photography project
in Antler, North Dakotaa town of less than 30 on the border with Manitoba and Saskatchewan,
my researchnterests started to materialize. | found myself walking around this miniscule
clustered rural settlement wondering why a few dozen people cling to that patch of earth when
hundreds had moved away and left behind a crumbling schoolhouse, abandoned tmes, a
degrading infrastructure. That question about our attachment to platesrticular, very rural
and depopulating places othésveabandoe d drivesthis study.

The Great Plains cover over 3 million square kilometers and have the largest longitudinal
range of the continembmpared to every other ecological region lo& ¢continen{Commission
for Environmental Cooperation 1997). The region extends east from the Rocky Mountains and
reaches into both Mexico and Canada as one of fifteen Level | ecological regions in North
America (Figure 1.2) based on characteristicsdielogy, physiography, land use, and biota
(CEC 1997).

The Great Plainszgionhas an overall population of approximately 10 million residents,
almost twice as many people in the regioimakd50 (Wilson 2009). However, the growth has
mostly been ifarge metropolitan areas on the periphefgide from the Depression of the
1930s, metropolitan counties in the Great Plains have grown in every decadal census since 1890
and their nonmetropolitan counterparts have lost population in every decadalsieosu910
(Archer and Lonsdale 2003). The pattern left behind includes decades of atrophy in some
interior areas and the challenges that emkkgedeciding which communities should receive aid

(Daniels and Lapping 198Avhat to do with the areas thate too small to savé¢pper and



Popper 198), how communities are affected as services witKevén and Hadwiger 1992

seeking solutions to the outmigrationtafentedcitizenry Carr and Kefalas 2009as well as
ways to remain viablé/Nfood 2008.
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Figure 1.2 Great Plains Level | Ecoregion (U.S. Bvironmental Protection Agency2016.



ResearchQuestions

The main purpose of this study is to identify the elements of place that encourage
rootedness in vgrrural areas characterized by outmigration and economic disadvéntage
other words, the aspects of place that discourage a move despite an apparent surplus of local
push factors. Additionally, this investigation questions whether individuals in Kandas
Nebraskads depopul ating Central Great Pl ains
combination of these. Overall, this research seeks to contribute to understanding rural
sustainability and sense of placsjngthe Central Great Plairas a case studyThis inquiry has
been guided bthreeresearch questions

1. What elements of place encourage an individual to stay in a very rural part
of the Central Great Plains when many others have moved away from it?
2. Are residents in very rural part§ the Central Great Plains strongly
attached to place or merely stuck in it?
3. Does a very rural countyds proximity to

the rootedness of its residents?

Erickson, Call, and Brow(R012) suggest that hidbr low) levels of attahment in
combination with low levels of satisfaction could indicate than an individual is stuck in place.
This study investigates if some residents perceive themselves as stuck in place. In addition, the
relationship between place attachment and prayitoia growth pole such as a micropolitan
area will also be investigated. Ghelfi and Parker (1997) suggest that rural counties adjacent to
metropolitan ones are usually healthier in terms of economic opportunity and population
stability/growth. Due toheir deficit in the Central Great Plains, this study does not incorporate
metropolitanstatistical areas, however, the proximity of a micropolitan statistical area nearby

may influence an .individual 6s rootedness



It is very important that the knowledgererated by the residents of this redien
returned back to them. Grassroots approaches to rural sustainability allow small communities to
bypass toglown approaches by governmental agencies and pool resources together to address
issues that often opeeaat scales broader than political boundaries (Lu 2011). A batfom
approach like this seeks to empower local stakeholders like economic development committees,
regional university extension services, and the residents committed to the viability of their
communities by returning localsourced knowledge to its rightful owners.

Research in the Great Plains is critical to its ¥eling; some counties have lost more
than half of their overall popation in the past 50 years. Thesearch represents angortant
contribution toward our current understanding of how individuals in very rural spaoeeive
and evaluate #ir surroundings. Resultse connectel 0 Pat t i $oorgedgraphicl 9 9 0)
traditions(e.g. the spatial tradition, area studies, humavironmental tradition, and earth
science tradition). Specifically, this work addsour current understanding of the complexities
of humanenvironmental interactions through 1) evaluating the perceptions and evaluations of
physical, social, persondaémporal, and economic aspects of very rural space, 2) exploring the
relationship between mobility decisions of the very rural and their proximity to areas of growth,
and 3) identifying threads of insider knowledge that contribute to local to regionlal rura
sustainability initiatives.Findingsadd to existing foundations of knowledge in population
geography, rural geography, and the geography of the Greas Plaastly, this resear@ims to
contributeto improving thewell-being ofvery rural portions bthe Central Great Plains and

beyond.



Dissertation Structure

ChapterTwo reviewdliterature relevant tplace attachment, rural studies, and the Great
Plains region. The main focus is on the definition of place attachment and its employment in
rural spaces, the varied interpretationswhl, and the settling of the Great Plains region by
homesteaders in the mid®" century onward, as well as its subsequent prolonged outmigration
in some places.

The third chaptedescribes regional definition ditharacteristics connected to
identification of the study aredn particular, significant effort is devoted to elucidating the
varied delineations of the Great Plains by scholars. Tiadlasved by a discussion of the ways
the Great Plains can be chaterized by varied economic and policy related themes from
governmental agencies such as the USDAOGs Econ
with a theoretical conceptualization of the regions within the Central Great Plains counties of
Kansas ad Nebraska.

ChapterFour incorporates the methods employed in this research. It begins with a brief
overview of grounded theory and mixed methods approaches to scientific inquiry. The rationale
and design of conducting a survey is then provided, inatupilot work, participant selection,
the handling and processing of returned questionnainekstatistical analysis akesponses
Next, the chapter includes a discussion on the role of focus groups as a meanetthafieed
context to traditional cantitative methods. Locations of focus groups are presented, as are the
guestions asked, the recruitment procedures implemented, and lessons learned from the pilot
focus group conducted prior to its official administration in the field.

ChapterFive presats the results of this study. It starts with a summary of questionnaire

returns, types of unusable returns received, and the demographics of its respondents. Then,



descriptive statistics are discussed to give readers a better understanding of thesnoéasur

central tendency as well as measures of dispersion with respect to@husxtiresponsegfter

the presentation of descriptive statistiawrelation analysis and contingency tables follow
Questionnaire results are then summarized and theses$dbcus groups are incorporated.

General results of the focus gragre presented firssummarizinghe number of participants,
composition of those participating, and the general observations made. Answers to the questions
posedo focus group pdicipants are then summarized. After this, the common themes that
emerged within responses are outlined before differences between focus groups are discussed.
Finally, results of the focus groups are incorporated with the results of the mailed quéstionna

to offer a more holistic picture of the aspects of place that enargaggdness in these very

rural areas of the Central Great Plains.

The sixth chapter discusses the results in a more general sense. The chapter revisits the
original research qu#ions asked, provides the answers suggested by the study, and then
synthesizes how these results can be boiled down to meaningful parcels of knowledggy/that
benefit the population under investigation.

ChapterSeven is the final chapter, and is a beemmarization of the findings uncovered
in this study. Next, limitations of the study are briefly outlined before future considerations are
introduced. Finally, appendices after bibliographic material provide supplemental information
associated with #hstudyincludingthe survey instrument, question rationale, foHom

correspondence materials, recruitment posters, and statistical summaries.



Chapter2-Background

Introduction

This study is fueled by a desire to better understand the survival of rural,dsukates
in the Great Plains that are small and depopulating: what keeps people there when sizeable
percentages are leaving? In some instances, counties have lost more than half of their population
since the 1960 Census numbers were tallied. An inguich as this necessitates discussion of
attachment to place, rural places, and the Great Plains region, all of which have an aspect of
ambiguity. This chapter attempts to provide sufficient background on these concepts before

proceeding to a descriptiot the study area.

Exploring attachment to place
Defining place attachment
Tuan (1975, 152) remarked that Ato know a

abstract way and t o kno wPlace attackmentis paragogicalyon kno
concreteyet elusive,geometrically precise while simultaneously abstract. Unfortunately, there is
a substantial lack of cohesion among researchers when it comes to a unifying theory that helps
explain our bonds with places. Hamdez, Hidalgo, and Rui2014) reinforce this point by
highlighting how different concepts are employed in the exploration of attachment to place
(Figure 2.1). Scannell and Gifford (2010, 1) posited three aspects of place attachment (Figure
2.2):

The person dimension of placeaatthment refers to its individually or

collectively determined meanings. The psychological dimension

includes the affective, cognitive, and behavioral components of

attachment. The place dimension emphasizes the place

characteristics of attachment, inclng spatial level, specificity, and
the prominence of social or physical (both built and natural) elements.



Model 1: Place attachment as a one-dimensional concept
Model 2: Place attachment as a multidimensional concept

Model 3: Place attachment as a dimension of a superordinate concept

Figure 2.1 Multiple concepts of place attachmen{Hernandez, Hidalgo, and Ruiz 2014).

Place
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group = Love
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* Historical
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* Experience
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+ Natural
* Built

* Social arena
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Figure 2.2 Scannell and Gifford's (2010)tripartite model of place attachment.




Low and Altman (1992, Z)efinedplace attachmeratsit he bondi ng of peop
The term implies that the primary affective ldas of people to an environmental setting. The
attachment can be an individual phenooernit can also include others like friends, faméyd
0 n econanunity Attachment can have a temporal aspect that is linear or cyclidahefne
that islinearis perhaps easier to conceptualiz®r instancehow attachments to a house change
for an individual as the progress from being a child to an adult is lit®alical events can be
annual rituals from those that are spiritual to an event like a fotdver a particular land area
Place attachment includes ideas that incorporate topopbidiee identity, insideness,
rootednessand environmental embeddedness, as walbasnunity sentiment and identity
(Low and Altman 1992)Tuan (1974, #definedt opophi | i a as fAthe affect
peopl e and p Rmtednesia strang lbdalisenge ofdhome that carries with it a
similarly strong emotional attachment to the local dlammon 1992). There asyeryday
forms of rootedness asell ideologicalforms Everyday rootedness revolves around awareness
of the community and oneds relation to it; id
atachment and satisfaction in additionatconscious identification with a community theat
most often very favorablespecially when compared to other communities (Hummon 1992).
Displacement, the opposite of rootedness, is often associated with a constrained mobility, but
displacemenaélsoc an emer ge fr om a(Hpmmarel®d).s transfor mat.i
Antonsich (2010, 121) vieedt he st udy of pl ace as da field
attachment, where the subject experiences eve
place draw largely from phenomenology and existentiahgith an emphasis on human
experience. | t Dasent heei dhhagnpenr 8u b(j TG D)s mode of

always being in the world and being in place. Individuals without place are subject to what
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Hooper (2001) cadidfiplace pani®d the fear of or source of depression surrounding
displacement or rplacement. This also includes fear of being conquered by those from another
place, or the anxiety that is borne of being lost aildeaper 2001)

Place refers to space that has been given meanimggth personal, group, or cultural
processes (Low and Altman 199ristotle argued thgplaceis where understanding about our
world begins, because everything that exists must saisewheréCresswell 2015) Place
attachment is composed of interteldand inseparable aspects of pegbdee bonding.It
includesthe environmental settings to which people are attached both culturally and emotionally.
Frémont (1984) identifefive fundamental types of placeplaces of production, places of
habitaton, places of exchange, places of play, and places of power. Places of production are
centers of economiapductivity. Places of habitation are the places of family and
neighborhood. Places of exchange are not only places for services but alsotiofproodture,
and other intangibles. Placesptay includerecreation or tourist areas. Filyalplaces of power
manifest themselves with some sort of symbolism: capital buildings, churches, or even the
chieftainds hut i nFrémont(1984d279 eoted thasf usnedtat nheennteanltl.y ,
not exaggerated to say that the effect of pla

With respect to scale, the size of a place can vaatlgreThe place can range from our
planet and its situatiowithin the solar systerto assmall as a room within a hee.
Components of a place 1T a particular chair, t
with them in addition to a particular spatial location (Tuan 1974). Relph (1976, 40) referred to
homeas fAHan attachment t o &nvipamentincampagonvete t t 1 ng,
which all other associations wiMtHughpddMingss have

(1996) saw homeas a mental construct centered on a sense of seasittgll as belonging. r@
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cannot define home withouentuing away fromiti | i ke br eat hing i n and o
need ehomeand horizons ofeachoutward from that home. The lived reciprocity of rest and
movement, territory and range, security and a
amonginhabt ant s of Pl anet Eart hoCrésthelH2008hexmoded Mi ng
the scale of place from internal (being put i
(latitude and longitudecomplete with hours, minutes, and seconds) to thize@rmental
movenent whereheEarthis collective space which we are all invested-urthermore, a place
need not be fixed; a ship is often in flux for long periods of time and becomes home for
fishermen onboardii Rces, then, are particular consaéitbns of material things that occupy a
particular segment of space and haus eé meanings attached to the(&resswell 2008, 135).
In the exploration of our attachments to place, Tuan (1975) goes so far as to incorporate a
pl aceds phy s ilndHe sage roaaner thatfafwimecentsusiast
can be said to O60thinkd with his educate
60thinksé with his sensitive fingerséret
articulate visual experience with colored slides and incidents with

words, but the exhilarating olfactory and tactile experiences remain
buried in our private selves (Tuan 1975, 152).

Perhaps these experiences remain buried unless discussed. The occasional hiker, having hiked
on the side of a sizable mountain may rettal agony of her leg muscles aiding her around

another switchback, the smell of the windswept juniper, or the feel of a cold handful of glacial
runoff on the back the neck to cool off. Familiar to some, too, is the feeling of sand between the
toes at thecean, the auditory cadence of the waves lapping at the shore, and the smell of
saltwater in the air (or its briny taste on the lips). These sensory memories are not always
positive. Tuan (1974) reminds us of the other end of the spectrum, with ghiktterchecalling

the grime and unpleasant smells of their block. Experience goes both ways, or in a multitude of

directions for that matter.
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Low and Altman (1992) remaekithat place attachment is an integrating concept
involving patterns of attachmentffgct, cognition, and practice), scale, actors, social
relationships, and temporal asped®ace attachment sprinf®@m four processes: biological,
environmental, psychological, and sociocultural. Biological procdeseas onevolutionary and
physiolagical adaptations to the physi@vironment by humansEnvironmental processes
include adaptations of people to environmental opportunities and constRsytshologial
factors, including individual experiencesplace during certain stages of litend to be the most
commonly studied of the four processe&®ociocultural dynamics incorporate social customs and

norms, symbls, and rituals that influen@tachment to a place (Low and Altman 1992).

Studies of place attachment
Studies of place attémnent are varied, often focusing upon homes and sacred places,

emphasizing unique emotional experience as well as the bonds people have withiraless.
the scrutiny of the dominant positivist paraditmt emerged after the quantitative revolution of
the late 1950s and early 1960 de studies were not prominent nor considered productive
research strategies. Low and Altman (1992, 2)athtat

at a broad cultural level, the history of New World Western cultures

has been one of instability, migraticand change, with research

emphasizing how people seek out and adapt to new situations, rather

than focusing on how they affiliate and attach themselves to their new
locations.

Despite place having anigmaticquality, it has long been studied by geodrags. It is
important to notehatgeographers have always been interestgibicesbut notnecessarilyn
place(Antonsich 2010Cresswell 2008) Most recently, studies of place within the discipline
have been undertaken by humanistic geographignsanemphasis on the subjective experience

of individuals in placdy pioneers like Tua(1974)and Relpn(1976). More recenthpower
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relations andocially constructed meanings of pldwe/ebeen ofinterest to geographers
Cresswell (2008) does not cashsr daceto be associated with one particular time in history, but
instead, place is open to interpretation eadstructed time and time agamwhat he refers to as
aprogressive or global sense of place

In studying the annual transhumandesmowbird®from varied places in the United
States to Phoenix, Arizona, McHugh and Mings (1996) identified three types of place
attachmentrooted suspendedandfootloose Therootedresidents hadeep satisfactiowith
their Arizona residenceéespie not having a desire to remain there all yéidre suspended
displayed a weakeattachmento their homeanda lack ofcommitment tdooth theirsummer
and wirter communities. Suspended snowbirds atsemed to display emotional dissonance
when discussig home, their attachments to place, and future pleastloosesnowbirdsdid not
have the lifelong accumulation of experiences in a place and had life histories marked by
frequent job transfers and moves over the life course. In retirement yearshomegno signs
of being rooted anywhei@®cHugh and Mingd.996.

A core aspect of a pl ace i HKummoanéldog, 262% t ac h me
saw place as fApeopledbs subjective perceptions
consciousfeelngs about those environments. 0 This st
respondent 6s perception of their areadbds envir
indvi dual 6s attachment to place was affected by
These fAnatural amenity settingso of a place a
(Brehm et al. 2006, 144).

There are social aspects to place as,wéiich will be explored through this

investigation Relph (197625) asserted thatplacec cur s wher e the cul tur al
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significanceo come into contact wiBurhHoltt he eart
(2012) posited engaging socialactivitieshelgdd e f i ne a per s.oLikéwse, pl ace |
Taylor, Gottfredson, and Browé€t985) contend there is a positive relationship between a person

being involved in a place and their rootedness to it. Established relationships in a place provide a
source of emotional support and al so6contri bu
Along with emotional support, a sense of belonging arises through social bonding and

strengthens place attachment as well (RaymBnolwn, and Webe2010).

Rural place attachment

AOn a superficial |l evel , t o s|ypoesyesstdéept r ur al
seated feelings of attachment to the county i
McAlister 2015, 188). Smith and McAlister (2015) revealed generational differences in
residentsd attachment sTthe onldalstccowomtoy tsddthe
Generationo or AGood Warriorso) displayed the
visited them most often; Baby Boomers tended to visit the county seats only when necessary; the
Generation X cohort was the leagaahed to the county seat, especially because of internet
connectivity decreasing their need to physically make the trip (Smith and McAlister 2015).

Economic occupation also influenced attachment to the county seat, with differences noted
between ranche@nd farmers. Ranchers, typically in more isolated parts of a county, desired a
centrallylocated county seat and took personal offense when the seat was relocated closer to the
countyds population majority ( Sminterastedina Mc Al i
county seat that was closer and less concerned with its centrality.

Carr and Kefalas (2009) investigdtde chage of a small lowa community having

characteristics like many small towriar-removed from the nearest metropolitan area detap
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with dusty gravel county roads, perhggased a bit slower than places that are bigger, having

fewer serviceshan the citiesand full of kids waiting for their opportunity to escape for what

they perceive are greener pastures elsewhBne.authorpresentdeconomic and social forces

keeping certain individual$iStayerg rooted In addition to the ability to make a living, Stayers
ikewhere they I|live; | ow crime where oneds chilc
supervision, no traffic,dmiliar faces, and likeninded individuals are ateasons for the Stayers

to remain in place (Carr and Kefal2809)

Larsen (2004) explored hopostWWII resource extractiom parts ofnorthernBritish
Columbia has eroded its traditional place iderdgyoutsiders increasingly utilize the region for
their own means andsions. Transnational forestfiymsexploit the labor and raw materials
while urbanite outsiders romanticize the region as a place for wilderness tottesaidentity
here haveennegotiated, transformed, and reconstructederatie of modernity. Locals

created a politicalhicharged sense of place after World War 1l by
pitting emotional attachments to their home region against the late
capitalist forces of Fordist industrializam and outsider power in the
province. In doing so, they turned the act of place making into a tactic

of resistance, using it to protest, and in some cases, defeastalge
resource projects such as hydroelectric dams (Larsen 2004, 944).

A coherensense of place emerges only after dominant cultural norms coincide with the
ideologies of those in positions of powahat Larsen (2004) referred to lasgemonic
equilibrium. Without equilibrium s oci al struggle among a townos
and corporations will prevail and subvert a stable sense of place.
Lindsborg, Kansas, also known @sdttle SwedenUSA, l@as reidentified itselfto
connect withthe popularity of ethnic tourismMaterial artfacts emerge in the patchwork of
Lindsborgd s i dsean asithe $wedish flag anaditionalDala horse. Swedish traditions are

selectively used, invented, reinvented, and reinterpreted in Lindsborg (Schnell 2003).
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Lindsborgds Swedish identity i s mds esdliesdctoirve
ethnicityis its economic mainstaylhere are many different kinds of ethnic backgrounds in
Li n d s b o rng of thesd ethinicitiglgn Lindsborg]is more correct or purer in form than the
others; all are simply attempts by people to defiregnselves and their place in the world, driven
by their own particular social and historical circumstaac8shnell 203, 25).

Blake (2002) studiethe symbéism and character & o | o r Rourteedes{peaks with
an elevation greater than 14,000 fedihese summitstae a part of Coéandr adods
a way in which Americasidentify withthe state.Three themewere addresseldy Blake the
evolving conceptualization tHel Fourteenersas a cohesive group, tigeal of hikers to summit
all of them, and the rolef the Fourteenemountaina n | ocal communi ti esdo pl
AFourteen thousand feet, arbitrary as that el
because of physical extremes and challenges, including thin aifalfecvalanches, volatile
weat her, lightning, rugged t er claiaerofsomed vert.
peaks, such as the 14 cdtilfute toMelacaitentiesofttehe Hol y
communities that lie in their shadowin other places, the Fourteenearanifest symbolically
through conversations, newspaper headers, business names, postcards, land preservation
initiatives, and tourist brochure3.he Colorado state quarter features a rugged mountain scene,
yet half of thestate lies in the Great Plains. Even the license plate in Colorado is of a green
silhouette of the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains.

Park and Coppack (1994) explored how the i
functions was transforming the russntiment with which it interacts. In a rapidly modernizing
city, an urban society needs familiar landscapes, and when it sentimentally interacts with the

rural hinterlands, it transforms them as well (Park and Coppack 1994). This results in a non
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Euclidean space that is more a set of intangible conditions and attitude than a concrete

delineation. Much like the residual definitions of rural (Cla®87), rurality seems to be a

residual definition of the amenities out of reach inside the city (Park applaCk 1994). The

attributes sought by Toronto urbanites in search of rurality were trifoldsybhological
attributes, which include a rural pl acebds amb
nature; 2)cenicattributes, including both the buand norbuilt environment; and 3)
commerciakattributes that incorporate recreational shopping (e.g., baked goods, handmade items,
and crafts) as well as a placebds support acti

how these attributes oneap to contribute to theural sentimenbf a place.

PRIMARY MOTIVATIONS

Psychological Attributes
cig:

* rural ambience

* wholesomcness

* peace and quict
* historicity

Selling rural
sentiment: "homce"
baking, crafts,
meals, "hand-
made" gifts,

Perception of
rural
cnvironments as

attractive

 recrcational shopping
* support activities
(c.g. gasoline salces)

¢ built cnvironment
¢ non-built environment

Barnboard,
stone and
refurbished
older
structures,

Commercial
Attributes

Attributes

SECONDARY MOTIVATIONS
Figure 2.3 Attributes associated with rural sentiment(Paul and Coppack 1994).
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Focusing on the rural

The rise of rural geography

The emergence of rdrgeography as a distinct sdliscipline began in the wake of
regional geographydos decline in the 1950s ( Wo
inquiry in rural space was absent up to this point; the countryside was the central focus of much
historical geography and human geography up to the 1950s (Cloke 1997). After the Second
World War, focus turned to the cities and rural geography emerged as a residual. The original
focus of rural geography was trifold: the geography of agriculture, landluse, and how
human activity impacted and was organized within rural space (Woods 2005). The geography of
agriculture was related to the modernization of farming after World War Il. Woods (2005)
identifies John Fr as er97% and théraral larmscdpe (@4998) asu r a | I
seminal rural research. If there is a difference, Hart (1982jdht see his work as regional
geography first, but focused on rur al | andsca
producing good regiong@eography evocative descriptions that facilitate an understanding of
and appreciation of places, areas, and region
incorporated research on spatial patterns of population and migration, transpaatatiour,al
settlement patterns (Woods 2005), in addition to agriculture. Studies tended to be quantitative in
scope and often employed spati al model s |i ke
central place theory, which did little to elucidate r ur a | areads underlying
political processes (Woods 2005).

The end of the 1980s brought with it@tural turnfor social science inquiry that
Apromoted a new understanding of <cul pleere as t
signify their identity and experiences and which are constantly contestedaegoteated, and

cultural geographers started to explore spatial relations and the meaning of place through issues
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of identity, representat, oh4) andTenBtumpnad owa
with many avenues of study:

The following list is hardly exhaustive: a revivification of traditional

areas of interest in cultural geography under the influence of theories

of colonial discourse and postcolonialisnc@ ncer n for the &6cul t

embeddedness of economic processes; an interest in examining the

mobilization of culture as an accumulation strategy; a greater concern

for examining relations between identity and consumption; an ever

greater sophistication imderstandings of the construction of social

relations of gender and race as well as class; a focus upon cultural

constructions of environment and nature (Barnett 1998, 380).

The cultural turn in geography largely involved a critique of the cultural gebgr

conducted by the Berkeley School, made popular by the work of Carl Sauer. The Sauerian
conceptualizations of the cultural landscape were criticized as conservative and theoretically
naive (Valentine 2001). Price and Lewis (1993), feeling that &laitinal cultural scholarship
of the Berkeley School was under siege by a handful of geographers practicing their newer
scholarship, argued that thewcultural geographers and their preference for conceptual
positioning was at odds with mdsaditional cultural geographers who preferred empirical
guestioning. AnMoreover, most Otraditional d c
contemporary geographical debate distasteful o
(1993, 12) supported andlusionary approach to cultural geography wherein all strands of
research serve to enrich the discipline, but

been, and will al ways be, oriented totempiric

claim of Price and Lewis that the cultural turn was in some way trying to usurp traditional modes

of inquiry in cultural scholarship. AfRat her
6school , 6 | would focus @6andopenmgupgewawwnuesof as ki n
inquiryo (Jackson 1993, 519). The cul tural t
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Rural geographical research reflected in the cultural turn includes the rural research of
naturesociety relations, rural experiences, the repngation of the rural in varied media, and
rural mobility (Woods 2005). Examples of this research include turning the perspective of
counterurbanization from the urban environment and its push factors to one of rural regeneration
(Cloke 1985), exploringhe health care needs of rural people in isolated parts of the United
States (Weinert and Long 1987), and comparing the sociabegly of rural communities in
the Scottish Highlands (Knox and Cottam 1981). Most recently, rural research has developed
attention to the geographies of food (including interrelationships of production, consumption,
and representation) and the experiences of rurality (Woods 2005). Critical reflexivity is a
unifying aspect among the work proceeding from the cultural turrydimg the sensitivity
research has toward the role of | anguage, mea

(Barnett 1998).

Delineating the rural

Haas (1990) argudtiat we hae spent much of our timdealizing rural America in one
breath ad largely ignoringitinthe nexti Ur bano i s generally assigne:
whil e #fArur al 0 -overspaae.pThe definitos afral lis efterthaeesidualof more
robust definitions ofirban, suggesting a lack @fttenton to aportion of our natiorthat is home
to more than 60 million, whether we romanticize it or not (Brown and Schafft 2@&idge the
1910 Census, any place with fewer than 2,500 pduebeen defined as rural; however,
depending on the classification scheameployedthe population of the country considered rural
variesbetween 7 and 49 percef@rpomartie and Bucholtz 2008). Any place with more than
50,000 people is considered urban, but ambiguity lies between these two thresholds (2,500 and

50,000; Figure 2). Varied criteriaare considereth the bounding of rural and urban places;
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t hese incl ude t headndirestrative boartdariegspopulatioradengiliea c e 6 s
land-use,and functional economic boundaries (Figure 2 B)e scope of an acaahic inquiry

will likely dictate the definition employed. As Cromartie and Bucholtz (282Bputit i t h e

key is to use a ruralrban definition that best fits the needs of a specific activity, recognizing

that any simple dichotomy hides a complex runddan continuum, with very gentle gradations

from one level to the néx. 0O Quite simply, there is no stan
Saginaw, Ml
Richmond, IN [P S

Bridgeport, AL Dublin, GA

2,195 2,728 15,857 39,124 61,799

Always rural Sometimes urban, sometimes rural Always urban

Figure 2.4 The spectrum between urban and rural (Cromartie and Bucholtz 2008).

Peoria Metro Area

/

lllinois

Iz

g
! d E Administrative concept: Peoria City, population 112,936
} | Land-use concept: Peoria Urban Area, population 247,172

D Economic concept: Peoria Metro Area, population 366,899

Figure 2.5 Different definitions of an urban area (Cromartie and Bucholtz 2008).

Hoggart (1988) argued thegpeated calls for aeltter definition of rural haveot been

heeded Defining rural is also complicated by the sheer diversity of rural areas (Haas 1990).

22



The diverse nature of rurality has made a single definition quite problematic. Itis as Scher
(2977, 2) noted:

Rural America is far too heterogeneous and complex to be amenable

to simplistic definitions of comfortable stereotypes. Remembering

that fishing villages in Mainecoal company towns in Appalachia,

farm communities in lowa, Delta counties in Mississippi, recreation

communities in Colorado, Indian reservations in South Dakota, small

college towns in Minnesota, migrant settlements in Texas, retirement

communitiesirkFl or i da, and Al askan native vill a
leaves one feeling less than sanguine about sweeping generalizations.

Withering of the rural

An economic decline of the Great Plaassociated witincreasedvorld production of
commodities likegrainsand energy resources had scholars concerneththatgionvas
hovering close to position rivaling the Great Depressiontbé 1930s long before the recent
economic downturn (Daniels and Lappib@87). Budgetary cuts that include agricultural
subsidiesand public works further impact the rural hinterland. Most at riskheree places that
are always considered rural: vemypall communities with fewer than 2,500 people (Daniels and
Lapping 1987). ASmall Town Triaggolicy for rural Americasuggestetdy Daniels and
Lapping (1987), isnuch like the medical triage approach of the French in World \&ad |
adopted by medical professionals in emergency situations in the last century. A medical triage
strategy identifies #injured who have thgreatesthance of survival with proper medical care
and are given immediatdtention Thosewho are mortally injuredor injured to a point that
does not threaten theivéis, are not treatedApplied to rural places, those in the greatest
difficulty are passedver for those places with the best chance to sunidamniels and Lapping
(1987, 274statelt hat fAa di spersed network of public an
and uneconomico and that the rati etwahelkighf or el

cost per unit in some rural location&.significantproblem inherent in the discussion is how to
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decide what areas should be preservedmdrat areas should be overlookethe communities
mostat riskarelikely very small in populatiorsituatedaway from economic centesnd lean
heavily on a single industry that is most liketythe primarysectorlike agiculture or energy.
The triagebs main strategy i s5000capabesfi st rur al
providing servicesrad employment opportunityTowns slightly larger§,00315,00Q are
included as well, but are secondary in consideratidaniels and Lapping (1987) argued that
targeting places between 2,500 and 15,000 is a more efficient use of public funds, and these
places are less likely to be underutilized or abandoned. Such a strategy does not favor very small
places that are having the most difficulty, and does titi=urb their decline.
Policy has a tendency to sentetive mostural of communitiesoi wirt hen t he Vvi ne
(Daniels and Lappin@987, 280 in an attempt to save the larger places. This withering equates
to population decline, aging in place, consolidation (or altogether evaporation) of local schools
fewer jobs, and dwindling availability of basservices like health care. These accumulating
push factors contribute to a continued trend of rural abandonmbatcost o community
cornerstone like a schoolosingor consolidatingextends beyond the collective pocketbook of
the community; thex is a direct social cqsts well(Koven and Hadwiget992). Community
symbols such as a school, courthquisternal hallsandhouses of worship are associated with
significant emotionaattachments by residents (Koven and Hadwig@9?2) serve as saoal
capital, and help to tie people to place
Two decades ago, Haas (1990) assertedthattk i s a mar ked fading ¢
sense oEommunity between the residents in ryskeces. She cited researclalving Missauri
survey respondents indicatiagnearly ubiquitous feeling of depression ardeasing physical

aggression. In addition, problems such as suicide were becoming more prevaiedy; in
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1987 in rural Minnesta yielded attempted sude rates among adolescehfstimes the natioha
averaggHaas 1990). A decade later, Putnam (2000, 4023) discussed the phenomenon of a
changing social structure in America:
émost Americans today HUlyaiscbnnectadguel v and
It seemed to many as the twentieth century closed, just as it did to the
young Walter Lippmann at the centuryods
changed our environment more quickly than we know how to change
ourselves. 0 We wisheve livedn@ morescivie r s t hat we
more trustworthy, more collectively caring community. The evidence
from our inquiry shows that this longing is not simply nostalgia or
Af al se consci ou srightthasthedbondsimer i cans ar e
community have witherednd we areight to fear that this
transformation has very real costsé The
last several decades has been silent and deceptive.
Putnam (2000) witnessed a decrease in the social capital of communities where people
were not intereting the way they once did. In all corners of our country, there has been a
marked decline in participation within social groups like bowling leagues, the National-Parent
Teacher Association, religious organizations, communitytagethers, and even the way we
treat those we do not know (Putnam 2000). Those studying rural places have long known that
therural mystique or therural idyll, is not the norm for many places including the Great Plains.
This mystique is an idealized view of rural lifetha i gnor es t he misery of
presents emotional and sometimes sentimental renderings of people and landscapes in
har moni ous unityo (Brown and Schafft 2011, 10
(mis)representations, people still ateaaehed to rural places. In the Great Plains, many residents

have been moving away decade after decade, but some remain. It is the attachments to these

very small places of which so many have let go that drives this study.
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The Great Plains

Stephenlongs 1820 report on the expedition he

River) informed President Madison that the area was

almost wholly unfit for cultivation, and of course uninhabitable by a

people depending on agriculture for their subsisteddtough tracts

of fertile land considerably extensive are occasionally to be met with,

yet the scarcity of wood and water, almost uniformly prevalent, will

prove an insuperable obstacle in the way of settling the country (Webb

1931, 156157).
Atlasessoon thereafter began referring to the region aS&tieat AmericarDesert(Smith 1835).
And while it has been settled in the almost 200 years since, it has been by no means easy.
Swaths of grasses have reclaimed numerous settlements in the regioeréhahable to
succeed. Others still cling to the land, and the grasses wait.

The Great Plains encompass the largest longitudinal range of the continent, covering

about 3.5 million square kilometers (Commission for Environmental Cooperation 1997),
howeve its geographic extent is a subject of debate, particularly its eastern boundary. Rossum
and Lavin (2000) highlighted the variability of regional identification by showing fifty different
versions of the mapped Great Plains boundary from a variety b$lpeith sources (Figure 2.6).
Geomorphic minutiae aside, the Great Plains region extends eastward from the Rocky Mountains
while stretching from Mexico to Canada, and are not a featureless wasteland as the region is so
often stereotyped (Trimble 1980). ifible (1980) divided the Great Plains into the Missouri
Pl ateaubds gl aciated and ungl aciated sections

within the unglaciated Missouri Plateau, the High Plains from Nebraska to Texas, the Colorado

Piedmant, the Plains Border mostly in Kansas, the Raton section along the Celdeado

Mexi co border, the Pecos Valley of New Mexico

Central Texas Uplift section (Figure 2.7).
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Under the leadership of James OmerriikeW.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(2016) r ef i ne dorighahentarninows &.S.(edo@@ons and constructed a set of
ecoregions with multiple levels of detail, Level | being the coarsest. The Great Plains is one of
fifteen Level | ecologial regions in North AmericéFigure 1.2)based on common geologic,
physiographic, vegetative, climatic, soil, land use, wildlife, and hydrographic characteristics
(CEC 1997). This Great Plains delineahi on
overlap. The Level | ecoregioncludes portions of all threldorth American nationsincludes

more eastern land, and the B{adills are excluded (CEC 1997
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Figure 2.6 Fifty versions of the Great Plans boundary from published works that span
from the 1930s to the Internet (Rossum and Lavin 2000).
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Figure 2.7 The physiographic sections of the Great Plains (Trimble 1980).

Level Il ecoregions (Figure.8 provide a more detailed description of the large
ecoregions nested within the Level | regions (EPA 2016). There argiidtyevel Il
ecoregions in North America, five of which
Il ecoregions includéhe WestCentral Semiarid Prairiefrom Nebraska to Alberta, the

Temperate Prairiethat make up the northernmost portions of the region and stretch all the way
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to Oklahoma along the eastern side of the Great PlainSaihsCentral Semiarid Prairiesha
incorporate portions of Southeast Wyoming and
theTamaulipasTexas Semiarid Plaiaf Southern Texas and adjacent portions of Mexico, and

the TexasLouisiana Coastal Plaialong the western coast of the GailfiMexico.

At Level Ill, there are nearly 200 ecoregions in North America (Cleveland 2012). These
regions are nested within the Level Il delineations and are intended to aid in regional
environmental monitoring because their smaller size allows footheufation of finerscale
management strategies (Cleveland 2012). There are sixteen Level Il ecoregiamghaith
Great Plains (Figure 2.8 In the northern portions of the Great Plains, these ecoregions include
the Northwestern Glaciated Plaingdspa Parkland/Northern Glaciated Plainsake Manitoba
and Lake Agassiz PlaimandNorthwestern Great PlainsThe northcentral portion of the Great
Plains include théligh Plains Nebraska Sand Hil|Central Great PlainsWestern Corn Belt
Plains Flint Hills, andCentral Irregular Plains The soutkcentral portion of the Great Plains
has a portion of th€entral Great PlainandHigh Plains,as well, but also includes the
Southwestern TablelandSross TimbersEdwards PlateayandTexas Blackland Praire The
southern extent of the Great Plains is made up dbthehern Texas Plains/Interior Plaiasd

the Western Gulf Coastal Plain
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Figure 2.8 Great Plains Level Il Ecoregiors (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(2016)
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Figure 2.9 Great Plains Level lll Ecoregions(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(2016)

Settling the Great Plains

Much of the Great Plains region was settled rapidly by Bumericans after the passing
of the Kansad\ebraska Act of 1854, subsequent Homestead Acts, and expansion of the
railroads. So rapid was immigration that in 1890 the Superintendent of the Eleventh Census of

the United States de c |UaiteceSthtes]hab mensmbsoken intb e d
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i solated bodies of settlement that there can
637). And while the frontier may have been populated by 1890, the real waves of population
came in the 20 Century. More land was settled in the Great Plains between 1898 and 1917 than
in the three decades prior (Wishart 2001).

In the semiarid portions of the Great Plains, the initial agricultural productivity of
homesteads was facilitated by wet periods, but was umdednby the absence of a long term
climate record and the fallacy that rain would follow the plow (Libecap and Hansen 2002). In
the 1930s, increasing agricultural demands on the land were compounded by persistéat La Ni
conditions that brought a decadepeecipitation deficits to the region and created the historic
Dust Bowl (Cook, Miller, and Seager 2009; Schubert et al. 2004). In many portions of the Great
Plains, particularly the southern High Plains, dust storms were the stuff of legends, andfwaves
homesteaders gathered what they could muster and abandoned the region for the prospects of a
better life in California and other places out west (Cunfer 2008). A farmer who did not provide a
name, but was forced from his land by the dust storms rechswke Resettlement
Administration photographer on the Oklahe@alifornia highway (historic U.S. Route 66) that
Afa man candt make out noways by standind and
here irrigation [in California]. | figured thahia place where some people can make a good

' i vind |1 c¢an Lim@2kJene a887, @5) (Figure 2.1  (
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DUST BOWL FARMER IS NEW PIONEER

Figure 2.10 Magazine reports on the exodus from the Dust BowL({fe 21 June 1937, 65).

Theh Hol | owingo of the Great Pl ai |

While the Great Plains were settled by the 1930s and subsequently underwent partial
abandonment during that decade, the overall p
nearly double the number in 1950 (WilsorD2). However, this figure is a bit misleading: the
growth has mostly been in large metropolitan areas on the periphery of the region, such as
Omaha, Kansas City, Austin, and Denver. Archer and Lonsdale (2003) used a geographically
larger area than Wilsof2009) to examine the population characteristics of the Great Plains
(their population totals are double those of
no different. Besides the Depression of the 1930s, metropolitan counties in th@l&ireahave

grown in every decadal census since 1890, and their nonmetropolitan counterparts have lost
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population in every decadal census since 1910 (Archer and Lonsdale 2003) (Figure 2.12). This

demographic pattern results in a dichotomous Great Plamesportion that is synonymous with

the open and d6emptyd areas

growing, and economically

2003, 49).

of
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Ameri can
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Demographic Trends

- Lost half population or more
Lost population

Stable (+/- 5%)
[ . Gained population

- Doubled population or more
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Source: Minnesota Population Center (2011), US Census Bureau (2010), Fenneman (1928)

Wetherholt 2016

Figure 2.11 Great Plains population change, 1962010.
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Metropolitan counties on the periphery of the Great Plains see the majority of growth.
Counties containing cities like Billings, Cheyenne, Fort Collins, Denver, ColoradegSp8an
Antonio, Austin, and Bismarck have grown or doubled their populations since 1960. There are a
few smaller interior metropolitan and micropolitan areas growing as well, like Amarillo,
Midland/Odessa, Garden City, Grand Island, and Rapid Citfacinby 2000 more than 70% of
Great Pl ains inhabitants resided in one of th
and Lonsdale 2003). This pattern leaves behind a region whose rural interior is atrophying; some

counties have lost more thaalf of their total population.

Reasons for Leaving the Great Plains

Not all interior portions of the Great Plains are experiencing population decline. White
(1994) illuminated the demographic variability that exists in interior portions of the GreatsPlai
High Plainssulr e gi on. Regional centers in southwest e
and Li b eQOgallalaoasasthat supprt agriculture, feedlots, and meatpacking (White
1994), but they are built upon the exploitation of finite watserees below them (Peterson,
Marsh, and Williams 2003). The rates of aquifer use exceed the rates of recharge in many areas
(Peterson, Marsh, and Williams 2003, McGuire, Fischer, and Stanton 1999); in some places rates
of pumping exceed water rechargedsymany as 40 times (Sophocleous 2005), and if the High
Plains aquifer can no longer sustain the needs placed upon it, these communities will have some
serious issues to confront (Brown 2013). Portions of Kansas and Texas have had more than a
25% decreasm the overall thickness of the aquifer (McGuire et al. 2003). Steward and Allen

(2015) provided a projection of the High Pl ai
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Figure 2.12 High Plains aquifer thickness projected through 2110 (Steward and Allen
2015).

The settlement, as well as avoidance, of the Great Plains based on misconceptions of its
resources is nothing new (Hudson 1973). Long is the number of tales recdbataigempt to
settle portions of this regionThe struggle here is iconic, and its melancholy scenes are still
explored more than a century after taming the frontier:

This is the place where American assumptions about the land proved

wrong. The homesteaders believed the waould follow the plow. In

the grasslands of western Kansas, Nebraska, and the Dakotas, they

|l earned better. And so for almost a ce
towns and houses fall one by one like autumn leaves in the chill of

October. In most of thenited States, abandoned buildings are a sign

of change and shifting economic opportunities. On the High Plains,

they always mean that something in the earth and sky mutinied against

the settlergBowden 2008, 140)
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Railroads expanding westward, fa@téd by alternating sections of land grants
supporting transcontinental railroad development, carried waves of people with them, but also
led to numerous failed settlements. In some instances, the loohtigailroad was instrumental
inthe designatomf a countyds centr al pl ace, and pr omi
located elsewhere spelled failure for those that platted inopportune locations (Hudson 1973).

The placement of railroad | ines @ maallplacesmmedi a
anticipating the railroad, it created a splendid example of a boom town at the point of
intersection, and it eventually made ghost to
(Hudson 1973, 451).

The (l ack of) at natuekameniies has alse beerfa centributtng e a 0 s
factor to population loss in the rural Great Plains (McGranahan 1999). These amenities are
associated with what Flora and Flora (2007) referred to as natural capital, particularly the
provision of things like clean water, fresh air, and biodiversity. Amenities such as a mild
climate, varied topography, and proximity to surface water like lakes or to shorelines directly
positively affect the demographic characteristics of a county; counties lacking natarali@sn
are more likely to experience population loss (McGranahan and Beale 2002). Counties with a
surplus of such natural capital experienced population gains, with some counties doubling their
overall population between 1970 and 1996. tsmering couries had an average population
gain of a mere 1%, while more than half of thedeworers lost over 50% of their total
population (McGranahan 1999). In much of the Great Plains, natural capital is not as robust as
in other regions. The natural amenitieals constructed by McGranahan (1999) scored the
majority of Great Plains counties, particularly the interior portions of the region, as below

average. Figure 24 shows the relationship between natural amenities and population change.
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The portions of te Great Plains with higher amenity scoresareautere as near Col or a
Front Range, Wyomingds Bighorns, the Yell owst

South Dakota, and Texaso6 Hill Country.

Amenity scale by county, 1970-96
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Figure 2.13 Relationship between natural amenities and population change by county,
19701996 (McGranahan 1999).
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A lack of social amenities, particularly in the interior of the Great Plains when compared
to the hustle and bustle of coastal metropolitarorey is another push factor affecting the
demographic trajectory of the region. This is especially pronounced with tiselegtive
outmigration of the younger, often more educated Great Plains residents, commonly referred to
asbrain drain(Carr and Kefalas 2009). Florida (2002) found that the distribution of individuals
with a bachelorés degree (or better) working
places with higher levels of cultural amenities, nightlife opportunities, and divens . ATal ent
does not simply show up in a region; rather, certain regional factors appear to play a role in
creating an environment or habitat that can a
2002, 754).

Possibly the strongest push factoithe Great Plains is its overall lack of economic
opportunity, which is directly associated with the agricultural dependency that dominates the
region (Rathge and Highman 1998). Agriculture is vital, and there is something particularly
special about howe view it compared to other economic mainstays:

One reason may be that many families farmed the land no more than a
few generations ago. But there is more to this than a historical
connection. People view agriculture not as just another type of
commercal economic activity but rather as an honorable way of life,
one that strengthens the social and political fabric of the nation and
therefore deserves protection (Power 1996, 188).

Despite our reverence for it, the current Fordist agricultural model ddimgthe Great
Plains has severely decreased the viability of the small family farm by reducing the need for
human capital due to extensive mechanization (Wood 2008, Haas T9899)mechanizing of
our food system enabled for more production, but undexdhihe necessity of physical labor

compared to traditional agricultural practices once commonplace with homesteaders in the

region. Operating a farm today does not require the manpower of a large family to work the
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land the way it once did. Now, heafayrm equipment supported witldvancedrecision

agriculture does much of the heavy lifting. Precision agriculture is the application of geospatial
technologies like geographic information systems, remote sensing with unmanned aerial vehicles
(drones), ad the global positioning system to help manage resource applications and
environmental impacts of cultivation operations (Zhang and Kovacs 2012; McBratney, Whelan,
and Ancev 2005)There are fewer farm families now and families are smaileile the farns

are much larger, more efficient, and verticatiyegrated into the agribusiness system (Wood

2008). Fokidsin agriculturallydependent portions of the Great Plains, the lack of options for

gainful employment often leads them elsewhere once theyaadDarr and Kefalas 2009).

Summary

Attachment to place is an ambiguous concept with many varying interpretations. Place
attachment manifests itself in a variety of ways: social networks, personal experiences, historical
ties, physical attachments, arafsrth. These attachments can stand alone or overlap, and occur
over varied scales. Rural areas are also sub
what 6és | eft once Aurbanod has been defined. R
commurities, isolated coal towns, retirement destinations, logging villages, dispersed farming
communitie§ all are rural, and all have their sets of challenges. The Great Plains, too, are a
subject of debate as to their official delineation. Its demarcati@myriad, and while there are
varied boundaries, there is no universal boundary to which all agree.

This study investigates the attachments to place residents have in very rural portions of
the Central Great Plains counties of Kansas and Nebraskafjcsgly exploring what keeps
residents rooted to these places when many others have moved away. The next chapter provides

an overview of the study area.
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Chapter3-St udy DAfeai ti on

Although there is a common perceptiortled Great Plainas a wide expansd
monotonougflatéland the region is far mordiversethanthis image The fact that there is no
universallya ¢ ¢ e p tpeudr pfiocaslel def i ni ti ondo of the Great Pl
2011, 1). A variety of gasslancecosystemsgominate the regio(Lavin, Shelley, and Archer
2011). Rainfall increases from west to east here, and dictates tredfypative grasseand
other florapresent (Commission for Environmental Cooperafi©@gC] 1997). In the eastern
portionsof the Great Plainsigherrainfall amounts suppottligrasses whilenixed-grass
prairies ardound in the central Great Plains, and stgvéss in the west (CEC 1997 his
regionis one of the largest farming and ranching areas in the wagte;ultureis the most
dominant landise typea s we | | as the regiondésCoemgsonomi ¢ mai
increasingly found in the region despite falling outside of the traditi@oat Belt from 1950 to
2009, the production of corn in Kansaenerose from 85 million bushels to 561 Ih@n bushels
(Laingen and Craig 2011 Historically, much of this area has been peripheral or marginal to
corn production (Napton and Gr aessddomipaiel 1) .
the landscapeattle ranching can be found (Hudsdi2).

In addition to a decline of population in interior portions of the Great Plains as peripheral
urban areas expand, there has also been a decline in the number of young adults in the region in
the population structure. This demographic pattern et ®@hrr and Kefalas (2009¢fer to in
their bookHollowing out the Middlea hollowing of the population pyramid in portions of rural
America. Manyyoung adults move away froraral areas for education and employment
opportunitiesand are unlikely to tern. Thelossof young adult&nd accompanyingrain

drain of talented individualén areaghatneedlabor to support existing industrgs well ago
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attractand conceivef new opportunies causes multiple difficultiesNot only does brain drain

result in alack of trainedindividuals applyng their tradesand professionst also means fewer
youngfamiliesto support shrinking school enrollmeiitall of whichundermine the

sustainability of smaller communities (Carr and Kefalas 20092007, tle nonmetropolitan

counties of the Great Plains had a higher proportion of residents aged 65 and older compared to
mostof the United States (18 percent compared to the U.S. average of 13 p@hbisot)

2009) Wilson (2009) noted that simil@onditionsexist in other portions of the couptbutthe
GreatPlainshaveextensive geographereas exhibiting these characteristigfie metropolitan

Great Plaingountieshadalower proportionof residents5 and oldecompared to the

metropolitan counties aifther regions in the United Stats5 percenicompared to the U.S.

average of 12 percernVilson 2009). Overall, the Great Plainss hows a r egi onal p
that is growing and diversifying in ways similar to the United States. However, when égmin

the data for single counties, the aging of the population and population declines become more

pr on o uWisan a0d9 18).

WhoseGreat Plain® Regional Delineation

For this researchn the Great Plains, specificstudy aredad tobe defined. Wite the
Great Plains (and Canadian Prairies) receive attention in nearly every regional geography text
and atlas of North America, Rossum and Lavin (2000) pdioait that this region is complex
and subject to individual interpretation. Delineations efrégion have usually agreed on the
western border terminating at tfeothills of theRocky Mountains, but the northern and
southern limits have been less concrete. The most colyraocepted northern terminus is
where the taiga begins in the Prairie\®noes its southern counterpagthe edge of the

Edwards Plateau in Texas (Hudson 2011). The eastern border has been far fuzzierarklsemi
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climate is a defining feature of the Great Plalmgtit has dongitudinal precipitation gradient
where ranfall generallyincrease$rom west toeast (Lavin, Shelley, and Archer 2011). The
100" and the 98 Meridiars have each served as the eastern fringe of the Great Plains by various
accounts (Webb 1931, Bennett et al. 1936, Borchert 1950, Popper and Pappe but
boundary zoneés an appropriate term, as the region seems to blend into its eastern neighbors
without major consensus on its delineation.

This study uses the physiographic definition of the Great Plains from Fenneman (1928)
(Figure3.1). To create a geographic information system (GIS) working databeesges from
F e n n e nbepintidnsof the region were saved as jfilgs from a digital copy of the journal
article. These jpegwere imported into ArcGIS (EsB013) and georeferenced using@&e
boundaris shapefile. Once the images were georeferenced, the boundary of the Great Plains
was digitized into a shapefile of its owAn overlay analysis using the intersect tool in ArcMap
was performed with a US counties shapefile and the GreasRlaapefile to create a new
shapefile consisting of counties that were either completely within the Great Plains boundary or

had more than half of their area within it.
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Figure 31 Fe nn e man 6 s hip Grgas HlamgregoomFenneman 1928).
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Although the overall Great Plains is of interest, | determined that the study region would
need to be more circumscribed for time and budget reasons. Hence, the focus of this study is on
Kansas and Ne®@Ilbinsaosrkies.0This fgart @ the Great Plains embodies the range
of demographic characteristics and polreyated issues that are outlined in this chapter. Some
portions of the study area, | i ke sonageof Kans
swaths of counties have lost nearly a third of their population in the last 50 years. Some have
lost more than half of their population in that time.

To identify the specifiGreat Plains counties of Kansas and NebraslkaGreat Plains
countiesshapefile was refined to create one containing only the Great Plains counties of Kansas
and Nebraska (Figure 3.2). This yielded a shapefile of 127 central Great Plains counties of
Kansas and Nebraska. The included counties had a total populatio@@b63®in 2010 (US
Census Bureau 2010) (pattern indicated in Figure 3.3). The county shapefile serves as a base
map and its attribute table allows other characteristics to be joined to it and subsequently mapped

(e.g, Urban Influence Codes and ERS rusgdes).
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Figure 3.3 Central Great Plains population distribution, 2010. (Source: US Census
Bureau 2010.)

Identifying the Emptying Plains

The intent of this research was to identify what elements of place encourage a resident to

remain in a very rural area despite p(ashd associated pullactors, so these very rural areas

needed to be identified-ollowing delineation of Great Plains counties and the portion of

Kansas and Nebraska that can be considered the central Great Plains, further spatial analysis was

needed to identify places most fitting for a study focusedreas of population stressdan

decline. Criteria synonymous with an area that can be describgte&mptying Plainsnclude
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population decline, geographic remoteness, and a narrow economic base in which residents

attempt to derive a living.

County Typologies

The United States Depat ment of Agricultureds Economic
2015a) has constructed a set of coupyptogy codes in use since 1979. These codes are
revised each decade and are intended to provide a better understanding of dependencies at the
county level An update of all countypology codesvas completed in Decemb2015 There
are six noroverlapping categories of economic dependemfaaning, maufacturing, mining
federal/state gvernmentrecreation anda designation ofinspecializedor thosecounties that
do not fall into one of the other five categoriddiere are also sipolicy-related themes from the
ERStypologycodes that do overlapousing stress, low education, low employment, persistent
poverty, poplation loss andretirement destiation(USDA ERS 2015a). These twelve USDA
ERS typology codes are explainedlable3.1. Table3.2 summarizes thgypology cales for

the Great Plains counties of Kansas and Nebraska.
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Table 3.1 USDA ERS 215 county typology codes.

Policy type

Criteria

Overlapping policyelated themes

Low education

XHE:> 2F GKS O2dzyieQa 0S

school diploma or GED in 202812

LJ2 Lddzt | GA2Y

Low P e A
employment Xe pil: 2 F U K62 with a jbdni2B026a1g
Persistent XKHE:> 2F O2dzyieQa NBAARSY(8d, 199G R0RY
poverty censuses, and 2062011 American Community Survey&ar average
Persistent . . .
child poverty same agersistent povertyapplied to residents under 18
E’)zzulatlon population decline, 199Q2000and 20002010 censuses
Retlr_em_ent XL5% increase in the number of residents agé between 2000 and 2010
destination

Non-overlapping economitelated themes
Farmin XKHpP: 2F GKS O2dzydeQa F@SNY3AS | yydz
il d%m from farming,orky:: 2F 2204 onfasbredby20M201¢ Buykdus

P of Economic Analysis, Local Area Personal Income and Employment data

Mining Mo 2F GKS O2dzyieQa | @SNY3IS | yydz
dependent fromminingorxxmci’: 2F 2204 6 SNB A Y 10R01NBUFU;

of Economic Analysis, Local Area Personal Income and Employment data

Manufacturing
dependent

XKHO? 2F GUKS O2dzyteQa F@SNY3aAS | yydz
from manufacturingprx mci’: 2F 22064 BHSNB Ay byl y
20102012 Bureau of Economic Analysis, Local Area Personal Income and
Employment data

Feckeral/ State

XM 2F GKS O2dzydeqQa | @&SNI IS | yydz
from Federal/State governmenty x di’z 2 ¥ ahFeédaral/Bt&aNBE A

ggveer:g;ir:t government, as measured by 262012 Bureau of Economic Analysis, Local A
P Personal Income and Employment data
Determined by a weighted index of three measures: 1) jobs and 2) earnings
entertainment, recreation, accommodaitis, eating/drinking places, and real
Recreation estate; and 3) the share of vacant housing units intended for seasonal/occas

use. Recreation counties are those with a score more than one deviation ab
the mean

Nonspecializeq

Did not meet the economic deperdce threshold for any other type, as
measured by 2012012 Bureau of Economic Analysis, Local Area Personal
Income and Employment data
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Table 3.2 USDA ERS2015 typology codes for the 127 study areaounties.

Code Number of counties| Percentage

County Economic Types
Farming 86 67.7%
Mining 9 7.1%
Manufacturing 8 6.3%
Federal/State 3 2.4%
Recreation 3 24%
Nonspecialized 22 17.3%

County Policy Types
Low education 11 8.7%
Low employment 0 0.0%
Persstent poverty 0 0.0%
Persistent child poverty 3 2.4%
Population loss 81 63.8%
Retirement destination 2 1.6%

General identification of study area counties was based on 2004 typology Gtbees.
were a few changes from the 2004 codes used to deeistuitly are#o the 2015 codedut
they dd notweaken theverall decisioamakingwith respect to identification of appropriate
counties for study The 2015 codes dropped servicedependent designation from its
economic dependence categories and égoetreation which waspreviously categorized as an
overlapping policyrelated categorgallednonmetro recreation The 2015 codes also dropped
thehousing stressategory fronthe policy-related themes. The two categories most influential
in selectinghe study aredarmingandpopulation lossdid not witnessubstantiathanges.
Two more counties were categorizedasningdependent counties in 2015 (from 84 to 86
counties) and there were four fewmpulation lossounties (from 85 to 81 countjesBetween
1960 and 2010 ,llastudy area countiestill had lost at least 30 percent of their populat{tme
EmptyingPlains). Thelargest changes in the 2015 codes weriiming (from 1 to 9 counties)

andlow education(from 4 to 11 counties).
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Areasof Population Loss

While the population of the entire Great Plains has nearly doublbeé last 50 yearso
more than 10 million, much of this growthirsperipheal metropolitan areas (Wilson 2009\
majority of the study area 81 of 127 countie$ is beset by population logfable3.2). A
majority of central Great Plairunties declineduringboth 19®-2000 and2000-2010 (Figure
34). Aside from the eastemarginof t he study area, sout hwester:H
Interstate 80 corridonearly all of the remainder is depopulating. Population loss counties are
the most important to this study in terms of selecting the appropgtiadgpopulation (i.e.the
stayers in a county with many leaver&venmore pronounced population declioieat least 30
percentover the last 50 yeaf49602010) (Figure &) better illustrates those counties with
population loss stressVhile somewhat arbitrary, this threshold better delesthe Emptying
Plainscompared to the USDA ER%®pulation losglesignation witha longer temporal scale and

higher level of outmigration.
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Figure 3.5 Study area counties that have lost 30% or more of their populatigr 9662010
(Minnesota Population Center 2011, U.S. Census Bureau 2010)

Areas of Narrow Economic Opportunity

Economic dependency the study aregs largelyon primary economic activigéslike

farming and ranching operatigredthough related secondary industries and services/government

also play important rolesFigure 3.6 shows a common agricultural scene in the study area.

Eighty-six of the 127 counties are defined as farming dependgtht an annual average of 25

percenbr mor e of t lareingsfom fammyngdsiring 204204 2 or & least 16

percentof theresidents in farming occupatio(is.S. Department of Comnm¥Bureau of

Economic Analysis 2015Figure3.7). The spatial pattern of this farming dependency is similar
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to populationlossvi t h t he exception being some ceount

demand for labor associated with meatpacking antbfies has resulted in significant in
migration of people to Southwestern Kansas, many with Latirffooa time)Southeast Asian
ethnicity (Harrington et al. 2003)Much of tle economicdevelopmenin this portion of the state
is owed to the use of n&ral-pivot irrigation to utilize the Ogallal&ligh Plainsaquifer system
from whichan abundace of cheap feed grains could be prodyeéth attracton of largescale
feedlotsbeginningin the ©70s (Broadway and Stull 2006) he population centeti&ke Dodge
City, Garden City, and Liberare what White (1994) referred to@gallala Oases Harrington,
Lu, and Harrington (2009) nalehat much of Southwestern Kangaties upon declining
groundwater resources, whether for farming or to supply comynderhand for fresh drinking

water.

Figure 3.6 A field of wheat is harvested in Jewell County, Kansas (Wetherholt 2015).
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Figure 3.7 USDA ERSfarming-deperdent counties (USDA ERS 2015a).

Areas of Geographic Remoteness

In addition to population loss and a narrow economic bas&niptying Plainsare
geographically remote. The ERS developed Frontier and Remote (f6dR3that identify

areadased orsparseopulatons and temporal distancEem urban influencUSDA ERS

2015b) There are four FAR codes; the most restrictive FAR code, Level 4, identifies places that

are 60 minutes or more from urban areas of 50gdGf@orepeople, 45 minutes or more from

urban areas of 25,0049,999, 30 minutes or more from urban areas of 16240899 people,
and 15 minutes or more fro@rbarbareas of 2,509,999 peopléFigure3.8). Figure 3.9

exemplifiesthe austere landscapes encountered in a FAR datka Kansasligh Plains
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Figure 3.8 USDA ERS FARLevel 4 areasExtreme remoteness in Kansas and Nebraska

(USDA ERS 2015b)

Figure 3.9 Geographic remoteness in HodgemmaCounty, Kansas (Wetherholt 2015).
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Remotenessorresponds witla lack of connectivitapmongthe most isolated places in
the central Great Plains and fitispulationcenters. The ER& somaintains a set of countgvel
codes calledJrban Influence CodesThese codeare based on Office of Management and
Budget (OMB)definitions of Core Based Statistical Areas (CBSAhetropolitan countieare
classifiedas large or small, micropolitan counte® classified bgdjacency to metropolitan
counties and non-CBSA (i.e, rural) counties bythe size of the o u nlargest sity or towrand
its adjacenyg to nearbyCBSAs(USDA ERS 2013 Codes range from 1 to ¥Zable 33). A
designabn of 1 is fora metropolitan county with a population greater than lionillA code of
12 identifies a noi€BSA county that is not adjacent to a metropolitan or micropolitan county
and does not contain a town with a population over 2,90@ majority of Kansas and
Nebraskads Gr e a turalRhdaoradjacentodangarpopwadion aregBigure
3.10; Table 34).

Table 3.3 USDA ERS Urban Influence Code types.

Code‘ Criteria

Metropolitan counties

1 | Inlarge metro of 1+ million residents

2 In small metro of lesthan 1 million residents

Nonmetropolitan counties

3 | Micropolitan area adjacent to large metro area

Noncore (noAMSA) adjacent to large metro area

Micropolitan area adjacent to small metro area

Noncore adjacent to small metro area and does not contain a town of at least 2,500 residents

Micropolitan area not adjacent to a metro area

4
5
6 | Noncore adjacent to small metro area and contaa town of at least 2,500 residents
7
8
9

Noncore adjacent to micro area and does nohtain a town of atéast 2,500 esidents

10 |Noncore adjacent to micro area and contains a town of at least 2,500 residents

11 |[Noncore not adjacent to metro or micro and contains a town of at least 2,500 residents

12 |Noncore not adjacent to metro or micro and does nohtzn a town of at least 2,500 residents
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Figure 3.10 USDA ERS Urban Influence CodesCentral Great Plains(USDA ERS 2013).

Table 3.4 USDA ERS Urban Influence Codesfor the 127 study areacounties

Code | County total Percentage

Metropolitan counties
1 0 0.0%
2 6 4.7%

Nonmetropolitan counties
3 0 0.0%
4 0 0.0%
5 3 2.4%
6 2 1.8%
7 6 4.7%
8 20 15.8%
9 12 9.5%
10 27 21.3%
11 12 9.5%
12 39 30.7%
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Subregions ofthe Study Area

Kansas and Nebraskads Great Plains counti e
economic and policyelated themes, urbamral hierarchies, and portions of geographic
remoteness result in a set of subregions that aid in glissiningamongcountes and help
identify areas to select for sampling (Fig&#1). The study area includes a population
archipelago of micropolitan centers strung al
urban core of the Grand Island Metotipan Statistical Area. There is also the micropolitan
i sland of Hays ( EI I|-pomlatéidnterstate 70 cooridor, Kgrowsx@@ s 6 | e s s
Hispanic realm in Southwestern Kansas facilitating apaaking and its associated activities,
and the coundis along the eastern fringe that typically have higher populations and stronger
linkages to metropolitan areas east of the Great Plaicel] the large remainder of this region
corresponihg with population loss, a harrow economic base, and extreograghic
remoteness the Emptying Plains These counties constitute a theoretregjionwith a 2010
populationof 238,775 that has lost more than 40% of its ove@utation in the last 50 years
(Minnesota Population Center 2011; US Census Bureau) 201is isthe areatargeted for this

sequential mixed method study.
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characteristics This providesa multifaceted view of the region and a more purposeful selection
of counties targeted to address questions related to population d&pieefically, a portion of
KansasantNle br askads Great Pl ai n&mpymgPRiainexailsit i dent i f i
farming dependency, decades of population decline, extreme geographic remoteness, a lack of
urban influence, and narrow economic opportunity.

The Great Plains counties of Kaissand Nebraskarelike a microcosm of th&arger
region: more populated along its periphery, plagued by interior outmigration, agriculturally
dependent, economicalbonstrained, geographicaltgmote in many portions, and facing a
multitude of challengsarisingfrom these conditions. Popper and Popper (1987) suggested
many of these remote communities should be abandonatieinohhabitants relocated to larger
regional centersmuch to the dismay of these communities

It is the moorings people hate very rural placethatinspires the scopef this
dissertation.These attachments to place seem to stand in the face of any desnmagraphic
projection or daring policy initiative to convert it intaallective commonsWhile the
Emptying Plains @ emptying, they are not empty, and many of its remaining residents are
strongly attached to where they livA.better understanding of the place attachments individuals
have in these depopulating portions of the central Great Riamaid policy makerwith locally
constructed knowledge about what it is that lsgegidents rooted, which can then hopefully be

used to address population decline
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Chapter4-Met hods

A sequential mixed method approach was conducted in order to gain a better perspective
ontheapects of place that cont rthebmostreraland an i ndi v
depopulating portionsf the central Great Plainas well ago empower its policy makers with
locally-sourced feedback about perceived strengths and weakiepsésntidly help craft
finely-tunedstrategiesimed at reversing population lodglethods included the use of a mailed
guestionnak followed byfocus groups Not only did this approach provide rich qualitative data
to compliment quantitative results, it fatalied triangulation of findings for a more holistic view
of the aspects of place that encourage someone to remain when so many others have moved

away.

Mixed Methods Research

Grounded theory is a qualitatie@proachadvancedy Barney Glaser and Anselm
Strauss in 1967 (Corbin and Strauss 2015) and is the theoretical framework | empi®y in th
research.Grounded theory draws uppragmatism andymbolic interactionismincorporating
some of their important principlé€orbin and Strauss 1990Dne priwriple deals with change
phenomena are not viewed as stdiit aschanging due to prevailing condition§husit is
important to build change, through process, into the grounded theory method. The second
principle is the rejection dfothdeterminismand nondeterminism. Possibilism is much more at
play: actors have the means of controlling their destinies by responses to copalittboan
make choices based on perceived options. Therefore, grounded theory attempts to uncover
conditions that are prest but alsdo explore how actors respond to these conditaordthe

consequences that arise froreittactions(Corbin and Strauss 1990, Corbin and Strauss 2015)
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A mixed methodapproach(Creswell 2009Wwas employedh this researcko have a
better ulerstanding of the varied elements of place that encourage rootedtiessery rural
central Great Plains counties of Kansas and NebraSkaswell (2009) attributefi¢
development of thenixed methods approach to the work on psychological traitpéksonality,
aptitude, and attitude by Campbell and Fiske (1959). These two researchers constructed a
mul ti method matrix in order to display the <co
traits is measured by e acdFiske 195% & Wsng mdltiplenet ho d s
methods to validate research was a new approach at the time thetS0 years since, mixed
method work blossomed teeincorporate bya variety of disciplineghrougha multitude of
combinations. The main argumédat mixed nethods is that the biasnbedded in a single
method could potentially be mitigated by using other methods as well (Creswell 20£9).
(1979 602 appliedthe termtriangulationas fit he combi nat i o nstudyfof met hoc
the samephreo men®ni angul ationdés origin is in milita
multiple reference points to locate an exact position. Applied to research, triangulatiomyields
more holistic view of the subject under investigation that may not be umcbtleough a single
approach (Jick 1979).
A sequentiakxplanatory design ahixed methods is characterized by the collection and
analysis ofquantitativedata in the initial phase, and the collection and analysis of qualitative
data in the second pha&ereswell2009) A sequential explanatory strategitempts to
elaborate or expand on the findingghué firstmethod witha follow-upin a process that yields
data thareinterconnected In particularfor this researckhe findings of a questionita
mailedt o residents in very rural counties of Kan

upon through three focus groups.
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Questionnaire-Based Procedures

Rationale and Design

The purpose of the survey waseixplore the place attachment residerstedin the very
rural and depopulating countiestbg centralGreat Plainsand better understand the diversity of
their experienceof place Thes e exper i enc e s peiceptiohsant@valaation® s p o n
of place the physical, social, personsgmporal, and economic aspects of locale. Place
attachment literature reviewed in Chapter 2 provided the framework to develop questions with
the objective of exposing these perceptions and evaluations Bfrtpying Plains Rationale
for questioning igprovided in the appendices.

The structurend deliveryof the mailed questionnaire followhe Tailored Design
Method(Dillman, Smyth, and Christian 2009). This design, made popular by Don Dillman,
includes the mode of delivefyo f t en ¢ al | needt hydhehghysidai dimensiens of
the questionnaire, its layout for opended and Likerstyle questions, sample sizes needed for a

representative population, and aesthetic considerations.

Jewell County Questionnaire Pilot

Pilot work with the questinnaire was conducted in Mankato, Kansas (county seat of
Jewell County), 181 August 2014. Pilot studies can benefit a project by improving reliability
of research instruments for the formal study. This can be achieved through brainstorming about
different ways of asking the same question, talking to respondents afterwards to try and discern
how questions were interpreted, and creslgdating responses by comparing the responses of a
guestion asked among respondents (Sapsford 2007). Some of thesdsrmetludle participant
checking -ohemembér (Bradshaw and Stratford 20

to ensure that interpretation of responses is correct. This often is done with responses to
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interviews in qualitative research, but somehaf procedures followed here with respect to the

pilot study may be regarded as participaimecking.

A relationship was established with the curator of the Jewell County Historical Society in

2013 while considering repeat photography as a componerg aéskarch. Through this
community insider | was able to meet county residents at local hangouts like the Mankato
pharmacydaily coffee hourwhich enabled me to advertise the availability of the pilot survey
(Appendix GH). Large clasp envelopes contamthe pilot materials, includingnockreturn
envelopes, were made available in the Jewell County Historical Sonistyum(both envelopes
were given corresponding numbers from 1 to 3Qhile a few questionnaires were taken home
and returned to the haical society the next day, nearly all completed the questionnaire at the
museum; the return envelopes were only to gauge the ease of following directions on folding
completed questionnaires.

Thirty-two completed questionnaires we@lectedover theedays in Mankato. While
administering informed consent documentation, | encouraged eatitigantto verbally ask me
clarifying questionsf they came upvhile completing the questionnair&Vhen a question arose,
it was answered to the best of my dljliand the issue related to the survey question wasinot

in my field book. A few questions did prove problematic and requiregbriing. For instance,

Question doriginallya s ked AWhen you think about your
describehem asvery desirabledesirable[et ¢ . ] © Participants did
amenitieso included, so the question was

think about your areads out depcetrc.), womdyou t i es

ar ec

not

modi

(su

describe them asery desirablefe t ¢ . ] © T h e p ichecking wag verd helpfalinme mb e r

i roning out such wrform#dddmisistrasioni or t o t he survey
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The length of time it took to complete each questionnaire wasated. Thestatedtime
to complete the questionnaire wars estimated5-20 minutes. It was important to verify this
required time, otherwise respondents may become frustrated with a lengthy questionnaire and
nonresponse error could increase. The @eetine to complete the pilot questionnaire was 18
minutes; the shortest time was just under 12 minutes, and the longest time to complete the
guestionnaire was nearly 32 minutes. In addition, the inclusion of a #10 envelope in the package
allowed me to seif the return instructions were clear when it came to folding the questionnaire
in half lengthwise and fitting it into the envelope. Only one of the 32 pilot questionnaires was
folded incorrectly, so it appeared that there was no problem with inteigpresitructions on how
to return completed questionnaires.

Participarichecking also came in the way of presenting the results of the pilot work back
to the community for assessment. This enabled me to talk with residents of Jewell County to
discern whethar or not the results | communicated were being interpreted correctly. Results of
the pilot work were presented to the community in Mankato at the Ute Theatre (Figure 4.9) on
the evening of 19 November 2015. The Jewell County Historical Society aiddsertising
the event by word of mouth and also by puttin
). The presentation lasted about 45 minutes andttieesessiomwas opened to questions from
the public, which went on for about another 45 minutes.

The presentation was wekceived and residents concurred with the results that were
communicated. This was encouraging, as an indication that participant responses were being
interpreted appropriately arldatwhat | had summarized was an accurateeatibn of
participant views. Many residents seemed excitednféngor of Mankato included) that | was

invested in the future of the county, and | was assured that my inquiry as a community outsider
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was not perceived as condescending or morbid curiodftyat struck me most was during the

discussion portion of the evening how many residents were familiar wiutifido Commons

proposal posited by Popper and Popper (1987), despite it being nearly three decades old. When
strategies for the survival of tker ea came wup, so did the Poppero
acknowledged with groans. It seemed clear that many Jewell County residents were invested in
their locale, held strong emotions about its future (especially when it came to outsider

prescriptons), andsaw fairnesgn my study. | was confident in proceeding with the survey of

the Emptying Plaincounties and began constructing the final questionnaire for mailing

Figure 4.1 Ute Theatre in Mankato, Kansas (Wetherholt 2014).

Selecting Participants
Ten counties of thEmptying PlaingChapter 3)vere randomly selectddr
guestionnaire distributionfive in Kansas and five in Nebraska; five adjacent to micropolitan
statistical area@nSA) and fve not adjacentFigure4.8). Ghelfiand Parker (1997) suggesit
that nonmetropolitan counties adjacent to small metropolitan counties are healthier

demographically wheit comes to population trendsetween 1980 and 199%nmetro counties
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adjacent temall metros grew faster than thdkat werenot adjacento small metro counties
While Ghelfi and Parker (1997) did not discuss this phenomenon with resp@8As which
includea central city between 10,000 and 49,999 residamidwasnot conceivd unil 2003),
theydo suggesthat adjacency temallergrowth pole benefits the population characteristics of
nonmetropolitarcounties | extended this concept to suggest that m&hacenEmptying
Plainscounties are healthier demographically thanrtheSA-nonadjacent counterparts
Because of thigesidents ilnSA-adjacent counties may indicdtetthey ardess likely to leave
or may providefeedback that isuggestive of stronger levels of attachment thase in the
nonadjacentounties that hae been selected.

These hypothesized relationshipsuld suggest thd&Emptying Plaingounties adjacent
to mSAs will havehigheraverageeported levels of attachmentather positive indicatorsf
rootednes# their responseshen compared to nonadjatceounties Of the nearly 1.1 million
residentsinte 127 counties that make upfewkrdharsoaes and
in four (238,775) live inhe 68 counties that constitutée Emptying PlaingUS Census Bureau
2010). In order tohave abetter understanding of the aspects of p&Eweuraging rootedness
theseemptying counties, a representative samyasobtained taeport questionnaire results
with higherconfidence.Two manila envelopes (one for Kansas and one for Nebraska)
containng the names of the 68 Emptying Plains counties on folded slips of paper were used to
randomly select the counties to be surveyed. Ten counties were randomly selected, five from
Kansas and five from Nebraskt.was dumb luck that five turned out to tmcropolitan
adjacent and five did not. The equal numbers of micropedithacent and neadjacent
counties motivated me to ask a research question about their potential effect on the rootedness of

the residents.
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Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (200p)ovide the framework for ealculating a
representativeample sizéor a given population, in this case the population of the Emptying

Plains

whereN;sis the completed sample size needdglis the size of the populatiamder
investigation(238,775) (p)(1 1 p) is themeasure of the amount of variatiexpected inranswes

to the quesbns of interest (this term is set at thest conservativealue, 0.5, which suggests 50
percent of people in the population will answer a question in the affirmativéhe subsequent
50 percent will answer a question in the negatiBa$, the acceptde level ofasampling error
(0.05),andC is the Zstatistic associated with the confidence interval (1.96 for a 95% confidence
interval). Thus Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2009)ggest a completed sample of 388a
representative sampté the238775 residents of thEmptying Plains A list containing 20
randomly selectedddresseBom each of the ten selected countiess purchased fromorton
Data. One hundreaf theseaddresses werelected randomlifom each countyfor a total
sample ofl,000households A questionnairevas mailed to each selected addressopy of

the questionnaire is provided in the appendices.

There wasome change in the overall character of the ten selected counties due to the
updating of the ERS Typology Caslen December of 201&ee Chapter 3)All ten randomly
selected counties retained theapulation losglesignation; however two are not classified as
farmingdependent. Hooker County, Nebraska, wadassified asecreationdependent. This
is not suprising with the presence of two golf coursas well as canoeing afidat trips
conducted on the Middle Loup River. Russell County, lkans now classified asining

dependent. This is also not a surprising change with the increase in oil axglgaatien in
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Kansadetween 2010 and 2014 (Kansas Geological Survey 28t8)RusselCount y 6 s
economy isow significantlyextractive. The selected counti@population characteristics, urban

influence, presence of Frontier and Remote (FAR) Level dsaaiad ERS Typology Code

classificationsare summarized in Tables 413.
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Figure 4.2 Randomly selected counties for mailed questionnaire.
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Table 4.1 Summary table of randomly selected counties' population characteristics
(Minnesota Population Center 2011, U.S. Census Bureau 2010).

County State 1960 ' 2010 _ Population | Percent of
Population | Population | Change Change
Decatur KS 5,778 2,961 -2817 -48.8%
Hodgeman| KS 3,115 1,916 -1199 -38.5%
Jewell KS 7,217 3,077 -4140 -57.4%
Logan KS 4,036 2,756 -1280 -31.7%
Russell KS 11,348 6,970 -4378 -38.6%
Antelope | NE 10,176 6,685 -3491 -34.3%
Deuel NE 3,125 1,941 -1184 -37.9%
Harlan NE 5,081 3,423 -1658 -32.6%
Hooker NE 1,130 736 -394 -34.9%
Thomas NE 1,078 647 -431 -40.0%

Table 4.2 Summary table ofstudy counties’ FAR 4 and Urban Influence Code
characteristics USDA ERS 2013USDA ERS 20150.

Contans | UIC oL

County State FAR4 | Code Urban Influence Code Description

Decatur KS X 12 Noncore not adjacent to a metro/micro area and does
not contain a town of at least 2,500 residents

Hodgeman KS X 10 Noncore adjacent to mlc_ro area and does not contain
town of at lea$ 2,500 residents

Jewell KS X 12 Noncore _not adjacent to a metro/micro area and does
not contain a town of at least 2,500 residents

Logan KS X 1o | Noncore not adjacent to a metro/mlc_ro area and does
not contain a town of at least 2,500 ridents

Russell KS X 9 Noncore adjacer!t to micro area and contains a town d
2,50019,999 residents

Antelope NE X 10 Noncore adjacent to mlcrp area and does not contain
town of at least 2,500 residents

Deuel NE N 12 | Noncore not adjacent to a metro/micro area and does
not contain a town of at least 2,500 residents

Harlan NE X 10 Noncore adjacent to mlcrp area and does not contain
town of at least 2,500 residents

Hooker NE X 12 Noncore pot adjacet to a metro/micro area and does
not contain a town of at least 2,500 residents

Thomas NE X 10 Noncore adjacent to mlcrp area and does not contain
town of at least 2,500 residents
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Table 4.3 Summary table ofstudy counties 2015 USDA ERS Typology Code
characteristics (USDA ERS 2015a).

County State Farming Mining Recreation POFIJ-L(J)|::OH EI?::triﬁr;tiecr)]rt\
Decatur KS X X
Hodgeman | KS X X
Jewell KS X X
Logan KS X X
Russell KS X X
Antelope NE X X
Deuel NE X X
Harlan NE X X X
Hooker NE X X X
Thomas NE X X
A Modified Dillman approach
Thesurveyfollows a modification of Dillman Smyth, and Christighs ( 200 9)

fivempati bl eo

mailed in a manner different from all other contaciBhese consist of: 1) a mailed cojminted
guestionnaire with a stamped return envelapéinformational leter (Appendix B)outlining the

purpose of the stud®) a reminder postcaidppendix C) 3) a second copy of thguestionnaire

contact s,

to nonrespondentsith a modified lette(Appendix D)and return envelopand 4) a second

reminder postcard. The initial maug of questionnaires wam 30 January2015. Reminder

postcards were mailel/ February2015. A second copy of the questionnaire (in black and

white) including a stamped return envelope was mailed to all nonrespoa@dnésch 2015.

Finally, a secondaminder postcard was mail@8d March 2015.Data collection for the miad

guestionnaire was complete 0% May 2015.
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Handling and Processing Returned Questionnaires

In order to employhe Dillman methodof contacting respondents effectively)eeaddto
know whohad alreadyesponded so followp mailingswerenot sent indiscriminately. This
reduces cost and prevemtscesgontact with respondents, which could be viewed unfavorably.
A dilemmadoes emergan maintaining anonymityhile knowing who has sponded. To
remedy this, each randoméglected resident was assigned a number from 1 to 1000. Each
initial mailed questionnaire had tberresponding reference numbaitten on the back page of
the mailed questionnaire the lower left corner. As gggonnaires were returned, the number
was recorded in an Excel spreadstaaet then removed from the questionnaire. This allowed
for identifying addresses of thosdo had returned their questionnaivéhile immediately
anonymizingreturnsbefore proceseg. The second set of questionnaires mailed to
nonrespondents used a slightly different techniqueresponding reference numbers were
printedin 4-pointfont on the back of the sefddressed stamped envelopashe bottom I&
corner. When this send wave ofmailed questionnaires came back, each numberecasded
before the envelope was operaadl separated from the returrgpeestionnaire Both techniques
were effective, but the second approach took less timeach case, a few respondents had
already removed or blackemlit codes, so a very few actual respondents also received reminders.

Processingjuestionnaire returns was straightforwakhch set of questionnaire
responses wasoded aneentered in Microsoft Excelspreadsheet am separateow. Within the
row, each cell corresporatito a closed questionThe majority of close@&ndedquestiors that
werenot demographic in scope followedige-point Likert-type scale. Openended responses
were recorded in a similar fashionthe saméd=xcel spreadsheebuton a separate talEach

row contairedall the operended responses transcribed frosingle questionnairevith each
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guestion response in a separate cell. The numievedf closed responses correspedavith
the samenumberedow o transcribedpen responseshe number of the rowid not
correspond t oinitial lassignedensnmer fodcellecting setuarsd cannot be
attributed tcan individual Each pw of responses was assigned an identification number from 1
to 404 and these Illumbes areused to cite particulaanswerdrom respondentsFor example:

I've lived and worked in metropolitan areas (Phoenix and Las

Vegas). Traveled the world with the military. 1'd like to be able to

travel more now, but small towiving is pretty hard to beat.

While | do miss some of the big city amenities, this lifestyle and
sense of community fits me we{Responden204, Q43

Analyzing Quantitative Questionnaire Results

When data are quantitative (or may be made quantitasitag)stics are crucial for a
comprehensive analysis and interpretation of results (McGrew and Munroe Z3$jonses
from the completed sample wexealyzedn Minitab 17 statisticalsoftware(2010). Descriptive
statistics such as central tendency attidpersion of responsesere obtainedas were inferential
statistics Measures of central tendency (ergean, median) represent the typical value of a
frequency distributionwhile measures of dispersion (e.guartiles, standard deviation)
communi@te the dgree of variability in a dataset (McGrew and Munroe 2009).

Inferential statistics lik& p e a r ma ooéredation eoafficientrs) andcontingency
analysisexplore relationshipamongthe responsesT he pri mary objective of
carrelation analysis is to determine if there is an association between two variables at the ordinal
scale(McGrew and Munroe 2009 Contingency analysis tests the actual frequency distribution
against an expected frequency to examine the relationshipdretwe variables (McGrew and

Munroe 2009). The goodnes§fit between theactual distribution and the expected distribution
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in the crosdabulation is measured with the éhig u a r e $ to deteiming if acsignificantly
large difference exists between the two (McGrew and Munroe 2009).

Finally, the reliability of the swey instrument needs bemeasuredo test whether
statements about differencasiong response&san be madwith any degree of certainty
(Cronbach 1951)Cr o n b a ¢ K GJgas wsédpottest the reliability of the mailed
guestionnairgit is a measurefdhe internal consistency of aninstrumenh d fidescr i bes t
extent to which all the items i nfavakolamst measu
Dennick 201153). It is one of the most important statistics regarding the construction of a
surveyinstrumentand is utilized in many varied disciplines (Cortth&® 9 3 ) . Cronbachods
a theoretical measurement of the sum of a gro
thatt he responses that make up a particular wvari
the responses are different (Bla and Al t mavalue bf®Jigcpnsideredhn U
satisfactory outside of clinical applicatiofh er e much hi gher)values of

(Peterson 1994land and Altman 1997).

Analyzing QualitativeQuestionnaire Results
Questionnaire responsegm imported into computassisted qualitative data analysis
software (CAQDAS) to aid in the coding process. Coding is critical to reduce a large amount of
data into meaningfuhemes that can be analyzed (Cope 20Hywever, it is not the CAQDAS
thatdoes the heavy lifting when it comes to good qualitative data analysis (Corbin and Strauss
2015} it only helps sort, store, code, and query data. sbiftevareii ma k e [ s | many of t
choreséa | ot easier, |l eaving sharyetseadae heéqudl

analysiso (Cor bi n TheBxdelsfréadsaeetnfsquedtionhdre respahsey was
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openediM SR | nt e r2OE)NVim 1Gad atnew project for the purpose of codopgn

ended responses.

Employing Focus Groups

The Role of Focus Groups

Focus groups enable geographers to uncover ideas, opinions, and beliefs that might not
be elucidated through a traditional interview or questionnisyii e ncour age a setti
research participants can provide their own retations of their attitudes and behavior in the
context of a groupo (Skop 2006, 117). Furthe
prejudices and meanings brought to the project by the resedichen us, f ocus groups
to transformthe understandings of both the researchers and the participants in new and
compel |l i ng ways ®isdusSiancamong focOsayroup In&ndogrs provides a means
for participants to narrate their own lives in the community while also enabling thexfetct on
the collective experience of the groupany participants report that they legomething
valuable and new about themselves, their comm
process is dialogic, involving a constant communication betwelmand others, with a goal not
to produce or extract a single meaningph e r esear cher 6s uiibueto st andi n
share a |l inguistic and social experGosame fr om

Leinbach 1996, 118).

Focus Graup Locations
Threefocus groups ithe county seats dhree oftheten randomlyselected counties
from the mailed questionnaiveere conductecne in MankatoKansagJewell County), another

in Mullen, NebraskgHooker County), and final focus group idetmoreKansagHodgeman
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County). These three counties proddmod coverage of the entire Emptying Plains study area
from north to south and incorpordtde county with the highest amount of population kese
1960in the study area (Jewell), amptyingcounty adjacent tobwo micropolitan statistical areas
(Hodgeman)and a Nebraska Sandhills county (Hookbat eliciteda strongregional identity in
theopenended portion of the mailegliestionnaire compared to other counti8slection of
focus group locations was based ontdrgetng the Emptyng Plains counties selected the
suvey; 2) including botimicropolitan statistical areadjacency and nonadjaceneyid3)
selecing a countywith questionnaire responses that seemed to differ attver counties.
Specificallyfor the last consideratiouestionnairgespondentfrom Hooker County in
Nebraska (as well their neighbors in m&éjacent Thomas County) indicated a Sandhills
regional identity when referring their surroundings in quésnnaire operended responses.oT
the contraryrespondents adther counties located in other named regionsthkeHigh Plains or
Smoky Hills(or just the Great Plains for that mattdig notprovide similar responses of
regional identity; they simplreferred to their immediate community or county.

Each focus group took about two hours to complete and consisted of four to six
participants. The focus groups constitut¢he second half ahis sequential mixeganethod
study, aidhg in triangulationto help crosscheck the resultsf the mailed questionnaire and
allowing questionnaire results to be contextualized and explored further. The gualding
focus group in this project waito verify and add depth to the statistical information gleaned
from questionnaire returns. Winchester and Rofe (2010, 23) assertsddhatqualitative
approach nAnattempt|[s] to gather, verify, i

structures that quantitative methods meas
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Focus GroupQuestions

In the Emptying Plains, the problem being addressed is rural population loss. The
information sought is the elements of place in depopulating counties that contribute to a resident
remaining there. Specifically, thpairpose of théocus groupin thisresearclwasto identify the
common threads of place attachment in this depopulating regander to develop richer
understanding of the regional aspects of place encouraging rootedness.

Stewart, Shamdasani, and Rook (2007, 53) stressed plogtance of avoiding a very
general research agenda when conducting focus gréugs: very gener al resear
produce very gener al an ddefinen tesearenrgyestionsneorparatesr e s u
the topic of the research, its rede population, and the specific issues that are of interest. For
this studybdbs focus group research agenda, the
rootedness in a depopulating region is central, the work is targeted toward current résients
the study countiesThe specific questions for the focumgp participantsvere:

1. What are some of your favorite things about living here?

2. What sort of things do you think would make living here even better?

3. If someone asked you why you live whemuydo, what sort of things would you
tell them?

4. As you are likely aware, people have been moving out of this county for the past
few decades; what do you think is responsible for this trend?

5.1 f there was one thing youhishreagwhato say t
would it be?

6. In your opinion, what are some of the biggest challenges this area faces?
7.1f you had the option to move away from

8. Do you think there are any things that local civic organizations, government
agencis, or policymakers could do to encourage more people to move here?
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Pilot Study

A pilot or test rurof the focus group was conducted on 12 October 2015 in Kansas State
Universityobés Department of Geography with sev
department 6s seminar r oom. The pil ot was per
scripted questions, determine if any questions &erevardlyworded, develop a method for
taking notes during the conversation, and ensure the audio recedgiment was performing
properly. The pilot focus group took about two hours to complete, which was the target
timeframe. Questions were not viewed as confusing or worded improperly, and all participants
understood what was being asked. The digitatevoeécorder and microphone performed
properly and there was no issue transferring the audio file to a secure server in MP3 format.

The audio of the focus groygilot did reinforce myneed taassume the role of the
moderator andninimize personaktontribuions to the discussion. There were a few times in
which | should have allowed the conversation to progress on its own, and instead chose to
remarkonhow @ a r t | aesporsereldesl to the literature, or interjected too much of my
personal experienaegarding a question. This broke the flow of conversation and hindered the
social construction of knowleddkat is a main strength of using focus groups. | made a sincere
effort during the actual focus groups to only ask/restgearch questions, pide reinforcing

comments (especially for quieter participants), and ask clarifying questions where appropriate.

Focus Group Procedures
Because of the small number of participants in a focus group, the results do not lend
themselvesa generalizability.Since generalizability is not normally a gotie use of
convenience sampling when recruiting participantsommon for focus grougStewart,

Shamdasani, and Rook 2007). In addition to convenience samplng,ssmwball sampling
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occurred as well Thesampling strategy for the focus groups of this study also prededaihg

the lines of theoretical samplingit he process of data coll ection
simultaneously collects, codes, and analyses the data in order to decide what datet toecdille

Coyne (1997, 625).

Bennett (2002) suggesta numberof potential sources for recruitmenitfocus group
participantslocal activists, key insiders, local media postings, and even posters in community
centers. For this study, key insiders ud#d Kansas State University Extension and University
of Nebraska Extensigmersonnelmembers of county historical societies, and county economic
development committee members. Insiders were contacted throughgatigia@d email to
communicate the scepof the research and seek assistance in identifying participants. These
insiders reached out to their respective communities in search of interested residents and helped
put together groups ofB participants while remaining in contact with me as vemere
reserved with tentative dates.

| visited all three counties in Septerdigc t ober 2015 to post 110x1
advertising the need for focus group volunteesth contact information for interested parties
wishing to participateappendicesl-L). These posters were placed with permission in local post
offices, banks, libraries, city offices, supermarkets, laundromats, retail establishments,
community centers, and farm-ops. | also took the opportunity to meet with some insiders
persorwhile in the counties. Posters in pdf format were provided to insiders willing to advertise
the focus group opportunity through social media outlets.

Prospective focus group participants with interest who responded to me or to an insider
were quickly sceened for eligibility. Qualifying questions verified that a potential participant

was over the age of 18, a resident of the county, comfortable discussing their experiences in a
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group setting, and could meet friculardate. coupl e
Locations for the focus groups were set in local public places such as community centers or a
café. Once groups had been formed, scheduled, and gathered, a consent form was provided to
each participant at the beginning of the meeting (AppeK). The contents were reviewed
and any questions that arose were answered. Light refreshments like coffee and pie were made
available to all participants as well. After all forms had been signed and returned to the
researcher, audio recording laegand the focus group commencé&ibnducting the focus
groups required help with set up, taking notes, observing, and recordiwgria cues (e.g.,
nodding, pausing to contemplate before responding). Fellow doctoral student Avantika Ramekar
served irthese roles at all focus group meetings. The focus group proceeded according to a
scripted set of questions along with some additional probes or phrases to help clarify responses,
keep the group on track if the conversation meandered too much, or Impbyée the
conversation along to the next question. Participants were seated around a table in unassigned
chairs, and a microphone was located in the center of the table. Questions began at one end of
the table by posing the question to one participatitily, and the group worked around the
table in one general direction before going back in the other direction (i.e. one question was
answered in a counterclockwise fashion and the subsequent question was discussed clockwise),
however participants weencouraged to chime in as they liked or add on to anything another
had said. This allowed for some structure in the way questions were addressed, it aided in the
process of transcription by reducing confusion between who was speaking, but at the same time
it did not inhibit the social construction of material discussed.

Audio was captured with an Olympus V3200PC Digital Voice Recorder paired with a

Sony ECMDS70PT-Microphone. Audio files ofthecompleted focus groups were exportect
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secure storageedice in MP3format in separate files. Each audio file was manually transcribed

into a separatéext file. Avantika Ramekar also aided in transcription by completing the

majority of Jewell County. Alranscriptioswereclearedtoo mi t fuh s 00 aansd wed nhs &
filler phrases | ike Ayou Kkno Wiesetenrtfilessveretheh ey ad

imported intoNVivo 10to code and analyze the discussions

Summary

A sequential mixed method approach whsesen for thisesearchn order togain a
better perspective on the aspects of place th
rural and depopulating portions of the central Great Plaihss type of mixed method approach
is characterized by the collection and analysiguzintitative data in the initial phase, and the
collection and analysis of qualitative data in the second phase (Creswell 2009). Methods
included the use of a mailed questionnaire followed by focus groups. A sequential explanatory
strategy attempts telaborate or expand on the findings of the first method with a falijpw a
process that yields data that are interconnected.

Thepreliminaryquestionnairavas membechecked by Jewell County residents in
November 2014which led to some modificatioms the final form The questionnaire used
Likert scale closed questions as well as epeded questions to provide both quantitative and
gualitative data.Formal mailing of the questionnaicemmenced in January 2015 and was
completed in April 2015 Questionnaireadministratiorfollowed the Dillman method, omittg
thefinal contact attemptTen counties from the Emptying Plains were randomly selected: five in
Kansas (Decatur, Hodgeman, Jewell, Logan, and Russel), and five in NelBvatstape,
Deuel,Harlan, Hooker, and Thomasne thousand questionnaires were distributed (100 per

county).
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In October and November 2016y¢e focus groups were conductedhia county seats of
three of the counties: Jew&bunty(Mankato,Kansas)n October 13HookerCounty(Mullen,
Nebraskapn November pand Hodgemagounty (Jetmore, Kansas) on November 10. Each
county for focus groups was selected purposefulgwell County has lost a greater percentage
of its population in the last 50 years than any other tyouarthe study area%7.4%) Hooker
County had a particularly pronounceztional identityin questionnaire respons@gsspondents
referring to their regioit Ne b r a s k a 0isas &posed to théirlcaunty or community)
Hodgeman County is adjaceottwo micropolitan statistical areaslike Jewell and Hooker
counties, neither of which are adjacent to a metropolitan or micropolitan cdegt focus
groupwas recruitedavith the help okey insiders using comlnation of conveniencand
snowball ampling. There vasatotal of 15 focus group participants: four in Jewell County, six
in Hooker County, and five in Hodgeman County. This sequential mixed method approach
provided rich qualitative data to compliment quantitative resattdfacilitated atriangulation of
findings for a more holistic view into the aspects of place that encopesgeeto remain when

S0 many others have moved away.
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Chapter5-Resul t s

A sequential explanatory mixed method design of a mailed questionnaire proceeded by
three faus groups was employed in this research to have a better understanding of the varied
elements of place that encourage rootedness in the very rural central Great Plains counties of
Kansas and Nebraska.e&xriptive statistics of thedlosedended responsed the mailed
guestionnairarepresented first Correlation analysis and crasbulationexplore relationships
within the closeeended questionnaire respons@penended responses codedh CAQDAS
aresummarizedand exampleare employed tprovidedepth to the closednded material.

Finally, theresults of the focus groups provide rich qualitative data that compliment quantitative
results and offer a more holistic viewtbe aspects of pladbatencourag a residento remain

in a depopulating ggon.

Results of the Mailed Questionnaire

Of the 1,000 questionnairesailedto randomly selectetkesidents othe Emptying Plains
counties, a total of 40dere completed and returned betw&ebruaryand May 2015Table
5.1). In additionto the 404compkted returns87 unusable returns wea¢ésoreceived These
includedunopened mailingthat wereundeliverableandhar ked fAreturn to send
guestionnaires returnedat indicatedhe addressee was not interested in participating, and
guestionnaires contgted by respondents not located in one of the selected co(irdigs 5.2)
This yields asurvey responseate of 40.4percentf all 1,000 mailings are considered, or 43.7
percentf the 76 unusable returns (rintludingthe 11from uninterested addssees thatould

have completed the questionnaiaee discarded from the total number of possible returns
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Table 5.1 Questionnaire responses by county.

Completed Questionnaires
Number
Kansas counties
Decatur 44
Hodgeman 46
Jewell 51
Logan 38
Russell 38
Nebraska counties
Antelope 34
Deuel 36
Harlan 39
Hooker 38
Thomas 40
Total completed questionnaires 404

Table 5.2 Summary of unusable qustionnaire returns.

Types of unusable returned questionnaires
Marked "return to sender” 43
Respondent not from a selected county 16
Deceased addressee 13
Addressee not interested in survey 11
Addressee moved away 3
Unfinishedquestionnaire 1
Total unusable returns 87

Demographically, the mean age of respondents was 61 years old. The age is relatively
high. However the nonmetropolitan counties of the Central Great Plains have some of the
highest average ages in the country, and the obsargare normally distributed. h€re were
thirty morerespondentfrom Kansag217)thanNebraskg187). Because the same number of
surveys (100) were distributed to each county, rather than distributing surveys proportionate to
county populations, thiseans that a somewhat higher response rate of 43.4 percent was

achieved with Kansas responses as opposed to 37.4 percent from Nebraskg:nine more
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females (214) responded compared to men (18Bjs is not unexpectedgeven of the ten
counties surgyed have a sex ratio with more women than mémwever, the proportion of
women responding exceeds the-tenuinty average and the teounty low, at a ratio of only 86.4
men to 100 women:he sex ratio of the ten selected counties has a mean of 98f@mesery

100 women, and is as low as 88.7 (Hooker County, Nebraska) (U.S. Census BureauA2010).
greater tendency of women to respond to this survey is therefore apparent, and theagfats
slightly more reflective of the views of women.

Five caunties selected for the study were adjacent to micropolitan statistical areas, and
five counties were not adjacent. Of the 404 total respondédewenenore respondents were
from counties that were not adjacent to micropolitan statistical areas (5ind¥ating
relatively consistent response rates between the two types of codoty than two out of every
three respondentseremarried (70.1%)and nne out of ten respondents oadtheir home
(90.2%). Fromthe 398 respondents that indicated th#inkeity, 390 (97.9%)ndicated theyre
white. The most commonly reported level of annual total household income was $20,000 to

$39,999 (28.7%).

ClosedEnded Responses
Most of the closegénded questions were structured with a Listyte formattinghat
provided respondenfs/e potential responses. These possible answers were listed from high to
low, or from complete agreement to complete disagregraadtresponses were coded 5, 4, 3, 2,
and 1 respectivelyFor example, gestionl askedfiHow wouldyou evaluate the visual
appearance of your communi®/The possible answers vearery attractive(5), somewhat
attractive(4), average appearand®), not very attractivg2), andnot attractive at al(1).

Coding responses this way enabled me to caleuheasures of central tendeaoyl measures of
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dispersion ForinstanceQuestion ® mean value is 3.4Tndicatingthat on average,

respondents consider the visual appearance of their community t@berafjeor somewhat

attractiveappearanceA summaryof the measures of central tendency ahspersiorfor most

closedended questions is located in Table Fi3wdividual tallies for each question with

accompanying histograsis located in the@ppendice3 Cr onbac hd's

endedLikert-scale questions was 0.82, suggesting the survey instrisnmetiable.

Table 5.3 Descriptive statistics of closegnded survey questions.

&logedh a f

Variable N Mean | StDev | Min | Median | Max | Mode | Mode N | Skew | Kurtods
Aesthetics 401 3.47 0.92 1 3 5 3 159 | -0.07 -0.4
Nearby Surroundings 403 3.71 0.77 1 4 5 4 189 | -0.21 0.26
Outdoor Amenities 402 4.02 0.87 1 4 5 4 196 | -0.97 1.2
Ease of Purchases 399 2.91 1.17 1 3 5 4 133 | -0.04 -1.14
Miles to Groceries 396 | 19.00| 202 | 0.2 15| 110 1 53 1.51 2.21
Feel Safe 402 4.63 0.62 2 5 5 5 278 | -1.91 4.2
Environment Important | 397 4.57 0.70 1 5 5 5 265| -1.95 4.87
Time Spent Socializing | 402 2.92 1.20 1 3 5 2 158 0.44 -0.89
Helpful Community 400 4.39 0.79 1 5 5 5 211 | -1.59 3.26
Famly Roots (years) 302 | 93.31| 36.94 2 100 | 165 130 40| -0.61 -0.5
Feel Good Here 403 4.04 0.94 1 4 5 4 164 | -0.94 0.56
Rooted Level (10) 399 7.59 2.46 1 8 10 10 110 | -1.06 0.3
| am Stuck Here 401 2.38 1.16 1 2 5 2 119 0.46 -0.69
# of thingsto do in Town | 404 3.12 0.95 1 3 5 3 177 0.2 -0.31
Community involvement| 401 3.63 1.05 1 4 5 4 197 | -0.92 0.51
Insider or Outsider 397 3.65 1.12 1 4 5 5 114 | -0.37 -0.84
Community Spirit 401 3.68 0.93 1 4 5 4 184 | -0.54 -0.09
Belonging 403 3.65 1.02 1 4 5 4 150 | -0.53 -0.07
Livelihood 399 3.76 1.18 1 4 5 4 136 | -0.79 -0.25
Number of Years Here | 395 | 36.96| 23.09 1 37 96 50 15 0.21 -1
Miles Still Nearby 385| 56.19| 43.08 5 50 | 300 30 56 2.33 8.49
Age 394 | 61.20| 15.50| 20 62 96 60 17| -0.38 -0.36
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Physical Surroundings and Disince

Question 37 asked respondents AWhat is the
away from here but would still consider Onear
a respondentdos concept of wh ddnsihvblengtharoansi der e
immediate surroundings. The mean value was 56.2 miles, and the median was 50 miles. The
mode was 30 miles (56 respondents). Mor e t ha
be 50 miles or less (59.2%).

When respondestvaluateltheirc o mmuni t yods n e,anosbrgspasided r oundi |
thatthey aregood Outdoor amenities (such as lakes, paaksglsceneryweremost often
described asomewhat desirableTheresponses to the question evaluating outdoor amenities
has astrongnegative skevef -0.97, however, indicating a nenormal distribution of responses
with morethat fall tothe right of the meanln other wordsmore respondents indicated that their
outdoor amenities were eitheomewhat desirabler very desirab than those who respondents
who see their nearby amenitiesresther desirable or undesirahlsomewhat undesirabler
very undesirable Whenaskedabout how important the local natural environment is, the
majority responded that the local natural eonment isvery importani{mean = 4.57) The
responses to this questialso display a strong negatiskew even more thathe responses
about outdoor amenitiesStrongly skewed sets of responses to questook as thisvere not
employed forcrosstakulation.

| asked espondents how easy or difficulistto purchase things they e in their
community. The man value of 2.91 suggests that, for some, acquiraegledyoods is
somewhat difficult. Of the closeeended Likert scale type questionssthet of responses had

one of the lowesdverages. Thmdication of relative difficulty in obtaining needed iteras
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reinforced by the next questiowhichaslkedrespondents for the minimum number of miles they
had to travel oneway to purchase the majty of their grocery items. Whilenostrespondents
(53) reported they only have to travahemile to acquire the items they need, the meanwag
distance was 19 milend the median was 15 mile$he furthest distance reported was 110

miles.

Social Canditions
Overwhelmingly, pople feel safe in their communities. This is not toesagryone
perceives their community as safe, but of the 402 respondents who answered this question, only
17 (4.2%) indicated that they femtither safe or unsafer somewht unsafe More than two out
of every three respondents (69.2%) reported that theyéeglsafan their communities. The
frequency of these responses is reflectetigir strong negative skewSimilarly, more than half
of the respondents (52.8%) peived those in the community around thenvexy helpful Only
13 (3.3%) responded that people in their community were unhelgikdpondents also spend
time with friends and family. Most sociadiat least two days per weelnd only 7.2 percent
indicated that they do not spend any days in a typical week socializinrisids and/or
family.
With respect to family40 percent ofespondent§l64; 40.6%)have roots in tharea
where they now livéhat go back more than a centutyis possible thaéven more have roots in
the | arger AEMptyi ng Pl aThe meéan numabgrobyearsdepdrtédn e d f
for when a member of a r espomwds®hyeadss Thé medianl v b e
value was 100 yearslhese values amot exact: when a respondent provided a decadal

response | i ke Athe 1870s, 0 the midadl e year of

ambiguous respongei k e ft h edowbich ahbg intérpréte@l $0 mean the first decade of
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the 2@ Century, or somtéme before midcentury wasrecorded as 1915 in an attempt to select a
yearearly enouglwithout assumingt was right around 1900Although quantitative estimates
based on responses are inaccurate, resporseallindicate that historical roots do ieed go
deepfor a large number aksidents
Manyr espondents perceive t heaswellesthaniwelvet y 6 s s
percent of responden48 out of 401isagreed with the statement: community spirit is strong
here while 255 (63.6%agreedor agreed completelyThis complements responses to the
guestion AHow involved are you with your town
indicated they are at leasdbmewhat involvedith their community.In terms of how much there
is @dboid respondent 6s ceosaidithereiarsome thingatodo near by,
(43.8%) butfor the twentytwo percent that indicated there wanany things to d¢89), another
twenty-two percent said there wenet many things to d@1). Nearly onem three respondents
(129 or 32.3%) said that their community had beety importanin earning their livelihood.
Whenrespondents weraskedi How much of an insider or out
here?0 more than hal f ingidér8aomévihadr asomplete insitee y f e e |
One in four (25.9%) respondents fiettither like insiders or outsidersSixty-nine respondents
(17.4%) felt at least like aputsider somewhatAnother perceptual question asked respondents
the degree to which thegreed with the statement: this is where | belong. Most respondents
(37.2%)agreed and another 21.6%ompletely agreedWhile more than half of the respondents
felt like they belongmnore than one in ten (11.7%p not feel like they belong
Feelings d attachment
According to the responses given, the majority of residents feel good about living where

they do. Of 403 respondents providing a response, 310 (76.9%)adreser completely agree
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to the statement: living here makes me feel gaddde resarch questiomddressed whether
residentsarestrongly attached to placer stuck init. |1 asked respondents to what degree they
agreel or disagred with the statemeriil am stuck her@. Aimost 58 percent229 of 401
respondenjsdid not agree with thetatement. Sevenfpur respondents, or more than one in six
(18.5%) indicated that theydo feel stuck in place. This suggests that a minarfityesidents do
perceive themselves &stucko Correlation analysis and crosulationare used texplorethe
relationship between those thadlicated they felstuck and other variables like belonging,
feeling like an insider or outsideand how the visual appearance of their nearby surroundings
was perceived.
Forthe core concern witplace attachmenthe most centrajuestion in the questionnaire

wasQuestion 17:

On a scale of 1 to 1®ow rooted/attached do you feel to where

you live? 1 means you feel absolutely mttachment and would

rather live almost anywhere els&0 means you feel complesel
rooted and would never consider living elsewhere.

This enabled me to quantify somethweyy qualitative in scopeThe mean reported level of
attachmentvas 76 out of 10 The mode waa 10with 110respondents (27.6%) reporting the
highest level oattachment.The distribution has aegative skewwith more observations to the

right of i higher thari the mear(Figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.1 Response distribution,self-assessed rootednesgquestion 17 How
rooted/attached do you feel to where you live?)

Of the 399 respondentgho answered this question, 255 (63.9%) reported a level of
attachment that was at least an 8 out of [ldbndensed all of these responses intedaiced
number ofordinal categoes to create a new column\alues that were structured like the other
Likert-scale questionsRespondent&ho reported 1o 2 as their attachment levelere assigned
a 1 forvery low attachmenthosewho reported devel of 3to 4 were assigned a arflow
attachmentresposes ofs to 6 were assigned af8r moderate attachment to 8 wereassigned
to group4 for high attachmentand anything higher than an 8 was assigned a\gefgrhigh
attachment{Figure 5.2) Thiscreation of a new ordinal leVof rootedness enabled me to

explore the rehtiorship of attachment levels with other ordinal categories sudeelinglike an

insiderpésense of belonginga n teelidg stuck in place
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Figure 5.2 Reduced adinal classes for levels of rootedness.

Correlations of CloseeEnded Responses

Spearmands r ank crdwas @lcutated betweercvarabiles o testthen t  (
strength ofassociatiorior closedended ordinal question®\ few questons that had ratio levels
of measurement were convertedtdinalranksso they could be incorporatéelg, number of
miles onewayto procuregroceries, historical roots in years, and age)e associations most
important fo this study are related t@ry highreported leved of rootedness. The main research
guestionasks what elements of place encounagggedness ithe central Great Plains when
many are leaving. Table 5.4 displays thealuesfor associations between the ordinal level of
rootedress and other ordinal categonish 95% confidence or betteilhe higher the critical
val ue suggests the stronger t hecriticabvalesfoisns hi p
nondirectionaklphas of 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001 are 0.197, 0.25%¥0&826 respectivelfRamsey

1989) The entire correlation matrix is contained in the appendices.
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Table 5.4 Spearman correlation efficientsbetweenself-assessetkvels of rootedness and

other closedended ordinal variables( © 95 percent level of co
\ariable Spearman'’s rho
Belonging 0.708
Feel Good Here 0.613
Insider or Outsider 0.568
Years here 0.400
Community Spirit 0.378
Family Roots Ordinal 0.356
Involved 0.342
How much to do? 0.323
Nearby Surroundings 0.299
Livelihood 0.291
Aesthetics 0.272
Ease of Purchases 0.227
I am Stuck Here -0.315

The strongest associations to rootedness appeartmd#onal operceptual: strong
feelings of belongingyot feeling stuckieeling goal about living where you do, and feeling like
an irsider. Therareoverlaps among these categories tiaatnot easy to delineate. For
instance, being an insider has a social connotation, as does being inmdhvedommunitythe
numberof things todo, andstrong community spirit, but they are perceptual as weladdition,
natural elements of placsuch as outdoor amenitiege inherently a part of the landscapel
contribute to place attachmembut it is thé subjective favorable evaluatishy respondents that
are associated with higher levels of rootedné&ss. onomi ¢ aspects include t
importanceto a respondent earning a liveliho@hd the ease aibtainingneededyoods within
the community The numberof things to do, whils can include shopping and dining optiphas
economic connotations as well. Finalystorical familyties to placeas well as the number of
years a respondent has livedie areashow an association with being rooted.

The strongest correlation amg all possible combinatiasof variablesin the matrixwas

between therdinallevel of rootedness artle statemeritt hi s 1 s w(he0.788).1 bel on

94



The strong positive relationship suggests that high levels of rootedness are associated with
agreenentwith the statement about belonginGonversely, there is a very strong negative
correlation between feeling stuck and higher levels of rootednes<.315)(Table 5.5) This
suggests the stronger one agrees in the affirmative that they arenstivelEmptying Plains, the
more likely they are to report a lower level of aktaent. Descriptive statisticfor the closed
ended responses revealed that not everyone is rooted, anEkfi@Bresponded that they feel

stuck. These relationships aexplored further in the next section.

Table 5.5 Spearman correlation oefficientsbetweendeeling stuck in daceband other

closedended ordinalvariables( © 95 percent | evel of confi
Variable Speaman's rho
Feel Good Here -0.437
Belonging -0.352
Level ofRootedhess -0.315
Insider or Outsider -0.302
Community Spirit -0.286
Outdoor Amenities -0.242
How much to do? -0.24
Involved -0.237
Nearby Surroundings -0.222

Everystatistically signifcantcorrelationof attachmentelated variablewith feeling
stuck in place was negative. The strongest negative correlation was with feeling good about
living in their community Agreement with t headastranpe ment 0l
negative assoi ati on with answering fALiving h®ere make
0.437). In other words, respondeimdicating that they feestuck in placénad avery strong
relationshipwith respondentw/ho disagreed with the statement about feelimgdgrelated to

where they livd U = Respoddentahoindicated they feel stuokerealso strongly
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associatedvi t h i ndi cat i n.gStuclkhresgponsgd were Gegativiele related tp
feelingsof rootednessas well aswith feelings of being an insidésomewhabr compkte insider
identificationg. Perceiving community spirit as strong is negatively associated with feeling
stuck. Feeling stuck also hatrong negative associat®with perceiving the nearby outdoor
amenities as desirablproviding a positive evaluatnoof the nearby surroundings, feeling that

there are plenty of things to do in town, or indicas of beingnvolved in the community.

Contingency table analysiand openended questionnaire results
Crosstabulation provides a better understanding ofrét@&ionshipsamongvariables. In
particular, examining the relationships between high levels of rootedness and other variables, as
well as the relationships betwefselings of beingtuck and other variablgis most important to
provideinsight directy related to research questiorAl] of the results discussed here have at
least a 95% level of confidencén addition, results from opeended questinaire material

provide context to the relationships discussed.

Perceptual aspects of rootedness

Thestrongest correlation among all variables in the questionnaire was the level of
rootednessa respondergxpresseand t he statement Athis i s wher
guestion of the study asks what it is about small depopulating placescantr@ Great Plains
counties of Kansas and Nebraska @@Emeptying Plainsthat keep people rooted to where they
live when many others have made the decision to leave. Correlation analysis suggeats there
significantrelationshig betweerthe level of rootedess and thirteen variables (Table 5.4). For
crosstabulation of variables with being rooted, | took the threshold of a reported level of
attachment that was at least an 8.0 out ofab@d created a new column wheoeted= 1 for any

respondent that méte threshold, andot rooted= 0. Out of 399 individuals that responded to
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the question asking about the level of rootedness, 255 (63.9%)ootee Table 5.6 shows the
contingency table forooteda n d

This is where | belong.

Question 24

~

N Do

Table 5.6 Relationship between level of rootedness anével of belonging.

y otatemerg:r e e

Q22.Do you agree or disagree with this

Not rooted

Rooted

statement: this is where | belong. (O-7 on question 17)| (8-10 on question 17 Lieizzt

Completely disagree Count 13 0 13
% of Row 100.00 0.00 100

% of Column 9.09 0.00| 3.27

Disagree Count 31 1 32
% of Row 96.88 3.13 100

% of Column 21.68 0.39| 8.04

Neither agree or disagree Count 69 49 118
% of Row 58.47 41.53 100

% of Column 48.25 19.22| 29.65

Agree Count 24 124 148
% of Row 16.22 83.78 100

% of Column 16.78 48.63| 37.19

Completely agree Count 6 81 87
% of Row 6.90 93.10 100

% of Column 4.20 31.76| 21.86

Total Court 143 255 398
% of Row 35.93 64.07 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare 457.709 DF = 4, ®alue = 0.000
*Note* 1 cell with expected counts less than 5

Results suggeshatit is possible for a resporaht tofeel rooted to the Emptying Plains

andat the same timeot feel like they belong, but it isnlikely. Most respondents that are

rootedalsofeela sense of belongingdf the 55 rooted respondentspnecompletely disagreed

with the statement thahis was where they belopgnd only one persatisagreed 0.4 percent

On the other hand®0 percentf therooted respondents eithegreed(124) orcompletely agreed

(81) with the statement
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Openended responses from the questionnaire help preadext and specific
gualitative examples thabmpliment esults of the closended materialQuestion 24Do you

agree or disagree with this statemehitving here makes me feel gdadas the only question

that directly asked about belonging.hén repondents were askaehat does your community
mean to youPQuestion 25) or were given the opportunity to provide additional comments
(Question 43Are there any additional comments you would like to miite®@ wordbelonging

did not appear as often in opended responses as correlation analysis would sugg¥sio, a
computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) was utilieedriuneopen
ended response# count ofthe frequencies avery wordrespondents used to answer all open
endal questionnaire responeevealed thabelongingand its stentbelongonly emerged sixteen
times. Thedescriptoraith the highest frequencies (Table 5sfi)l allude to the associations
with rootedness, sucls @ommunity spirit, family, being involvedtvih o n e 6 seahimgan, anc
livelihood. The list omitsprepositions and conjunctiangVords with the same bagesre
condensed into a single category and their counts were added togethéelje gnd helpful).

Table 5.7 Top tendescriptors used in open ended responses of mailed questionnaire.

Descriptor | Countedlesserusedword forms Count
people 398
community | communities 297
helps help,helped, helpful, helpfulness, helping 283
school schmls 276
works work, worked, working 260
town towns 247
church churches 246
living live, lived, lives 208
family family 188
needs needneeded, needing 185
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A few respondents that provided remarkghie space at the end of the questionnaire
reserve for fiadditional comments(Question 43)ncorporatel manyof these concepts:

Our community is a good place to be, people care about each
other. I've been a rancher all my life, I'm lucky to live here. | am
the 3rd generation on this place, there is thiginal homestead
shack here, plus 2 sod houses, one built by my father, uncle and
grandfather in 1946. Lots of blood, sweat and tears has gone into
living here. Have a great young man who will inherit this place so
future generatios can experience ithlifestyle(Respondent 120).

Small communities have a loft positive attributes. However, they
also have a lot of challenges. The good thing about the challenges
are you usually never have to face them alone. Most the time you
are not just a face,qu belong to something or someone's group
that is willing to help you out or at least joim the challenge.

Larger area generally you end up beiaghumber if you are
struggling(Respondent 386).

Thank you for this opportunity to answer questions #fiatv me

to express my opinion about my community. | believe we may not
have attractive physical geographical features (mountains, lakes,
rivers, etc.) but we have great peopldardworking, helpful,

friendly people who are still willing to reach outathers. At

times, our small community lacks the ability to squelch gossip, but
on the whole still comes together for the good of those who live
here. | believe because we still have a significant population of
Christian people we are willing to strive keep this community
employed, fed, and benefitting other§Respondent 62).

Al t hough the 6top tend word count <can
identified by the count. Howevehdrealso wee specific remarkthat made feelingof
belongingexplicit:

| am extremely proud to live in North Central Kansas. | love being
here and | do feel like | belor@espondent 110).

Oneresponse to the questiGwhat does your community mean to yo(Question 25)was
succinct but substandil:

A lifetime of belongingRespondent 370).
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With respect to Question 25, the wdasnily was used most often (§9lthoughbelong
or belongingwas not commonly used (€)able 5.§. The frequencies of these opended
responses to Question 25 reinfosmene of the significant associations between rootedness and
other ordinal categories like family roots and community spRigspondents refer to their place
positively. Community is a pt& many calhome with friends and familyhere people tend to
feel safe angerceive it ag good place to raise children

I love living here; everyone pitches in to help others; | feel safe
and | have a strong bond with [the] commur{iBesponden?2).

This area means safety for my children, a rooted feeling fon,the
and living where friendliness, handshake deals, faith in Christ, and
living off the land are the norifRespondent 117).

Sak place to live, raise a family, [anthe with family and friends
(Respondent 143

Table 5.8 Most common words used when answering Question 2%/hat does your
community mean to you?

Word Count | Similar Words

family 69 | families, family

living 62 live, lived, lives, living
place 58 | place

home 48 | home, homes

community| 45 | communities community

friends 45 | friend, friendly, friends
safe 39 | safe, safely

people 39 | people

raise 32 | raise, raised, raising
town 29 | town, towns

These word frequenciegsoallude tosome of the significant associations betwaen

sense obelonging and thervariables Table 5.9. The variables ararsilar to rootedness
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Table 5.4 butthere are additionalariablesfrom the questionnairéhat incorporat®ther
historical, socialeconomic aspects. These variablestlagenumber of years a respondkas
lived in thearea the time spent socializing withiends and familyand the number of miles
respondentravek oneway to purchase the majority of thegirocery items The strongest
relationship with belonging was a high reported level of attacttmOther very strong
relationships with belonging include feeling good about living where a respondent does,
perceiving oneself as an insider, as well as feeling that the community spirit is strong

[Community means] beingccepted and part of a groupat wants
and cares for méRespondent 294).

It takes everyone to do a small part to maintain a community or
make things happen in a community for growth and sustainability;
[ i ta@reat place to be a part Respondent 231).

Table 5.9 Spearman correlation coefficients betweebelongingand other variables( © 9 5
percent level of confidence)

Variable Spearman's rho
Rooted(grouped adinal) 0.708
Feel Good Here 0.653
Insider or Outsider 0.577
Community Spirit 0.486
Involved 0.437
How much to do? 0.402
Livelihood 0.37
Nearby Surroundings 0.328
Aesthdics 0.315
Years Herégrouped adinal) 0.293
Outdoor Amenities 0.275
Ease of Purchases 0.244
Family Root¢grouped adinal) 0.234
Time Spent Socializing 0.222
Miles to Grocerieggrouped adinal) -0.238
| am Stuck Here -0.352
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Social aspects of rdedness

Feeling likean insider n

plays a significant role in a respondent feeling like they beloriye&area

o ne 0 s ,aswethasuheii répgrted level of rootedness,

suggested thdtigher reported levels of rootedness \wasocated withthe perception of being

an insider {s= 0.568). Higher reportedrootedness valwsdor Question 1 showeda strong

positive relationship to higher codegsponss (4 forinsider somewhatbr 5 forcomplete

insiden to Question222i h ow munc hh nosfi daer or out si(dable do
5.10).
Table 5.10 Relationship between potedness andeeling like an insider or an outsider.
Q22. How much of an insider or outsider dq Not roote_d Rooted _ Total
you feel like her@ (0-7 on question 17), (8-10 on question 17
Complete outsider Count 10 0 10
% of Row 100.00 0.00 100
% of Column 7.09 0.00| 254
Somewhat of an outsider Count 43 13 56
% of Row 76.79 23.21 100
% of Column 30.50 5.16 | 14.25
Neither an insider or Count 47 56 103
outsider % of Row 45.63 54.37 100
% of Column 33.33 22.22| 26.21
Somewhat of an insider Count 29 81 110
% of Row 26.36 73.64 100
% of Column 20.57 32.14| 27.99
Complete insider Count 12 102 114
%of Row 10.53 89.47 100
% of Column 8.51 40.48| 29.01
Total Count 141 252 393
% of Row 35.88 64.12 100
% of Column 100 100 100
Pearson Chsquare = 99.042, DF = 4yRlue = 0.000
*Note* 1 cell with expected counts less than 5

102

Spear manods r

you

F



This crosgabulation reinforces the relationship suggestethbys value More rooted
respondentasnost commonly responded that tHegl like complete insiderthan anything else
(41 percent Converselylessthan one in ten responderihat reported lower levels of
attachmenti(e., not stronglyrooted reported a number less thanf@t like acomplete inside(9
percen). Another interestingote from the contingency table aleog thatno rooted
respondents indicated they feltdikomplete outsiderdut tenof thenot rooted did.The
insideroutsiderconcept also surfaced through oparded responsesaiculaty from residents
who consideredhemselves outsiders:

Many people in rural areas do not realize that they make ousside
feel like total outsiders. They feel as if no one is equal to them.
And even at community social events,-nelative, nonlocal

people are ignored or talked about. Even if you go out of your way
to be friendly you are not included, except if theytta be nosy

about who you are and where you live and what you do? Then you
are ignored. Some pioneer families stay hard in a harsh country
(Respondent 238

| do like this area and the small town fe¢lowever, it is hard for
an outsder to feel likethey fit in. Qher "outsiders" are more
welcoming(Respondent 132).

A central commonality among most outsiders seems to be a lack of familyeeetsfor
thosewho have lived in the area a long time or have married into local families

This is a tidnt knit community. | grew up clo$y and know
everyone I've never felt like an outsidérbut my husband who
did not grow up here feels like one. | don't see it but he does.
Community an be slow to accept "outsidérRespondent 141).

[We are] by airselves no support from communitpever has
been for 34 years[We were] aitsiders [wherwe] moved to the
area, always been treated that w@espondent 10

Can be very cligish,lot of farm families that have been here a
long time. Reason | stay wife has kids here and lived here 40
years or more. | have reallyo connection Would move to a

different location with more outdoor stuff | enj@yespondent 8§38
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Historical aspects of rootedness

There was a strong positive relationship betweemtimeber of years that respondent
have lived in their current locationand the level of rootedness they repofied 0.400)(Table
5.11). Correlation analysidid not suggest a statisticalljgnificantrelationship between the age
of the respondent arrdotedness$rs= 0.126) butthe contingency table doexicatethat as age
increases, so does the proportion of respondents that are (babdel 5.12) Conversely, as age

decreases, the proportion of respondents reporting high levels of rootettressele as well.

Table 5.11 Relationship between rootedness and theumber of yearsa respondent has

lived in place.
Q35. What is the to_tal number of Not roote_d Rooted _ Total
years you have lived here? (0-7 on question I) | (8-10 on question 17)
1to 10 years Count 34 30 64
% of Row, 53.13 46.88 100
% of Column 24.11 12.05 16.41
11 to 20 years Count 35 28 63
% of Row, 55.56 44.44 100
% of Column 24.82 11.24 16.15
21 to 40 years ago Count 37 53 90
% of Row 41.11 58.89 100
% of Column 26.24 21.29 23.08
41 to 60 years Count 28 78 106
% of Row, 26.42 73.58 100
% of Column 19.86 31.33 27.18
More than 60 years Count 7 60 67
% of Row 10.45 89.55 100
% of Column 4.96 24.1 17.18
Total Count 141 249 390
% of Row 36.15 63.85 100
% of Column 100 100 100
Pearson Chsquare = 42.753, DF = 4yRlue = 0.000
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Table 5.12 Relationship betweerrootednessand the ordinal age ofthe respondent.

Q38. In what year were you born?

Not rooted

Rooted

(ages in ordinal form) (0-7 on question 17) | (8-10 on question 17) Utei!
20 to 34 years old Count 13 14 27
% of Row 48.15 51.85 100

% of Column 9.35 5.6 6.94
35 to 49 years old Count 24 31 55
% of Row 43.64 56.36 100

% of Column 17.27 12.4 14.14

50 to 64 years old Count 50 86 136
% of Row 36.76 63.24 100

% of Column 35.97 34.4 34.96

65 to 79 years old Count 45 81 126
% of Row 35.71 64.29 100

% of Column 32.37 32.4 32.39
80 to 96 years old Count 7 38 45
% of Row 15.56 84.44 100

% of Column 5.04 15.2 11.57

Total Count 139 250 389
% of Row 35.73 64.27 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare = 11.349, DF = 4yRlue = 0.023

Crosstabulation betweelevels of family roots and feeling like an insider/outsider

produced too many cells with expected counts less than 5 to produescuale approximation

of anystatisticalreliability. Also, this contingency tablenly includeshe respondents that

indicaed they actually had faihlg roots in the area (74.8%).o@bininginsiders somewhatnd

complete insidersito a single category, and doing the sameotdsiders somewhaind

complete outsiderdid allow crosstabulationbetweerninsiders/outsiders and tables like

family roots A higher proportion oinsiders have roots that go back more than a century, and
outsiders have a higher proportionsbiorter ternfamily rootsin the ared1 to 25 years{Table
5.13) The relationship of the historical roatssiders have compared to outsiders is similar to

the rel ati

onship

bet ween
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(Table 5.14).Theyare similarin that the deeper the historical roots go, the greater the

proportion of respndents feeling like an insider or feeling rooted becomes

Table 5.13 Relationship between respondents witlfamily roots in the area andfeeling like
an insider or an outsider.

Q15. If applicable, what wathe earliest
yea_r/decade that a member of your Outsider Insider_ Total
family (such as a greagrandparent) (1-2 on question 2P | (4-5 on question 2P
began living here or nearby?
1to 25 years ago Count 12 9 21
% of Row 57.14 42.86 100
% of Colum 10.81 4.84 7.07
26 to 50 years ago Count 12 17 29
% of Row 41.38 58.62 100
% of Column 10.81 9.14 9.76
51 to 75 years ago Count 14 22 36
% of Row 38.89 61.11 100
% of Column 12.61 11.83 12.12
76 to 100 years ago Count 34 39 73
% of Row 46.58 53.42 100
% of Column 30.63 20.97 24.58
More than 100 years ago Count 39 99 138
% of Row 28.26 71.74 100
% of Column 35.14 53.23 46.46
Total Count 111 186 297
% of Row 37.37 62.63 100
% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare = 1278, DF = 4,-Ralue = 0.024
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Table 5.14 Relationship between respondents with family roots in the area anféeling

rooted.

Q15. If applicable, what was the earlies|
year/decade that a member of your

Not rooted

Rooted

family (such as a greajrandparent) (0-7 on question 17) (8-100n question 1Y Uieiz!
began living here or nearby?
1to 25 years ago Count 3 3 6
% of Row 50.0 50.0 100.0
% of Column 2.1 1.2 1.5
26 to 50 years ago Count 31 9 40
%of Row 77.50 22.50 100.00
% of Column 21.99 3.53 10.10
51 to 75 years ago Count 47 49 96
% of Row 48.96 51.04 100
% of Column 33.33 19.22 24.24
76 to 100 years ago Count 50 134 184
% of Row 27.17 72.83 100
% of Column 35.46 52.55 46.46
More than 100 years ago Count 10 60 70
% of Row 14.29 85.71 100
% of Column 7.09 23.53 17.68
Total Count 141 255 396
% of Row 35.61 64.39 100
% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare £8.210, DF = 4Yalue = 0.000
* Note* 1 cell with expeted counts less than 5

Whether looking at the age of the respondent, the length of time a respondent has lived in

place, or how deeper/hisfamily rootsarein place, there is a relationship betwéieme lived in

theareaand being attached it. Itis impossible to speak in absolutes because there are clearly
some young people who feel rooted to where they live and older people who do not and would

leave given the chance like many others have. However, results suggest that the longer one has

lived in aplace, the more likelis strongerattachmentto it. If family rootsareincluded, the

stronger the moorings become:

It's where my husband and | grew up, raised our kids, and now
have some grandchildren here. We have great grand[parent]s,
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grand[parent]s, and parents before us. This is our home
(Respondent 58

| feel privileged to live on my farm that was homesteaded by my
great grandfather in 1872; | also own 320 acres that he

homesteaded in 186&ne of the oldest land homesteaded in
HodgemarCounty(Respondent 148).

Economicand serviceaspects of rootedness

In addition to the perceptual, social, and historical components of rootedness in the
Emptying Plains, services also playarole S p e ar ma n &aiablessbaringal ues of
statisticalyy significant associations f@othrootednesandbelongingincludethe numberof
things to daandthe ease of purchasing the majoritynekeded items in townSay something
about this. Not significant negative relationships, are thBy€re is also eelationship between
the number of miles ore@ay a respondent has to travel to get the majorityisshergrocery
items andther need¢Tables5.155.16). The cross tabulation suggests that a rooted respondent
is likely to perceive the acquisition ofesed items in their community as easier than a
respondent who is not rootedhis pattern also emerges in the number of miles respondents
have to travel to get the majority of their grocery items. Although correlation analysis with
Spear man 6 squite meet aciitical threshold to suggest a significant relationship
between rootedness and emay miles to groceries, the ebguare a statistically significant

relationship is revealed.
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Table 5.15 Relationship between the perceived ease of purchases aieeling rooted.

Q5. How easy or difficult is it to purchase

Not rooted

Rooted

the things you need in your community? | (0-7 on question 17) (8-10 on question 17 el

Very difficult Count 23 25 48
% of Row| 47.92 52.08 100

% of Column 16.2 9.92| 12.18

Somewhat difficult Count 58 62 120
% of Row 48.33 51.67 100

% of Column 40.85 24.6| 30.46

Neithereasyor difficult Count 25 44 69
% of Row 36.23 63.77 100

% of Column 17.61 17.46| 17.51

Somewhat easy Count 30 102 132
% of Row 22.73 77.27 100

% of Column 21.13 40.48| 33.5

Very easy Count 6 19 25
% of Row 24.00 76.00 100

% of Column 4.23 7.54| 6.35

Total Count 142 252 394
% of Row 36.04 63.96 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson ChBquare 222.526 DF = 4, ®alue = 0.000
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Table 5.16 Relationship between thamiles traveled to get groceriesind feeling rooted.

Q6. What is the minimum number of ras

Not rooted

Rooted

youcan trgvel (@neTEL) 1 pqrchase e (0-7 on question 17) (8-10 on question 17 el
majority of your grocery items?

Less than 1 mile Count 17 43 60
% of Row 28.33 71.67 100

% of Column 11.89 17.27| 15.31

1to 5 miles Count 30 53 83
% of Row 36.14 63.86 100

% of Column 20.98 21.29| 21.17

6 to 15 miles Count 12 59 71
% of Row 16.9 83.1 100

% of Column 8.39 23.69| 18.11

16 to 25 miles Count 22 39 61
% of Row| 36.07 63.93 100

% of Column 15.38 15.66| 15.56

More than 25 miles Count 62 55 117
% of Row| 52.99 47.01 100

% of Column 43.36 22.09| 29.85

Total Count 143 249 392
% of Row| 36.48 63.52 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare 27.238 DF = 4, ®alue = 0.000

Lessrooted respondertremore likely to travelongerdistancsto get thegroceries

they need. Plenty of rooted respondents have to travel more than 25 miles to purchase the
majority of their grocery items (22ercen), but nearly twice as many dfdse that are not rooted

travel that distance (43ercen). Whether rooted or not, results suggest that many residents have

to travel significant distances to procure necessary goods:

Where we live has huge potential, but there are no businesses near

usand people who try to start them end up going under. We wish
that there was more near (Bespondent 294).

Doctors, prescriptions, shopping (beyond groceries and gas), hair
dressers, and fast food are a 18fle round trip. What most
communities conder "basic,"” we drive over 100 miles to get (|
can't get Sunbelt granola bars or Dove conditioner here). Fruit
and veggies that are fresh andatfable fall into that category.
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But,weareluckf some rural counties dondt have
(Respondet 14).

This is a good area to live in [butjup town is small so we have to

travel 60 miledor [a] doctor, dentist, etc. @ will not move nless
forced because of our agRespondent00).

The stuck

One of the questions for study was whether red&are rooted or stuck in placklore
than one in six respondents3(percentresponded that they feel stuck in place to some degree.
When using an 8 or more on a scale of 1 to 10 as a proxy for steamglyrooted nearly two in
three respondentsperted that they were rooted to where they,lluat it is clear a significant

number of respondenése not strongly attachedigble 5.17.

Table 5.17 Relationship between feeling stuckn place and feeling rooted.

Not stuc_k Stuck _ Total
(1-2 on question 18| (4-5on question B)

Not rooted Count 103 40 143
(1-7 on question 1y % of Row 72.03 27.97 100
% of Column 31.79 55.56| 36.11
Rooted Count 221 32 253
(8-10 on guestion 1y % of Row 87.35 12.65 100
% of Column 68.21 44.44| 63.89
Total Count 324 72 396
% of Row| 81.82 18.18 100
% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare 44.42, DF =,JRValue = 0.000

The results othis analysisuggests that a respondent &2el stuckandrooted to where
they live. That said, more stuck respondents indicated that they were not rooted. Finding an

example in the opeanded material was problematic; the wetdckarose only one time and
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was in the context of helping someomieo had gotten their vehicle stucnly one respondent
alluded to being stuck in place:

My wife is a paraeducator with a 4ear BS degree in recreation

therapy and psychology; she took a job at a nearby elementary

school and started at $7.80 per hoiBame job in Tacoma was

$17.00+. Her observation pertaining to other paras and teachers

is that they consider themselves trapped, perhaps others do not,

and they leavéRespondent 13, Q43)
In this case, being stkién place could meanot havingother enployment options that offer
more money, being stuck in a job with poor wades they could be stuck for other reasons as
well. Results from correlation analysis suggésitfeeling stuckwas associated with low
evaluationsob n e 6 s s e n s end i livinghneHe &mptyinghPdpinsamakes a respondent
feel good. A respondent that feels stuck in place is far less likely to feel a sense of belonging
compared to the cohort that is not stuck (Table 5.18). Residents who are not stuck are also more
likely to feel good about living where they do (Table 5.19). This difference between the stuck

and not stuck extends to insiemutsider perceptions, as well (Figure 5.20hose that were

stuck were far more likely to perceive themselves as outsiders cednjoathe unstuck.
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Table 5.18 Relationship betweerfeeling stuckin place and level of belonging

Q24. Do you agree or disagree with this Not stuc_k Stuck_ Total
statement: This is where | belong. (1-2 on queston 18) | (4-50n question B)

Completely disagree Count 7 7 14
% of Row 50 50 100

% of Column 2.15 9.46 3.5

Disagree Count 17 16 33
% of Row| 51.52 48.48 100

% of Column 5.21 21.62| 8.25

Neither agree or disagree Count 99 20 119
% of Row 83.19 16.81 100

% of Column 30.37 27.03| 29.75

Agree Count 124 25 149
% of Row 83.22 16.78 100

% of Column 38.04 33.78| 37.25

Completely agree Count 79 6 85
% of Row 92.94 7.06 100

% of Column 24.23 8.11| 21.25

Total Count 326 74 400
% of Row 81.5 18.5 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare 86.79 DF = 4, #alue = 0.000
*Note* 1 cell with expected counts less than 5
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Table 5.19 Relationship betweenfeeling stuckin place and feeling goodabout living here.

Q16 Do you agree or disagree with this

Not stuck

Stuck

statement: Living here makes me feel good (1-2 on question 8) | (4-50on question B) el
Completely disagree Count 2 4 6
% of Row| 33.33 66.67 100

% of Column 0.61 5.41 15

Disagree Count 11 13 24
% of Row 45.83 54.17 100

% of Column 3.37 17.57 6

Neither agree or disagree Count 43 20 63
% of Row 68.25 31.75 100
% of Column 13.19 27.03| 15.75

Agree Count 136 26 162
% of Row 83.95 16.05 100

% of Column 41.72 35.14| 405

Completely agree Count 134 11 145
% of Row 92.41 7.59 100
% of Column 41.1 14.86| 36.25

Total Count 326 74 400
% of Row 81.5 18.5 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare=48.91, DF = 4, falue = 0.000
*Note* 3 cellswith expected counts less than 5
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Table 5.20 Relationship betweerfeeling stuck in place and the perception of being an

insider/outsider.

Q22. How much of an insider or outsider d¢

Not stuck

Stuck

you feel like here? (1-2 on question B) | (4-5o0n question B) e

Completeoutsider Count 5 5 10
% of Row 50.00 50.00 100

% of Column 1.56 6.76| 2.53

Outsider somewhat Gount 37 22 59
% of Row 62.71 37.29 100

% of Column 11.53 29.73| 14.94

Neither an insider or outside Count 86 17 103
% of Row 83.5 16.5 100

% of Column 26.79 22.97| 26.08

Insider somewhat Count 92 18 110
% of Row 83.64 16.36 100

% of Column 28.66 24.32| 27.85

Complete insider Count 101 12 113
% of Row 89.38 10.62 100

% of Column 31.46 16.22| 28.61

Total Count 321 74 395
% of Row 81.27 18.73 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare 225.391, DF = 4, ®alue = 0.000
*Note* 1 cell with expected counts less than 5

Looking at the total distribution of stuck/not stutkgpse who feel that they aseuck

where they are livinpave a larger proportion of respondents that feel like outsiders cartpare

those that do not feel stuck. Furthermore, stuck respondentsss likely tondicate that they

feel like insiders. The stuck respondents are in many respects a mirror image of the rooted: they

tend to not feel a sense of belonging, they are ety to not feel good about living in the

area where they are locateodmpared to the rooted, atiteyare more likely to perceive
themselves as outsiders in the community. In addition, stuck respondents are less likely to spend
time with friends anddmily, they are more likely to find difficulty in purchasing the things they

need in town, perceive fewer things to dogd are less involved.
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Socioeconomic and demographic variables like income levels, gender, and whether or
not a respondent owned theiwn home showed no statisticalignificant relationships with
variables like rootedness, belonging, feeling like an insider, or the evaluation of the community
spirit. However, in crostbulation, the age of respondents in ordinal form did have disanti

relationship with two variables: rootedness (Table 5.21) and belonging (Table 5.22).

Table 5.21 Relationship between theageof the respondent andeeling rooted.

Q38. In whz?lt year were you born? Not roote_d Rooted ' Total
(ages in ordinal form) (0-7 on question 17) | (8-10 on question 17)

20 to 34 years old Count 13 14 27
% of Row| 48.15 51.85 100

% of Column 9.35 5.6 6.94
35 to 49 years old Count 24 31 55
% of Row 43.64 56.36 100

% of Ctumn 17.27 12.4 14.14

50 to 64 years old Count 50 86 136
% of Row 36.76 63.24 100

% of Column 35.97 34.4 34.96

65 to 79 years old Count 45 81 126
% of Row 35.71 64.29 100

% of Column 32.37 32.4 32.39
80 to 96 years old Count 7 38 45
% ofRow 15.56 84.44 100

% of Column 5.04 15.2 11.57

Total Count 139 250 389
% of Row 35.73 64.27 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chbquare = 11.349, DF = 4yRlue = 0.023
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Table 5.22 Relationship between the age of the respondent and a sensédelonging

Q38. In what year were you born? 52y Qu 0S Belong Total
(ages in ordinal form) (1-2 on question 2% (4-5 on question 2%

20 to 34 years old Count 12 15 27
% of Row 44.44 55.56 100

% of Column 7.5 6.44 6.87
35 to 49 years old Count 23 32 55
% of Row| 41.82 58.18 100

% of Column 14.38 13.73 13.99

50 to 64 years old Count 61 78 139
% of Row 43.88 56.12 100

% of Column 38.13 33.48 35.37

65 to 79 years old Count 56 71 127
% of Row 44.09 55.91 100

% of Column 35 30.47 32.32
80 to 96 years old Count 8 37 45
% of Row 17.78 82.22 100

% of Column 5 15.88 11.45

Total Count 160 233 393
% of Row 40.71 59.29 100

% of Column 100 100 100

Pearson Chsquare 41.171, DF = 4-Palue = 0.025

Results of the contingency tabieTable 5.21 suggests that as respondents get older, they
are more likely to indicate a high level of rootedness. In each ordinal category of age, the
proportion of respondents reportindpigh level of rootedness increases. Table 5.22 is very
similar to 5.21. As age increases, the proportion of respondents who feel like ltreywkere

they live increases as well.

Summary of questionnaireesults

A dendrogram caprovidean interegng way to visualize the relationshipsnong
variables (Figure 5.3)A dendrogram uses hierarchical clustering to look for pairs of samples

that are the most similam their responseand joins them togethefThe process continuesa
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hierarchical maner from most similar to most dissimilaCifeshire 2011 Working from the
inside out the dendrogram indicates thiabtednessnd belonging are the most similar to each
other,and feeling good about living in tlstudy area countids closely relatedo that Being an
insider is also closely associated with these variabkewell, but it is not as closely related to
rootedness as feeling good about living in the areasens®f belonging Thismears that

being an insider is closely assatgd wit being rooted, but as results show, there are outsiders
who feel rooted as well. &ning a living in the communitig a little further removed from the

cluster with rootednesand involvement with the communigyen a little less associated

Dendrogram
Complete Linkage, Correlation Coefficient Distance
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Figure 5.3 Hierarchical clustering of similarities among questionnaire variables.

All of the previousvariables thaare associated with rootednese categorized under a

single branchn the dendrogramQutsideof that single family is anotheamall relatectluster
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representing thaumberof things to do and the easf purchasing the goods needed in the

community. This suggests these service/econassiues areelated to each othéthis makes

sense considergthatmore things to do woultikely be associated with more consumer
servicespndarerelatedt o a r e s p 0 n dleuthnbtdirectlyrredated te tthenother smore

significant factors. &cializing is associateglonewith both of thesédierarchicalklusters of

variables which suggests it is associated with rootedness, but to a lesser ®&d#g.social

doesndt have a strong relationship with wheth
insider, contributes to their sense of belongingnfftuences how eay purchases can be made

in town.

All of thesevariablesare contained in a single, broader cluster of association. Beyond
thatfamily is another cluster containingriables related tperceptions of the natural landscape
and other fatures outsideats aesthetics, the quality of the nearby surroundingstrend
desirabilityof nearbyoutdoor amenities. This small cluster and the larger cluster of the other
variables are all encompassed in a lessder family. Working upwards thrgh the
dendrogram is anothemall clusteassociated with thiarger family ofvariablesmore similar to
rootednesshistorical aspects i ke t he respondentdés age and yea
related, and their association with family roots.

Finally, outside of all of thisthe variables least associated with rootednesgdieng
stuck, the perceptiondf o w f ar fandéha milbsyadesporglent hatravel to purchase
their groceriesre in a cluster by themselveEhesevariablesi most associated with being
stucki seem to maksense considering a rooted respondent was more likely to travel a shorter

distance to get their grocerjess well ago perceive farther distances as nearby.
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Correlation analysis and contingency tabisated to socieeconomic/demographic

variablesdid not yield any significant relationships. Ethnicity was not considered because of the

398 respondents that indicated their ethnicity, only eight were not white. The highest

educatioral level obtainedunfortunately, was not asked of the respondehtsome levels and

gender did not display any significant relationships.

Results of Focus @oups

A total of three focus groups were conduate®ctober and Novembg2015. They

were held in the county seatistbree of the ten randomigelected counties utilized in the mailed

survey: Mankato, Kansas (Jewell Countyjlullen, Nebraska (Hooker Counfygnd Jetmore,

Kanas (Hodgeman County). In all, 15 people participafddnames were changed to maintain

confidentiality. There was a spectrum of ages from the-24ie to the mieBOs. Most

participants were in their 40s or 50s. More females participated than malesgn were

presenin every focus grougTable 5.23.

Table 5.23 Summary table of focus group participants.

Men Women Total
Jewell County, KS 1 3 4
Hooker County, NE 1 5 6
Hodgeman County, KS 2 3 5
Total 4 11 15

All of the focus groups began in the evening h@airabout pm. Each group mdor

approxi mately

t

W o

hour s.

Mankat ob6s

group

Jetmore group gathered on the evening of November 10. In Mankato and Mullen, all

participants were present at the start of the discussion. In Jetmorespmadents joined the

group approximately twenty minutes after the discussion began. At that point, audio recording
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was stopped momentarily to greet the newcomers, administer informed consent documentation,

and allow for participants to acquire refreshnsernce everyone was situated back at the table,

audio recording began again, new participants were given the opportunity to formally introduce
themselves, and the discussion picked up where it left off. Figure 5.4 shows the arrangement of
theroominJemor eds Ki ngwasCewnetreyr ,s iwmiilcaup. b Mulledahe k at o6 s
venue was a café, so three round tables were joined togedihéine general seating arrangement

and layout was not much different.

Figure 5.4 Seating arrangement at King Center in Jetmore, KS (Photo: A. Ramekar).

It should be noted that not all participants from the focus group in Mullen were from
Hooker County, Nebraska. Some participants were from the neighboring totinéyeast,
Thomas County. | did not consider excluding them for two reasons. The first reason is that

Thomas County was also one of the ten randesalgcted counties for the mailed questionnaire.
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The second reasontisatt h e s e ¢ o u nt asksSandifillsadministnagve Ddbendaries

did not seem to matter as muahin other parts of the study arearvey respondents in Hooker
and Thomas County frequently referred to their surroundinigs@e: the Sandhills. A similar
regional identitym other aregsuch as the Smokey Hills or High Plaging&as notmade evident

in survey responsesRespondents outside of Thomas and Hooker Counties would typically refer
to their town, or occasionally their county. There were a few instances of a respond

identifying with theirstate, orwestern Kansas, but Sandhills residentgelzan undeniable

regional identity. This was reflected in the names of businesses (Figure 5.5) in both casnties

well as other signage on the landscape (Figure 5.6).

>
|
’

Figure 5.5 Display of Sandhills identity in Mullen, NE (Wetherholt 2015).
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Figure 5.6 Sandhills imagery in welcome sign outside Thedford, NE (Wetherholt 2015).

Questions posed to the focus group participants (provided in Chapter 4) were aimed at
addressing the larger research questions of the study and providing qualitative context to the
guestionnaire results. Questions continueejlorethe main questionfavhat encourages a
residentto stayin these remote rural places when others move away\(éhagt are some of your
favorite things about living her@and whether residents are strongly attached to where they live
or feel stuck (e.g.If someone asked yavhy you live where you live where you do, what sort of

things would you tell them?

Best aspects of the Emptying Plains
When focus group participants were asked for their favorite things about living where
they do, their responses reinfodce variables that showed significant association with
rootedness in the survey. Community spirit, things to do, and involvement with the community

were commorsubjecs:

|l t ds t lbvee Gircee aa lidift st omer é or 6al |l and all
|l towsecessarily the fAit takes a village
an idea, but something that we just di
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now I s weodOre donating beef to our | ocal
be bureaucratically impossible to get local beef intogtieool

system because who knew what kind of beef it was going to be, but

bureaucracy has gotten out of the way and common sense prevails.

We havenodot even advertised that wedre d
already beef, other people are already donatingust the wake of

itike6® my God, how comedAhdstndét we think
thereds | ots and | ots of beef alre
first year weodre doing it, and the
come out yet. ®iset, antl do@d yeudnsagineu st t h
that happening in North Platte, or Valentine [seat of adjacent

Cherry @unty, NE], or DallagBrynn, Hooker County)

We do have a lot of organizational things out this way. Whether

I tos poker ni ght ,urnamenttotpeoplgthat wi t
are avid gol fers. Whet her youb
do have a lborganizations that are acti&usan, Hodgeman

County)

-
—

>
D
«
o

| suppose | just kinda like the type of the activities | was used to

growing up that you can bavolved in and those kinds of things

church or community type groups or things that kids are involved

iné service related dlametulewel or that kind
County)

Anot her common theme with respeasabduo f ocus
living where they do was simply the rural lifestyle theydaThe aspects of living in a small
town, or the simple life, and the freedoms it affonebre central:
ltds a very | aid backivhengoouni ty. There

guys were talkingbout if you had aflattrét her eds a sense of
camaraderie just because you live here. It took me a little bit

adjusting from, |l woul dndét say Great Be
means, but coming here, just you kind of focus on different things.
| t &iéferemttypeoftri ng, 1 toés a(Samahre simple [ ife

Hodgeman County)

| guess [one of my favorite things about living here is] being rural,

maybe. | enjoy beingl wish | were closer to a larger city, but

being able to go down [the road] withbilne cops. You can see

past the road ditch. That 6s probably w
what keeps me in the rural commur{8on, Jewell County)
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Well, I want to live in a small town, in Mullen. 1| really like to live

here. Itis so quiet. When we go@maha to see Chris, oh my

garsh [sic], that traffic, that buzz bu
can live in a big town, in a big citfMarilyn, Hooker County)

Il | i ke having a simple |ife. |l mean it
quiet, and | guess sonmaes you could say that was boring or

something, but I like it, just working and being at home, and that

type of thingNancy, Hooker County)

Along the lines of rurality, another positive that emerged among the focus groups was the
time-distance thatauld be traveled in the countryside compared to urban areas. Participants
remarked that in the city distances between destinations were shorter, however, the time it takes
to cover the distance was greater:

Karen said something about driving some placel she kinda

said something too about traffic. Well you can sit at stop lights for

a long time and intersections in Wichdka mi ght t ake you 40

minutes to drive 3 miles h e r e n dyive 65 ndles in 45

minutes(Janet, Jewell County)

Welland I thinkt oo (I dondét know i f anyone agr e.
you an hour to drive a couple of miles
gone 75 miles or 80 depending on if no cops are around, hahaha!

So, Il think itdéds hard for me when | go
youjpuet sitting and youdbdre just not movi
her e we0r etobeingsable tesget out and gBetty,

Hooker County)

Other remarksilluded toa strong sense of safety and that the communities are a good
place to raise a family. Dooase commonly left unlocked, parents let children play outside with
little trepidation, and therare activities for kids to get involved in likeH, Future Farmers of
America, and youth sportsJnique to the group that gathered in Hooker County was the

regional identity with the Sandhills:

| would agree with everything everybody said. One thing | have
found is moré just what the Sandhillsaiei t 6 s mor e the | ook an
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t h

| t 6 s p reartsacbnhing out ilhme, but | grew up in the
east

And so some people go around and retire, and move to Italy and

they [think] this is the best place

e feel of t hem, and | donot t hi nk

t he

ern Sandhills and I really dondt wa

t he

enought hat | 6ve | i weyduksowme whhesr ¢ utshatwher e

| need to bgBetty, Hooker County)

Making life better
| asked participants what sort of things would make Iidaggerwhere theyare located
Jobs and services were the most pronounaedivitiuals expressed a desire for more job
opportunities in their vicinity:

If we can get any younger people who are in more service related
businesses. Our accountants, our attorneys are getting dlder
know that those occupations even for heréheymake good

money. We can keep an electrician, a plumber, carpenter is busy
here, but | think the whole organization of running their business is
a challenge for them and | kind of wondered if we can figure out
some way to provide like a little nucleus lodé administrative

service for them that they share. Somebody who answers the
phone or helps them with their bookkeeping, and their payroll
taxes and all the reporting comes along insteathem trying to

hire somebodyJanet, Jewell County)

If I can sgy something about service, we need more service type

jobs around here. The local plumber now has one of his kids

wor king with himéand iasorsybcalbr ought
them kids, kids to me anyway. [The plumbeld us several times

that he hagjone to technical college in Mitchell County and said

n an

Al need an apprentice. Il need someone

with plumbing, we have more jobs than

example he gave us was last year was there were nine kids in that

class whagyraduated [and] before they ledt they had huge

paying jobs in Wichita, Kansas City, wherevezverywhere but

her e. [ The technical coll ege] sai

i f we knew somebody wanted to stay.

to get out fora while, and maybe they will [return] once again
later, but that doesot help our local plumber nogKaren, Jewell
County)
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Aging, impending retirements, and needs for replacements were subjects of discussion
Karen had a tone of concern about the grggoeed to fill those positions, but also seemed
optimistic:

One of the things that we have talked about in the JCCDA [Jewell
County Community Development Association] is something that
Janet just brought up: the fact that we do have an aging
community.Our pharmacist is pretty close to retirement, our
district attorneyi he has got to be getting pretty close [to

retiring], he is in his 60s. We have several school teachers that
are about to hit their 25 [years of service] so they will be out here
soon inthe grade school, so we might see a huge turnoverihere
the next 5 years | thinKKaren, Jewell County)

When tteidea of more jobs came up, Ron agreed that it would improve the community

[More job opportunity] is a double edge sword, if we hadrger

employee I t hink it would be better if we g
manufacturing slowly growing as you can provide the work force.

That would add to the economy of the community. | think as a

small business owner your tax can lead you to debt, amdpgk

me from wanting to do anything else because by the time you pay

all the taxes: the property, income, and sales, do you really want a

| ot more headache flwanttodbuildsomey | i ttl e ret
more but the property tax makes it prohibitivg. 1 s t , I dondt know
T you just have more business, [you have] more economic

opportunity in the community. It would make it befeon Jewell

County)

Services were a part afhat participants thought would make living betteo. In particular,

consuner service andmedical serviceare of concem

A

| am diabetic, so | need a pharmacy bec
when itdéds hot, you cané6t ship insulin w
you just canét mai l it, and so 1611 ma k
or Broken Bow just to pick up supplies.tSth at 6 s pr obabl y my

biggest ongBetty, Hooker County)

| think medical, also. Because we have some issue©®ur ol dest
son had heart issues, and that always worried me. My husband

now has he arthere allghe time sthat wergy ofiwbuld s

we make i{Ethel, Hooker County)
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Personally, | really need a coffee shopedally need a coffee shop
(Laura, Hodgeman County)

Well, coming from a stand point as a mothemnd now my kids
areoutofthestaggher e we [ demdoddiapehsande a ]

formulas allthetmébut | had t o d¢hethiogst of town f o
that [were] necessary to raise a family. | had to buy [a] car seat, |
want to buy diapers, buy formudla | mean we woul d have to

out of townand even if we went to Walmart or to Target or

something, | am not just going to pick up those the five items | need

and then come home. | probably want to get more stuff. So as a

mother, it probably would have been easier for me to have that

kind of stff that | can just buy in Mankat@anet, Jewell County)
Another serviceelated improvement that would make life better for some residents is access to
a higher quality of internet service. The internet was regarded as a necessity to acquire items not
easily obtained nearby. In addition, the internet provides access to services like distance

education and virtual doctor visits:

| suppose faster wifi would be probably the most helpful in a rural
area simply because everything we need we can get teariet]

communicati on. I mean, therebds these |
being able to get really highuality teachers via teleconferencing,
you know, you dondédt necessarily have to

the best here bec aanstelivedikelwelive.of peopl e d
Being 100 miles from Walmart is scggroup laughs}Brynn,
Hooker County)

A lack of housing options was a concern among participants as well, particularly when it
came to miekange properties. This affected #tadyarea and by implication the larger region,
in two ways. The main issus the challenge of finding a place to live for newcomers. The other
is thatsmaller homes would be a better option for aging residents that live in large houses alone:
| struggled at that [finding a house] when | moved here. When |
moved here, titkkeiyhadtobe upcherddas sobnas d
possiblel there was not a house, and part of that was the oil and
gas boom. We had so many companies here, and so many people

here that lad jobs that needed a place to stay, so the rentals were
rented up or just flat out bouglatut by the companies. So, when |
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came up here, the second 106d | ook

at a

itds gone. The only thing that ended wu

trailer house, and they ended up having tagte the floors and do
a whole bunch of other stuff because of the prior tenants, but |
struggled with that moving up he(8arah, Hodgeman County)

We have a new person in the community t

course, hebs working out at the
checked around town and some of the rents were just too high for

whatevefwas offered] so he just got a R¥ The HAT, the

ake an

Housing Assessment Tool [from Kansaso M

Housirg (MIH) Program revealedthaif 6 s a moder at e i
gap. We have higand housing, and lownd housing, and
nothing in the middi¢Laura, Hodgeman County)

ncome

When you get to a certain age, maybe yo

family home anymore. There istrany opportunity for them to

down size and | think of my mother, she is getting close to 70 and

she still lives in a 4 bedroom house and there are stairs and she
candt go iutph atthbées swhayi rsshe | i ves on

the bo

her house, andwhatibd wi t h her next? You know, the
assisted living we dondét have senior apartments.

low income housing, but our low income housing has turned into
senior apartments, seriously. There are not many actual low
income people living in thew income housin@Karen, Jewell
County)

The last itento highlightis associated with the age dynamics of the communities. There

were two participants in their mi20s to early30s (Sarah in Hooker County, and Susan in
Hodgeman County). Sarah did meéntion the deficit of young people in her community.
Susan, however, expressed a desire to have more young adults around Jetmore:

The one thing that | struggle with here, and this is just more of a
per sonal téhthisrage,group kthat rs aldasbn

existent here, and | happeastohatal !l int

awkward, inrbetween, but you can get along with anybody either
way on the spectrum. So | donot

know i

to see here, but it makes it harderwhenw6 r e here because you

just kind of f(Susah Hddgela Cquoty) don ot
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This statement was followed up shortly by Lau
cited feedback she and her organization had received in the past from yaluiteewho made
the decision to move away:

Susan addressed the young professionals. When we interview

people after they move, thatoés al most a
moved for a job or something else, that
missing that group in thee . 0 And so a couple years a

a young professionals group, and all the young professionals were

so busy we couldnét find a time fo
thinking of a couple more people t
t hey 6r emdage gtolparnd | seathem getting more and

more disconnected from the commuiigura, Hodgeman

County)

r it
hat |

Why live here?

Focus group participants were asked what they would tell someone who asked why they
live where they do. Of the questions that waosed to the groups, this question was the most
directly connectedb the main research question seeking to identify varied aspects of place that
encourage individuals to remain despite many @mhpullfactors. Most of the responses
alluded tothe conept ofsocial capita{Flora and Flor&2016), which is one seven community
capitals (e.g.natural capital, human capital, and financial capital). Social capital incorporates
the norms of reciprocity in an area. These norms can be reinforced throdighrtagon of
groups, collaboration within and among groups, a collective identity, and collective action.
These aspects arelatedto the closedended questionnaire variables like community spirit and
being involved, which were closely associated withtedness. A good example of social
capital in these very rur al areas was help af
County property in May 2015, the community pitched in with the elgageffort without a single

call for aid:
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They had ovea 100 people the first day show up at their hause

cleaning, walking the fTThatlkidds, picking |
of thing does not happen in a city very meclhe churchbased

activities, or moral based activities, or whatever you want to call

it. Everylody pitches in and helps [her@]aura, Jewell County)

Another response that touches on social capitalwasu 6 s st o wigh atuhdraisezih pi n g
Mullen to collectmoneyfor a community swimming pool:

| remember {laughs} swimming pool [plge] collection and it was

blizzarding! {room laughs} Believe me, that viase found out a

lot of things then. {more laughing} But we had to raise $35,000; |
didnofwedbdnkébabl ehao] W(eoeg,n 6t too bad
Hooker County)

A very promin@t response was about sm@lvn living. Focus group participants
commonly referred to rurality and a simpler life:

| just like that rural setting. | mean, | was born and raised
basically in the country, and| love it (George, Hodgeman
County)

| tjuiststhe quietness and we just like it here. Even our son that

|l ives in Omaha, when they come home for
over the idea we never lock the car, never lock our houseaéind

to everybody, and he saygust seems like old ties comng back

home. | saichow seewhywedént want to move where youc
(Marilyn, Hooker County?

I |l i ke it here cause iItdos a good pl ace
getting 4th 5th 6th gradage [and] you leave them home alone,

youor e c¢ o mtfha.rYouachnlpark imthetpéarking lot of

the grocery store and [let them] go in and get a gallon of milk and

a loaf of bread, and you are pretty sure they are going to come

back out. You can still pull up to the filling station and have

somebody to washoyr windshield and pump your gas for yiou

thatdos a plus. Thatdés something that |
are two filling stations here where you can do that. The [service]

people that do come out [to your home] and do things for you, if

they are l@al, they kind of keep track of things. They know how

old your hot water heater is. They know how old your furnace is.

They pay attention to that kind of st(ifanet, Jewell County)

131



Karen referred to small town living, but also made an interestimgrantaboutbeing
involved with the community. Being involved provided her with a sense of acceptance. The
survey suggested that there was a strong positive relationship between rootedness and being
involved, and this remark congohents that finding:

| & jost a comfortable community. People know me and | know

them. If there is a situation happening with your family, they know

about it, and sometimes that is a double edged siwemmne

people know a little too much. Like Laura, | am involved in a lot

of clubs and a lot of rotary activities | f e e | l' i ke | am accept
| moved back here like when | was 23 and [residents] just

immediately accepted me over hériney were happy to have a

young person moving back and | feel that way when my students

moveback after they have graduated colledge | say] AHal |l el uj ah,
youbre back, | am so happy! I am going
and this c¢club, youbve coming to histordi

just feel like if we can get ahold of people and if get timwived

in things, we make them wanna stay and leintkeow how

awesome it is [hereKaren, Jewell County)

Belonging and rootedness were the two variables most closely associated with each other

in the mailed questionnaire responses. Much likegeended responseselongingwas not a
common answer among focus group participants when asked for reasons they choose to stay
where they do. In fact, no one used the word in any of the focus geidtifmigh other terms
approach a similar meaningwo Hooker County participants made reference to a sense of
knowing that the Sandhills were where they meant to be:

|l canodot think of a better place in the

Sandhills existed until I was in graduate school with her daughter

{mations to Ethel} and she hauled me from Lincoln out to the

ranch, in February of, like, 2001, 2002. And we came in in the

dark, came off-BO and then popped off Tryon [north of North
Platte], and we came in on these litil¢hey looked like bike

paths, lut these are allroadsb i ke pat hs. And, weoOre dri
this singlelane bike path doing one of these jobs {curvy motions
with hand} through the hills and itods d
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t hought whereds your sectiron | ines? Do
lines around here? Because even in North Dakota you see section

lines and you see a yard light there, and a yard light there, and you

drive past farm fields1 mean t hereds nothing [in the
me a n darkt Wesdrive into the ranch, and yell up for the

night, and | always tell the story that the next morning the sun rose

over the Grant County hills [next county west of Hooker] and |

heard French horns playing, and | knew | was home. 1, honest to

Pete, | knew that | needed to live thetet spot. And | spent the

weekend out there calving heifers and just being completely

isolated, and understanding that that was where | needed to live. |

went back to Lincoln the next Monday and started looking for jobs

in the Sandhills and applied foprmy current position] and
how | ended up out here. But there was justium dondét know t o

explain it other than my heart just knew this was where | needed to

be (Brynn, Hooker County)

|l went to [graduate schoolvedout of state
there for two years, and one time | drove home with a couple of my

friends, and as soon as | came to the Sandhills it was like | had,

kind of like Brynn, a religious experience. It viashad missed

0 e (Mancy, Hooker County)

These responsésnt at the strong regional identity that exists in the Nebraska Sandhills,
even for people who have encountered them for the first time. Survey respondents outside of the
Sandhills did not have a similar regional attachment to pkesed upon the caenit of their
responses, nor did focus group participants. I, too, felt a strong sense of place in the Sandhills.
There was a quality to the undulating grassered dunes that was almost seductive, like a Siren
song. ltis very hard to articulate, btias pronounced. Travelling to the other focus group
venues did not produce a similar emotive response as | took in my surroundings.

Brynn made another attempt to touch on the abstract nature of rootedness and belonging:

If I can expound just a littlbit at this intangible ided we as

human beings search our whole lives for our purpose, right? And,
you seek: you seek in religion, you seek as a person, as a mother,
how to become a better human being and when you live as tied to

theland aswe do,whete r or youdre not youdre a ran
room or not, your livelihood is based off of Mother Nature. We
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|l ive and die by the weather, end of sto
us to understand that we are not in control. There is a higher

power, and welo have a purpose, we do contribute and we can

see it every day with our community, with our people. Whatever

your purpose is, itdés very easy to figu
in an apartment building in Omaha waiting to see what the mail
lady bringstoday as our only form of socielnt er acti on, i1 tds a r

thing (Brynn, Hooker County)

The analysis ofjuestionnaireesponses did not yield any significant differences between

gender, income levels, marital statasethnicityandrootedness. Educganhal levels were not

obtained, unfortunately. The age of the respondent did not show a significant relationship in

correlation analysis, but cross tabulation did suggest that the oldest residents (80 to 96) were

mostlikely to report astronglevel of rotednesgat least an 8 out of 18s opposed to lawer

rootedness levgb5% confidench. When Lou, an 86 year old Korean War veteran, was

pressed to identify one t BinHogkerlCeunty itwasiota | i k e

negative about wére he lived. Instead, he provided a response that pulled on the heartstrings:

Out o

al

When you get to be 86, why, what are yo
gonna go. Youbre gonna have to | eave,
to | eave it. Y 0o 1.0 reeca ditizen althatn d r ai sed he
time, too many good things has happenéd,| dondét know. Li ke
they keep sayingw e | | | guessthewAJUS. wedl | say it
Department of Veteran Affairs] is coming out that too many of us

are committing suicide. Becausewetgei t hi s age, we think A
we candét do this, o or our back hurts, o
end it? Letébs dondét put a burden on ou

of O6em t hi nkirertlge VA] tryang to combpatiflot,h e y 6
Hooker County)

|l the things that Lou could have mentio

like about where he lived was the fact that his mortal coil, in one way or another, was going to

force him to leave. This response above all others seemeddbrafieghe most. There was
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something vulnerable in the remark, and | feel an overwhelming gratitude for a stranger feeling
comfortable enough in a group setting to share something so personal.

Finally, along the lines of age affecting rootedness, theseneastatistical significance
with younger respondents and the level of rootedness they reported. In focus groups, the two
youngest participants did not say anything to indicate thathey eaotéd, but some of their
remarks suggested their levelsrobtedness were lower. When | asked Susan why she lived in

Hodgeman County, her motivations were different than others:

My j ob. That sounds cold now that | sa
and thatoés why | 6 m(Shsan; Hodgemam hat 6 s why |
Count).

This is not to say that others in the focus group did not live where they do because a job brought
them there. However, no one else said that was why they live where they do. People discussed
the rural way of life, the quiet, the safety, things teddleto social capital, and so forth. Sarah was
the other young adult that participated. She expressed contentment with living whesesshe d

but did not appear to have as many moorings to Hooker Castitg others:

Wel | , | 6m stillsiatgltehe dgaeowler éhalvemki d
worry about . And so, IV if thewen 6t Kk now, i f

was some amazing jobinPafiy ou candét really say no to
Or, you know, something |ike that. But
So, itods mmae bud whoknowsawerefanyone is

gonna be in five years or ten yed&&arah, Hooker County)

To stay or go
Sarah wasespondhg to the questioif you had the option to move away from here, why
wouldorw o u | d n &rhis qyestior?explored rootednesswell, but it also offered
respondentan opportunityfo make comments that might suggest they were stuck in place.

According to the closednded survey results, a stuck resident would be likely to indicate lower
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levels of belonging, negative emotiasisout where they live, faag like an outsiderand

perceivng community spirit as weaker than rooted respondents. Again, age did not a show a
statistically significant association with rootedness besides the oldest cohort being more likely to
indicate bey are rooted. However, the presence of family roots did have a positive relationship
with rootedness, and the number of years a survey respondent had lived in place showed a
positive relationship with agreeingth the statement that they belong whdreytlive. None of

the focus group participants indicated that they were stuck. The younger participants did seem
more open to the option of leavingpmpared to the others. Susan did not say she would leave
outright,but having less time in her locatioid seem to have an effect on her willingness to

stay. She also hinted at beisgmewhatan outsider:

I know | have a different answer [about staying or leaving] than

everybody el se. I feel |l i ke here |1 6m s
been here a colp of years. But | think | feel that way because

most people have |ived here their whole
|l 6l get out of my newbie stage until p

honest. | think | could go either way. | think there could be roots
hereé | could see me going either wéyarah, Hodgeman
County)

Other participantdike Bonnig clearlydid not have an intention of leaving:

| 6d probably stay. More or | ess, | 6ve
di fferent. I mean, nrjusivpenettly f rom more to
fine with 11t. I dondét know that 106d wa
just a different life’ | just like the small town livingBonnie,
Hodgeman County)

However, Bonni eds husband Lewis redtosar ked t hat

population boom similartwe st er n Nort h Dakotads recent expel
hesitation in making the decision to leave Hodgeman County:
Well, that brings up an interesting thing because | remember when

we {motions to Laura} were talkirmpout what happened in North
Dakota [with oil production increasing and population growth]
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about happening down here. | think | remember telling Laura that

i f what happened up there happens down
the only way | think | would leave |l t6s ju$yes, my way of | i
we need a |ittle more here, 1t06d be nic
our infrastructure [capable of such growth]. | mean, we just built

onto the school, the hospital, we just done [sic] some things, and if

you doubleour growthi are those people [brought by an oil

boom] gonna stay? Hopefully, but i f we
gonna put a challenge on what we already have Beend what
are you |l eft with when fflbvdasy move or if

Hodgeman Conty)?
Ron in Jewell Countyseemed to have the least hesitation when it came to leaving, but
still left the option to return on the table:
Yeah, | would move! Just other places that | want to work. | mean,
it is not to say t heamysdfoneecthe6t come back
kids are away for a |l ot of the time of
can see myself going somewhere else if nothing else but for a
change of sceneifRon, Jewell County)
Other respondents expressed a very strong attachment to pliceasked if they would
stay or | eave given the option. Brynnds resp

staying:

Yeah, | will [stay]. | want to have a natural burial: | want to put a
hole in the ground on the ranch and put my body in itautta

box or anything else, thatdés how rooted
going anywhere el se. Let the worms eat
the coyotes drag me over the hill. Bur
[ get me] él dondét wadustputmeinthe cremated ei
hole. Take the good stuff out, give it to someone that can use it,

put the rest in the hol e¢Brynn,So, yeah, |6

Hooker County)

Summary of focus group results

Focus group participants did not show noticeable diffees from county to county when

it came to the elements of place that are encouraging rootedness. All three groups cited common

137



variables that emerged in survey resulissense of belonging, positive emotions regarding

living where they do, a strong imonunity spirit, and community involvement were all reported.

The rural way of life was also a common thread; participants often discussed things like a quieter
setting and an ability to cover distances much faster than their urban counterparts.

All groups agreed that access to more goods and services would make living where they
do better. In addition, the need for jobs to attract newcomers was seen as important, especially
when considering the age of some professionals in the communities that woetidifg in the
near future. Participants did see the traffe involved with more people, including added stress
to already stressed housing situagicand the potential to change the way of life that attracted
themin the first place.

The biggest di#rence between the focus groups was with the group that met in Hooker
County. These patrticipants, like the survey respondents, displayed a regional identity that was
not matched in Jewell or Hodgeman County. The Nebraska Sandhills were prominent in
partic i p arespossés, more so than discussing their county or the city of Mullen. This was the
same sort of regional place identity that came through the results of the questionnaire.

Focus group participants also showed some differeogegie The twoyounger females
that were in the focus group discussions did not feel stuck, but they did not communicate the
same level of attachment that the older participants didy 3éemed less willing to say that
they would stay where they aii&givenanopporunity to go elsewhere. The oldest of the
respondents tended to remark that they would go somewhere else only if thidtjehetabice

Finally, the only other difference that seemed noticeatriengfocus groups was in the
composition of the participanis Jewell County. In Hodgeman County and Hooker County

there were some married couples that participated (Marilyn and Lou in Hooker County; George
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and Laura in Hodgeman County, as well as Lewis and Bonnie). Jewell County did not have any
couples. JewelCounty also had the smallest number of participants, which was only four. Of
the four, the threeyomenseemed to know each other well, and at times conversation would

stray from the topic. | found myself trying to steer the conversation back tceitsléd purpose

much more often than in Hodgeman County or Hooker County.

Summary

The elements of place that encowagsidents of the Emptying Plains to remain rooted
were similar between the responses of the mailed questionnaire respondents as well as the
participants of the three focus groups. Rootedness was most associated with a sense of
belonging. Rooted respondents also indicatedttiggtfelt good about where they live. In
addition, many rooted individuals perceive themselves to be insiders cottmunity and view
the community spirit to be strondresults of the focus groups provided rich qualitative data that
triangulated with quantitative results and offered a holistic view of the aspects of place
encouraging someone to remain in a depopgaegion

Questionnaire results suggest that being involved with the commusitypgasitive
relationship with levels of rootednesSxpressions ofrivolvement through clubs, socializing,
community organizations, and other venues were common bothstiaiugire responsesd
focus groups. The aesthetics of an ar@aparticular, positive evaluations ofiitwere also
related to rootedness. Rooted respondents were more likely to perceive the visual appearance of
their nearby surroundings favorablWhen speaking with focus groups, this idea was most
prevalent in Hooker County. Participants des
Hodgeman County and Jewell County, did not bring up the physical landss&gguently as

those in Hooker Gunty.
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Results from the questionnasapportfocus group material. In turn, the results of the
focus grouphelp triangulatehe findings of the questionnaire. Opemded questionnaire
responses provided some context to the clesebkbd results, and conemts shared in the focus
group discussions provided robust qualitative data that was not afforded by a survey. As a
whole, the sequential mixed method approach to this study enabled me to obtain a rich,
contextualized picture of the varied aspects of@lthat are keeping people in the very rural

counties of K a centtabGreatPldinsNe br as ka d s
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Chapter6-Di scussi on

Introduction

Both the mailed questionnaire and focus groups generated a very large amountaif data
this time | am makingan effort to estrictdiscussion of the data and findingsthemes
corgruent with the main research questions of the stuthese include rootedness/positive place
attachment; the condition of being 6stuck®
influence of micropolitan places; and survival of small communities.

While | did not have forralized hypotheses regarding ttesearch, there were some
general expectationgith respect to outcomedVhen it came to the aspects of place encouraging
an individual to stay put, family roots to the laatbng the with length of timan individual had
lived there positiveevaluationf theaesthetiroperties of the natural landscapepnomic
opportunity, ancelements osocial capitalvere all expected reasofts a person to be attached
in a very rural portion of the Great Plainall of these aspects of place were found to have
strong relationships with high reported levels of attachment to place and are discussed in this
chapteralong with other aspectké perceiving that there are many things tordtine
community and nearlbgndfinding it easier to purchase the things needed within the community

As far as individuals being attached to place as opposed to stuckempiected a
distribution ofrespadentsthat were skewed to higher lds@f attachment. | alsoxpecedto
find a small group of peopleho felt stuckto some degreelt would be highly unlikely to
expect every single respondent to be content with where they lived and strongly atbathed
especially witha representative sample of the populatidhe distribution of responses when it
came to levels of attachment was as expected. In addition, about one in six survey respondents

either completely agreed or agreed to the statetreantstuck hereAll of the significant
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relationshipetween feeling stuck and other variables were inverse, like a perceived lack of
things to do, or a negative evaluation of the aesthetic qualities of the surrounding natural
landscape. These are disagss well.

| did not know what to expect when it came toitifience of nearby growth poles
place attachment. Perhaps respondents in counties adjacent to micropolitan counties would
report a higher level of attachment to where they live becaubeiofproximity tolarger places
and its available service§ his proximity to larger areas could promote rootedness because the
availability of goods and services nearbyuld detract from a desire to mogksewherdor
similar goods and services. Howveg\all of the study area counties had large portions classified
as FAR 4 (USDA ERS 2015b), which means places in these counties aremalled from
larger placeswhether they are in counties adjacent to them or Ddterencesbetween
micropolitaradacent and micropolitanonadjacent counties did not emerge in analysis. A
micropolitan influence was hinted at in the Hodgeman County focus gisapssed in this

chapter.

Rootedness in the very rurakentral Great Plains

Rootedness in this study wasderstood to refer to the varied conditions that contribute
to an individual remaining in place. | associate rootedness with the pull factors of an area, or
reasons to stay. An area also contains local push factors, which contribute to outmigration and
the reasons an individual would make the decision to move away. The central question of this
work waswhat elements of place encourage an individual to stay in a very rural part of the
central Great Plains when many others have moved away®2her wordswhat are the place
specific pull factors at work in an area that appears to exdubgtantiapush factors evidenced

by decades of outmigratidqand that must compete with related pull factors from other places,
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including much larger settlemeri?s) asked this question in hopes of identifying aspects of place
attachment that could be cultivated to encourage more individuals to stay, or to help attract
newcomers to the region.

Countering outmigration does not have an easy answer or a simple fixisthere
panacea to offer. However, there are some answers with respect to the aspects of place in the
very rural portions of theentral Great Plains that contriledd the rootednessofh e r egi ono s
residents. The strongest factors are perceptual amahotional. Strongly rooted residentsifa
sense of belonging where they livBlcHugh and Mings (1996, 538pted that attachment
i ncorporates fna state of mind candthaenrsend on a s
places there areftenunderling values that foster a sense of belongiAgeeling of belonging
was the most statisticaliignificant variableelated to rootednessicovered in questionnaire
results Focus group participants that seemed most rooted to their |l@glesssedtrong
sentiments of belongin@lthough the word itself seldom arodé makes sense that an individual
who feels rooted would also feel lishe/hebelong. A sense of belonging implies that
something is rightly placed in a specified location. In thgecandividuas perceived themselves
to be rightly placed in the Emptying Plains. To not belong would suggest that something is
placed incorrectly, and a person wimes nofeel appropriatelyplaced would be unlikely to
exhibit a strong attachment to theurroundings.

A sense of strong community spirit is also a common threadrafments amontipose
whoare rooted in thisegion The sense of community T an i mport
incorporats a perception of togetherness among residents. Pa@pheotivated by the
collective weltbeing of the community and look after each otluben connected by a sense of

community As Burholt (2006) foundestablishedelationships in a place provide a source of
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emotional support that contributes to place attachm@ititervariablesrelated to social capital
and a feeling of belonginge being involved and a feeling of being ausider were also related
to rootedness. A strong community spirit manifested through participation in local events like
county fairs, threshing bees, and school sports. Péapkraised funds fobuilt or physical
capital likea public swimming pool.Others raised funds for families in need, helped neighbors
clean up after storms, cooked funeral dinners for the bereaved, or shared rides to one place or
another. Thesare theactionsof peopleinvolvedin their communities, as are those vdewve
on vaious community boards, volunteer their time when called upon, and do things like try to
incorporate newcomers into similar roles. In other words, these residents are community
insiders. Raymond, Brown, and Weber (201t3dposited that social bondiragd the emotional
connections fostered contribute to an attachment to ptacsistent with these findings
Being an outsider has a negative connotati@ftentimes these are people new to a
community, but Anewnesso c antownéfthere ase nmfanmiyp e r
roots in the areaFrom the perspective of an insiddére outsider label maguggesht person
who is not involved with the community or invested in its collective heddiwever from the
perspective o&noutsider, insidermay beassociated with being exclusive (Respondent 88 used
the termcliquish) or slow to accept others in the community. Outsiders typically do not feel
rooted to their respective locales. Although uncommon, one could report a strong degree of
rootednes despite not being accepted by other resigdentsbeing an outsider is more likely to
correlate with a lack of belonging and a lack of rootedné&ssiders typically feel rooted.
Variablesassociated with the social setting and relationshligs afect the perception of
activities available ithe area. One cannot be involved if there is nothiitig whichto be

involved. Rooted residents commonly remarked that their communities offered more things to
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do than those who did not feel rooted. Moriethgs At o doo i s quite subj
perceives a fair number pbssible activitiegn the community seems likely to also have a
greater chance of finding thingswhichto take part.Taylor, Gottfredson, and Brower (1985)
found a positiveelationship between being involved in a place through activities like belonging
to local groups and feeling rooteBy taking part in activitieg¢e.g.,gardening clubs, playing
cards, spectating high school football games, coffee hour at the pharmagytagitne local
movie theater, volunteering at the county)aa resident can construct more attachments to
place in some ways by being attached to the people of the.pdatlke same time, these actions
are likely to be viewed by others as being imred and contributing to community spirit.
Involvement by an individual contributes to strengthening bonds to pfaspecific comment
made during focus groujiltustratesthis idea:
|l am going to throw you in this club an
to [the] historical society [meeting] with me, and you know, | just
feel like if we can get a hold of people and get them involved in
things we make them wanna s{aren, Hodgeman County)
Economic aspects of place emerged in the results. Viewing thegnity as important
in earning oneb6és |ivelihood was another aspec
perception is economic in scope, but it also shares social qualities such as community spirit and
involvement in the context of patronizing la | busi ness. Local s suppo
businesslike a restaurant or gas statjamplies a reciprocal relationship to which both parties
benefit. For a farmer or rancher, this could be interpreted to mean the local community is
important in eening a livelihood if providing goods locally. It could also suggest that the labor
of others in their operation was critical to success. Thereawaspect rootedness related to the

perceived ease of purchases, which is partly economic but also telétedhnumber of things to
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do, assuming s hopparkagd Coppaclka(1984h identifjed Gommeraihlo .
attributedike recreational shopping and support activitebe a partof @ | a cumlo s
sentimento which individuals attacthemselves If there are more options for residents to make
purchases of the needed items in their community, it is likely to translate into a perception of
more things to do, and more things to do influences rootedness. Ergo, finding it easier to procure
needed items locally is likely to contribute to rootedness as well. A resith@rhust travel
outside of town to make purchases will likely feel like there is less to do in their comrandity
report that getting what they need in town is harder, bbtthah are variables that decrease
rootedness overall.

Timein residencelaysa role in rootednesas well. Crosstabulation suggests that as
the age of the respondent increases, so does the proportion of respondents indicating rootedness.
Family roos, or in other words, a historical aspect to place, was closely associated with being
rooted. Those with a family history in the area or nearby were more likely to report higher levels
of rootedness. Respondents spoke positively about grandparenteargtgrdparents/ho had
homesteaded in the area. Some discussed their pride in having the opportunity to pass on the
land,to which they are strongly attached, to their children. Others lamented that there was no
one to take over the family faron ther passingThi s i s consi stent with o
findings: Rubenstein and Parmeleebds (1992) w
affective bond with a place, and Fischer et al. (2000) found that accumulatedmad
insider advantags over time contribute to rootednesamily ties to the land and their effect on
rootedness are logical. The longer a family has been in these places, the longer their
involvement with the collective webleing of the area. Homesteading itself isa sense, a

commitment to place. There is a history of being attached: families chose to put roots down
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here, they persevered, they had children who then also became engaged with the area, and in
each generation that chose to remain, the deeper the fataahment became. There is a
legacy of attachment. For those without family roots, the length of timade pvas a factor.
The longer an individual has lived in the area, the more likely they are to also have a sense of
belonging, which inturn,¢ot r i but es to oneds overall I evel o
affecting rootedness is likely due to the possibility that the longer someone has been in place, the
more opportunity they have had to become involved and participate in activities that enrich
community spirit, form social bonds and become insiders, or begin putting down historical roots
of their own by raising a new generation of family members in place.

The last set of factors contributing to rootedness are related to the natural landscape.
Relph (1976) identified the local natural surroundings as a componema 6 sangp | ac e
Hummon 6 s (niiof & glgceindleésthe natural environment and our conscious
feelings regarding itln the literature regarding placdathmentthe natwal landscapéendsto
matterto all residents whether they had been there their entire lives or were brand new to the
area (Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Krannich 20@d)cholt (2006) found the aesthetic qualities of
the environment to have an effectonanindi dual 6s at tRaotehmestdentes t o pl ac
this studytended to have positive evaluations of their surroundings and considered the visual
appearance of their communities to be aesthetically pleasirgerbtional connection with the
physical enironment or peopkplace bonding is what Tuan (1974) referred to as topophilia. In
the Emptying Plains, these positive emotional and perceptual connections with the natural
environment include a love for the open spaces afforded by the rural landsespendents
remarked positively about the quiet, cited the rolling thunder of storms in the spring, and

discussed the beauty of sunsets where they live. People also interacted with these places in many
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wayssimilar to activities that would be found athe areas. Some hunt or fish, others take
walks, golf, ride horses, or simply go for a cruise in the countryside with their automobiles.
Perhaps this relationship with the physical aspects of place is not that different than the social
aspects of place wheconsidering the nurturing of rootedness. The more indivscaral

engaged with the physical geography of a place, the more likely they are to cultivate attachments

to it. As an individual 6s attachmeofthe t o pl ac

physical | andscapeds aesthetic qualities or
dependent oprimary economic activitielike farming, ranching, and oil production. In some
areas, people are beginning to harvest the power of the Wwimnid.dependency on primary

activities also implies a strong tradition of residdygsgdirectly engaged with the physical

nature of placeincreasing understanding and hence attachment

Rooted or stuck?

Just because someone is in a place does @ah that they are attached to it (Tuan 1974).
While Erickson, Call, and Brown (2012) did not find older residents in rural Utah communities
to indicate a sense of being stuck in place, they did note that being stuck is a possible reason for
remaining in a isolated rural communityecause resident simply has few options and cannot
leave. | asked if residents in the Emptying Plains were attached to where they live, or if they
were stuck in it. There is an indication that both scenarios are plausib&estudy argabut
there were no explicit indications whyan individual may be unable to leave that surfaced in
the results Some survey respondents did indicate they live where they do in order to take care of
family members (typically eldersputthere was not aautrightindication of feeling stuck.
However, some of these respondents did didggree somewhatr neither agree or disagrei®

the statemertam stuckhere Overall, norethan one in six respondents indicated that they are
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stuck inplacesomewhat or completelyThe stuck tended to not provide responses that were
similar to those reporting high levels of rootedness. They were unlikely to indicate that livin
where they do providesgbodfeeling The stuck also indicated that thaig not have a strong
sense of belonging to where they lived. Thoseadfleastuck often perceive themselves to be
outsiders in addition to having a lower evaluation of the community spirit and amount of things
to do i n the ar e aarbysurroundingsadndmnatuoahamendies were usually s
evaluated poorly by thosgho are stuck. It would make sense that someone feeling stuck in
place is unlikely to have as many positive feelings regarding a place as someone rooted to it.

Being stuckdoesnot havea positive connotation. It implies that an individual does not belong

n

where they are. | do notrecalhyones ayi ng t hat they were fistuck?o

area they desired. Negative evaluations of an area by someonargmakiikely to give way

to feelings of opportunity when it comes to things to do, or promote involvement in the
community. In other words, feeing stuck suppresses the perceptions and evaluations of place
that encourage rootedness.

No one in the focus groupsdicated that they were stuck, but then again, a stuck
individual is not prone to being involved. Therefore, someone stuck would be unlikely to
participate in a group discussion about their community. There were a few questionnaire
respondents that incited they were stu@dndthey were rooted. Perhaps this is attributed to the
interpretation of the word Astucko to mean
unable to leave. In other words, a respondent could possibly take the wapltadhered to
In that sense, stuck and rooted might be considered very similar. Another possibility could be

attributed to a satisficing behavior and marking options in the affirmative across the board.
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Micropolitan influence

Based upon the equalsction of counties that were adjacent to a micropolitan statistical
area (mMSA) and those that were not, | was interestadhethemproximity to a growth pole had
an effect on rootedness. Ghelfi and Parker (189i1)d that nonmetropolitan counties amjat
to metropolitan statistical areas (MSAS) tended to experience positive population change, while
counties not MSAadjacent did ndfareas well, in particulagrthose nonadjacecbunties lacking
a larger settlement (2,500 or greatdn.the USDA ER32013) Urban Influence Codes, the
leastconnected counties are those designated Code 12: not part oftmsedestatistical area
(CBSA) that is not adjacent to a metropolitan or micropolitan area, and does not contain a town
of at least 2,500 residentStatistically,both correlatioranalysis and cross tabulation failed to
indicaie thatan Emptying Plains county beiagljacent tanmSAhad a relationship with the
rootedness of its residents. This could be due to the conceptualization of the Emlgiyisg P
itself, which incorporated the idea of extreme remoteness. Every county classified in the
Emptying Plains included the most restrictive USDA ERS (2015b) Frontier and Remote
designation, FAR 4. FAR codes were developed based on travel times t@zpgkation
centersif all counties exhibit FAR 4 characteristi@d least in part)there is still a geographic
separation from those growth poles even if they are contained in neighboring counties.

The only possible differences with m&#&ljacent canties that emerged was in the
context of responses made by focus group participamsarticular, participants in mSA
adjacent Hodgeman County did not mention primary economic activities as often as the
participants in Jewell County and Hooker Countjore responses with respect to economic
activity were related to the tertiary sector, which could be an indication of linkages to the larger

neighboring centers of Dodge City and Garden City. However, focus groups do not lend

150



themselves to generalizalyli and a participant from Hodgeman County was in a leadership role
associated with the economic development of the county, so | am hesitant to make that claim.
There was one other instance from Hodgeman County relative to the influence of adjacent
micropolitan counties. This was a statement made by Lewis who suggested that very rural towns
lacking larger communities nearby were more likely teuggoorted by local residents:

Jetmore [Hodgeman County seat] people want to shop more

outside of town it seentike, and Hanston [Hodgeman County

community 10 miles east of Jetmore with about 200] pé&ottiey

will support locally. | can almost bet if someone from Hanston

were to get that [closed] dairy bar [in Jetmore], they would get a
lot of support from Harten, maybe not so much from Jetmore. |

dondt know why. | see the people in Ha
setting, and so they donét mind going a
they more strongly support it [l ocal bu

want to have tgo to Larned [35 miles east of Hanston] or farther
away if they can keep it in Hanston or Jetmore. But then the
Jetmore peoplé Dodge City [30 miles south of Jetmore] is kind of
a curse. |l mean, itds nice that we hav
yourproke s si onal services over there, but it
[l ocal] businesses because they [the Je
support the stuff here because thkapw they can go to Dodge City
(Lewis, Hodgeman County)
The proximity of an mSA may have somé@uence on the consumer behavior of a

resident in the Emptying Plains, but without more examples it is difficult to make a strong claim

about this, or assert that it affetihe rootedness of its residents nearby. Rootedness is associated

with being involed in the community, and involvement can be argued to include patronizing

local businessesTheremay bea loose tian to community spirit as well. Lewis did not

understand the lack of support that Jetmore residents exhibit in their community, ashgea

was making a remark regarding the community spirit of the town. If an mSA motivates a

resident in the Emptying Plains to decrease their involvement with the community, which also

contributes to the perception of a weaker community spirit, thea ther possibility that the
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level of rootedness could be weakened in the process. However, | am very cautious to make this

assertion without more corroborating evidence.

Community health and survival
The communities within the Emptying Plains are not gamdisappear from the
|l andscape anyti me soon, but their populationd
viability overall. As communities shrink, services will continue to consolidate or be eliminated,
and the push factors present in thesas will likely grow stronger and influence more
individuals to move away in a troublesome negative feedback loop. As merdiooegithere
is no easy fix. Further, there may not ebema fix in some of these placebBlowever,some
results from the sidy point to strategies which could contribute to the dvelhg of these places.
A big concern in the Emptying Plains was the need for more vocational labor. Focus
group participants expressed frustration with an inability to obtain services from wiéhi
county. Whether carpenters to help repair storm damages, electricians to rewire older Sandhills
ranches, HVAC needs, or plumbing workistdifficult to find serviceprovides. Therds a
definite need in these communities for people that coutidipe these types of services, and
there was a desire for the labor to come from residents within the county and not from outside.
These needs seem compromised by a perceived pedagogical approach in the schools of these
areas:
| go back to that old Superit e ndent [ who sai d] fare we
these kids to | eave?0 Now, |l dondt kno
do about your educ athatwasl@slwordsy st em, but t
and he di dnog¢oujHookdar Cosirayy it once
| keep going back to this ide& the school. Do you think the

schoolhas because 1 6m out ofiaretheynow for qui't
encouraging more local attraction, orencouraging t 6 s j ust | i ke,
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we taught vocations when we were in school (Etkel, Hooker
County)

Children of thepioneers, especially the grawwthildren of the early

people, there was a huge pull for them for their children to be

educated. So, in order to be educated, once you have passed [the]

high school level, of course you had to go off someplace. And

t hatebns obnee of the rural communitiesd thi

things to help kids to go away to college and maybe in time some

of that will have to be directed back. Instead of we are going to

give you scholarship money to pay tuition, we will give you money

to pay your loans but do come back. You know reverse that a little

bit (Janet, Jewell County)

This institutional fastracking out of the community was a central argument from Carr

and Kefalas (2009). It was found that educators focused more on the stidemisre likely to
leave the community than those who would stay and apply their efforts locally. If this is so, and
it appears that in the Emptying Plains the phenomenon is similar, a potential strategy would be a
pedagogical shift. A movement towarmetscouraging students to ply their efforts in their own
communities instead of elsewhere could curb some of the brain drain affecting these places.
Janet 0s boubtherhistorital pattern of rural communities encouraging their best and
brightest to geaelsewheresuggests a shift in pedagogy is difficdut it certainly does not seem
outside the realm of possibility:

| am back teaching at the high school this year. |try to promote to

my students why they should move back to Mankato. Even when
we aregiving examples in the middle of Bgsiness class, | will

be |i ke figive me a | othldex@ampwantof an
to hear anything about Koch industries or anythinigll me a

| ocal example, and you know, you guys ¢
syt o] my shop kids fAguys, we are al ways

electricians move back, Mankato is such a friendly environment to
be ind (Karen, Jewell County)

Another strategy is to get at the factors that influence a resident to feel stuck. If

commurities can find ways to encourage more participation and get more involved, there is an
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opportunity to foster a healthier community spirit, mitigate feelings of being an outsider, and
allow attachments to place to develop. By being proactive in identipgogle who might have

a higher likelihood of feeling stuck (fewer years in place, an absence of historical family roots,
less involved) and trying to reverse their perceptions through inclusive community events and
activities, there may be a way to encge rootedness in those who do not feel rooted. In doing
so, the more times these communities can encourage new roots to be put down, or nurture the

roots to grow deeper, the fewer times these communities are likely see people leave.

Summary

The elementsf place that encourage an individual to stay uwewy rural part of the
Central Great Plains are a sense of belonging, feeling good abogtifivarvery rural area
feeling like an insider, positive evaluations of the community spirit, being involvbdive
community, perceiving a greater number of things to do in the community, finding it easier to
purchase the things one needs within the community, feeling like the community was important
in earning a livelihood, posite evaluations of the visuabpearance of towas well as the
outdoor amenitieand nearby surroundings of the natural landscape, and time iri place
particularly the presence of historical family rootshas to be mentioned thdietse are
relationships, not a orgirectional causand effect between rootedness and the other variables.
The direction tends to be positive, but this is not an absoRespondents, for exampéan
have very high levels of attachment yet feel like an outsider, or have very low levels of
attachment buhave family roots that go back more than a century. These are uncommon
characteristics, but they are not impossible.

When it comes to conceptual models of place attachmenfa¢k of a unifying model

speaks to theomplexity of thephenomenon, but there are good operational models in the
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scholarship whether or not they are exhaustive. In particular, Scanreln d Gi f f or d 6 s
tripartite model of place attachment (Figure 2.2) is helpftlamethe results of this research.
Themodel posits that place attachment is composed of three themes: person, place, and process.
Aspects under the umbrella of the fApersono c
of a person such as milestones reached, historical aspects ohaduialklithe experiences had,

and the realizations made (Scannell and Gifford 2010). This can be interpreted to podiunde

down family rootsa perception of safetgnd the length of time that an individual has lived in

pl ace. The ccoendp ounnednetrs tohfe fdtprliaparti te model
aspects of place (Scannell and Gifford 2010). Positive evaluations of the nearby surroundings
whether natural or built, feeling that the natural amenities nearby are important, community
invol vement, and positive social capital can
contributing to place attachmeintludes affect, cognition, and behavioral aspects such as

meanings tied to place, memories, and emotional componentsdicand Gifford 2010). With

respect to research results, these notions of process can include a sense of belonging, feeling
good about living in a very rural portion of the Great Plaamsl perceiving oneself as an insider.

The tripartite model is vgrusefulin the scope of this researdiut the boundaries between

person, place, and process arequnpletely distinct There seems to be a good amount of
overlapamongthese concepts. For instance, individual aspects like experiences, which falls

under thepersoncomponentarguably overlaps withrocessandits cognitiveelements like

(

0]

N

memory and meaning-ur t her, statistical analysis sugges

which would be classifiednderprocesss strongly relateavith componats ofpersonlike the

length of time in place and historical family roots.
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With respect to being stuck in place, these relationships tend to be nedédisein the
very rural portions of the Central Great Plains do not feel like they are stuck in plaeever,
a minority of residents dieel stuck Feeling stuck is closely associated with not feeling good
about living in a very rural area, a sense that you do not belong, low reported levels of
rootedness, feeling like an outsider, negative evalnsid the community spirit, a sense that
there is not much to do in the community, a lack of involvenard,anegaive evaluatiorof the
visual appearance of towthe nearbyutdoor amenities.

The answer to whet her otoagrowth polhasran effeactonc o u nt
the rootedness of the residents is inconclusive. Correlation analysis arthbrdatons did not
yield any significant evidence that being adjacent to a micropolitan statistical area has a bearing
on rootedness. Focgsoup work in mSAadjacent Hodgeman County did hint that there may be
something to this relationship however. During the focus group, it was suggested that residents
in the county seat of Jetmore were less likely to support local business in town abiopare
residents in the more rural community of Hanston. Jetmore residentewerdikely to travel
out of the county to do their shopping in larger population centers like Garden City.

Given the amount of data generated in this study, exploring thkksre$ this work is far
from complete.There are other threads of information that are worthy of discussion in the
future. Some of hese arelescribedn the concluding chaptes topics for further research and
analysis

Along the way, there were a fesurprises uncovered in the research. 1 think the biggest
unexpected result was the pronounced regional place identity of both the survey respondents of
Hooker and Thomas County, Nebraska, and the focus group participants in Mltea.other

countieshat were randombgelected, people commonly referred to their surroundings by the
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name of their town or county. In Hooker and Thomas County, people often referred to the
Sandhills instead of their community or county. This was not the case for @antgip the
Smoky Hillsor High Plains. Some survey respondents did refer to Western Kansas or the state
of Kansas or Nebraska, but Sandhills respondents seemed unique.

This pronounced attachmeapproachewhat Mazumdar and Mazumdar (1993) reder
to as sacred spaci, the natural landscape this case There are also sacred cities and
buildingsto which this form of place attachment applies. While the Nebraska Sandhill¢ are no
religiouslysignificant as somewhere like tanges River when it caes to sacred natural
landscapes, they do command a certain reverence by those that inhabitibeker County
focus goup participantBrynntouched on this idea of sacred spacthe Sandhillsvhere the
abstract idea of finding purpose in [deemsnore tangiblethan in other central Great Plains
sulregiors (see page 133)This sacred space aspect also incorporates religiousness and
emotional connectedness to space (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 1993). In the results of this study,
| did not expect as mamgferences to Chrisdnity, church, faith, and Gaas were evident
Many survey respondents expressed positive sentiments that their community was Christian,
others were active in their respective churches. Faith is an important compamentyin
individud s 0 ; Howevegfsr a mailed questionnaire that did not inquire about spirituality, a
lot of it surfaced in the responses.

A final pointthat should be noted the selective process of outmigration. Decades of
individuals leaving the studgrea meanthat remainingesidentsnay differentially bdikely to
feel rooted to where they livel his patterncouldhave producedome bias in theurvey and
helpsaccount for a higher average reported level of attachment in the results of the

guestionnaire It also could have contributed to very good returns on the mailed questionnaire.
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Potential respondents invested in the survival of their communities would likely have a greater
interest in the research topic and would therefore be more likely to respgmatentialbias

toward the most interested resideistaot undesirableshen the target individual is someone

who has made the decision to remain in a very rural portion of this section of the Great Plains.

That said, there were respondents who had leelseof attachment or felt stuck in place,

althoughthe same cannot be said for focus group participants. Focus groups are not

generalizable, buheywerehi ghl y unl i kely to recruit partici

well-being of their communite
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Chapter7-Su mmar yCoaarcd s1si on

Summary

The Great Plains aregionfacingmany challengesThe population of the American
Great Plains has grown steadlityitthe growth has not been uniform. Large portions of the
interior Great Plains havseen experiencing decades of outmigration. Urban centers that are
mostly peripheral continue to grow. Since 1950, the population of the Great Plains has nearly
doubled to approximately ten million residents. The region is certainly not in a freefall wi
respect to population loss, ksignificant inerior portions facehallengeslue to people moving
away. Some gographersnd rural sociologistsavedevoted significant effort to the
relationship betweerural population loss and service consolida{iBrown and Schafft 2011,
Carr and Kefalas 2009, McGranahan and Beale 20823rs have focused on elucidating the
reasons people make the decision tgijodson 1973, Haas 1990, Wood 2008, Woods 2005),
some focus on the population characteristics optwple who choose to move aw@arr and
Kefalas 2009), andcholarly research has explonatied strategie® encourag@eopleto move
in (Lu and Jacobs 2013, Lu 2011, Lu and Paull 2007). The vantage point of the residents who
remain in emptying spacéss received little attention, however.

This research usedaunded theoryo employa sequential mixed method approdeh
the purpose of uncoveriigh e aspects of place that contri but
most rural and depopulatinggions of the central Great Plainghe first half of the study
mailed 1,000 gestionnaireso randomlysampled households in ten counties of the central Great
Plains of Kansas and Nebraska. Counties were selected on the ma$tsigaations attribet
by theUSDAG EconomicResearclBervice. After data collection from the mailed questionnaire

was complete,dcus groups were conducted in the county seats of three of counties utilized in
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the mailed surveyThese counties were setedto includea county that had lost the greatest
percentage of its populatigrb7.4%)between 1960 and 2010 (Jewell County, Kaj)sate that

is adjacent to two mSA counties (Hodgeman County, Kansasprenthaexhibited a very

strong regional identity compared to atlpertions of the study area (Hooker County, Nebraska).

Correlation analysis (using Spearmands r an
(using the chisquare testlestedrelationshipsamongclosedended questionnaire responses for
statistical sigificance. Operended responses coded\INivoprovided depth to the closed
ended material. Results of the focus groups provided rich qualitative data that triangulated with
guantitative results and offeredantextualizediiew of what aspects of pla@ncourage
rootedness.

The elements of place encouraging rootedness were similar between the responses on the
mailed questionnaire and those from the participants in the three focus groups. Rootedness was
most associated with a sense of belongmigich iself is related to the length of time a resident
has stayed in the areas well as nearby family root&ooted respondents also indicated that
they felt good about where they live. In addition, many rooted individuals perceive themselves
to be insidersn the community and view community spirit to be strong. Questionnaire results
suggest that being involved with the community had a positive relationship with levels of
rootedness. Rooted respondents were also more likely to perceive the visual appeataic
nearby surroundings favorably. A significant conddiat emerged while conducting focus
groupswas the need for more vocational services within the focal study counties. A lack of
trained individualgo fulfill local service needw/as seen as reflection of institutional fast
tracking of students out of the area combined with a lack of support for motivating young people

to apply their skills locally. This pedagogi@ancernwas discussed in the work of Carr and
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Kefalas (2009)wherein theprincipal ofa high school in lowa expressed conddsat those
students with the gréast potential to achieve professionallgre given the most attentidoy
teachers in the classroom. These same students were also the most likely to leave their rural
climes and were not likely to return. tne study area counties, results indicate similar
educational approaches.

Counties in theentral Great Plains are not circling the metaphorical dmitthe
continued trend of population declinadermines theiviability over the long termPromoting
strategies that stem the tide of population loss in this region is prudent. The results of this study
suggest &hift in local school pedagodiiat encourages younger people to remain in the
community would be beffieial. Creating community activities that are marelusiveand
targeted at individuals who may feel like they are outsiders or do not belong is a potential
strategy to strengthen attachment to plaghile there is no simple fix, actions that promtite
growth of new roots, or nurturesots to grow deepéhan they currently aréave the potential
to aid in thecurbing of outmigration.

This work contributes tonultiple spheres of research. It adds to the body of place
attachment research by expiay thevaried aspects of place that aid in facilitating the
attachment individuals have in very isolated places where the push factors seem to outweigh the
pull. The validity oftheresearch instrumeminables others to conduct similar place attachment
studies in other placess well This workalsocontributego rural geography scholarsHay
identifying strategies to keep small places experiencing outmigration vikbéeldition, the
research{along with much of rural geography scholarshgjouner to what Thomas and others
(2013) refer to asurbanormativity which is a rural theory that posttse majority of people view

urban spaceand activities as normal, while rural spaces and the activities therein are abnormal.
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Population geography and gnation studiesre enriched byhis work withits contribution to
using place attachment as a lens of inquiry to bettelerstand what helps keep an individual
rooted in a region that has experienced decades of outmigrdti@regional geography
tradition Hart (1982) supported is honoreg wel| asthis studyis framed within the context of

the Great Plains.

Research limitationsand recommended adjustments

There are some aspects of the research that | wiouttifferently given the benefit of
hindsght. When it comes to the surveyelgret neglecting to include a questedrout
educational attainmen€&xploringrelationshi betweereducational levels and rootedness as
well as other variables is a missed opportunity.

While recruiting participarstfor the questionnaire pilot conducted in Mankato, Kansas, |
discovered the importance af r e s e attireanithe fiefil s My shorts and sandals made the
100° heat more tolerable, but whipecificallyrecruiting farmers at a local meeting place in
town, | am confident that jeans and shoes would have beentestteved based on the looks |
was given(and the absenad such glanceat the Jewell County Historical Society during the
few days | was there with the available pilot questionnarearingmore locallyappropriate
clothing).

Finally, the need for key insiders cannot be overstated. While recruiting focus group
participants, | drove to each of the three selected counties about six weeks ahead oftthe time
post 110 x 1 7undtbecdunty (AppemdixtHe rAgpxinaately 35posters were
placedin the counties in locations like city halls, retirement communities, libraries, post offices,
banks, grocery stores, farm-ops, and beauty salons. | fielded zero inquiries during the

recruitment phase based upon an individual seeing the p@terwoman from Jewell County
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phoned me after the focus group had been conducted, and she only inquired why | was there
doing the research. ot for the help of community insiders like univeysextension agents,
economic development directors, and curators of county historical sodietres)d have been
impossible to conduct focus groups at all. Had | focused all of my energy on cultivating those
relationships for snowball sampling instezfdalso employing convenience sampling through the
unsuccessful use of advertisement posters, there is a chance more participants could have been
recruited. While the timing of conducting the focus groups themselves is not something | would
necessarily d differently, having a better idea of the schedule of high school events like football
games would have made for less difficulty in coordinating a goodfalatiee groups to meet.

The sheer amount of data that was generated in this study carfalby ldescribed and
analyzed in thiglissertation alone. There was no way to discuss all of the aspects of the research
while maintaininga coherent thread throughout the chapters. Qualitative research is incredibly
rewarding in the rich, descriptive contelat it warrants, but it can be overwhelming in scope.
Conversely, amassing a dataset of more thargd@6tionnaire returns gave me a great insight
into the varied perceptions and evaluations of place, but the wealth of that data has not been fully

realizdyet To wit, there are a few considerations for future research.

Future Research
Given the amount of data generated by the survey, an suiggjestiorior future
research iso explore thedata further and with more sophisticated data analysis. s@cte
technique is ordered logit regression due to the ordinal nature of the survey data (Lu 1999) to
developa better understanding of how variables associate with attachment through causal
relationships. For instance, results indicate there is a postatonship between reported

levels of attachmerand the length of time an individual has spent in a place, and through
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regression techniques like ordered logit, the causal relationship between the two can be
investigatedjuantitatively Other portion®f the results that can be investigated further include
the effects of social connections outside of the region. One questlmailed questionnaire
asked potential respondents where they had moved from if they had been in the selected counties
lessthan 10 years. This information may be explored furtheetoif areffect on the rootedness
of those residents can be identified whether through the survey results alone, or in combination
with follow-up focus groups targeting this cohort.

Another diection that could be taken with this reseasde apects of place in these
very rural areasf thecentral Great Plainthat contribué to outmigration. Arguably,atopic
such as this is not upbeatt it would provide a nice counterpoint to the tessof this study.
The researchieported herevas about the aspeaigplacethat encourage rootednebsit data
collected could be examined from a different andlhis was not the focus of my stydnd
other researchers have produced scholarly wakhthsaddressed the reasons to ledud it
could be beneficidlo connect the pusandpull of place in the Great Plains

Comparative studies of attachmémbther depopulating regiomeross the country could
explore common threads of attachment gtesmater scale while also identifying regional
differences.With my career trajectory taking me to Western Maryland and established contacts
with other rural scholarsural spaces could inaie Appalachia, Vermont, North Dakota, or
isolated communities inoastal Washingtonasweda Nor t h Car ol i nads Outer
addition, there is no reason winy attachmenstudies neetb beconstrained to rural places.
Investigating aspects of place in depopulating postindustrial urban spaces that encourage

rootadness could be conducted in the Rustbelt or other areas.
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Further research in theéebraskeSandhillswould be fruitful. The regional place identity
that surfaced in this workas the potential to yield very interesting studies. Whether
investigatingthe place identityembedded in the built landscape, SandhillstaetSardhills as
Gacred spacéor the representation of the Sandhills in advertisements to those outside of the
area potential researcbpportunities in the realm of place studies is rob@te barrier to
exploring the Sandhills more could be the residents that inhabit threhvidualsthat
participated in the focus group in Mulleame across as very protective of their region during
thefocus group discussion. There was a definitérdés keep th&andhills relatively
unknown.

Finally, arother future researabpportunity waild bemore focused investigation of
growth polesand there effects amotednessind behaviorsf residents. Focus group work
uncovered the perception by somatth small community closer to an mSA has an effect on
supporting local business$n particular, it was suggested that residents in small communities
closer to growth poles were less likely to support local businesses in their own communities, and
instead they tend to patronize the businesses in the growth pal&sck of generalizability
from focus groups in combination with no statistical evidence regarding this relationship stymied
efforts to explore it further. This does not mean that no relatiprstists; it merely suggests
that more data should be gathered before coming to a conclusion with any degree of certainty.
Reexamining data already collected and future focus group work in other counties adjacent to
micropolitan statistical areas in tB@nptying Plains has the potential to uncover interesting

results.
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AppendixA-Mai | ed Questionnaire

Experience of place in the rural counties
of the Central Great Plains

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Your answers are confidential and will not be
reported in a way that can identify you personally unless vou indicate a desire to have specific
responses identified with your name. You may freely withdraw from this study at any time without
repercussions. There are no known or anticipated risks associated with participating in this study.
By returning this survey form you are consenting to the inclusion of your answers in this study.
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This research explores experiences of living in small towns of the central Great Plains. The survey
should take no more than 20 minutes to complete. Questions about “your community™ refer to your
town of residence and its nearby surroundings. It does not refer to all of your county. You’ll be
asked for your own view of how far something can be in order for it to be considered “nearby™ at the
end of the questionnaire. You may skip questions you don’t want to answer, and you are welcome to
write extra comments in the front and back inside covers or open space beside any question.

Thank you for sharing your input.

Q1. How would you evaluate the visual appearance of your community?
- Very attractive
~ Somewhat attractive
~ Average appearance
. Not very attractive
. Not attractive at all

Q2. When you think about the visual appearance of your community, what are
3 words or phrases that come to mind?

Q3. Overall, how would you evaluate your community’s nearby surroundings?
. Very good
~ Good
_ Acceptable
. Poor
. Very poor

Q4. When you think about your area’s outdoor amenities (such as lakes, parks, scenery,
etc.), would you describe them as:
~ Very desirable
_ Somewhat desirable
~ Neither desirable or undesirable
. Somewhat undesirable
~ Very undesirable
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