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Abstract 

When places are threatened, people who reside in them are often reminded of the 

emotional bonds they have with that place. These bonds can motivate people to engage 

in place-protective behaviours in an attempt to stop whatever is threatening to change 

the place. These emotional bonds with a place are commonly termed place attachment. 

There are many conceptualisations of place attachment, but it is often theorised to be 

composed of an emotional/symbolic component and a functional component. These 

components are termed place identity and place dependence respectively. The aim of 

this thesis was to measure the relationship between living in a threatened place and 

place attachment and to explore the relationship between place attachment and place-

protective behaviours. There were two different place-protective actions measured: 

bushfire mitigation and preparation and collective action. 

 The first study (Chapter Two) aimed to find out if place-protective actions in the 

form of bushfire mitigation and preparation were predicted by place attachment. 

Australia is the most bushfire-prone country in the world. Fires occur frequently, 

making it vital for people living in bushfire-prone areas to constantly be prepared and to 

have acted to mitigate the risk of their homes burning down. Previous studies have 

found that place attachment is related to disaster preparation and mitigation, to varying 

degrees. The results of the first study supported this and found that people living in rural 

bushfire-prone areas implemented more mitigation measures if they were strongly 

attached to their homes. However, there was no relationship between place attachment 

and fire mitigation for people who lived in urban-fringe areas (or the wildland-urban 

interface), even though the two groups had similar levels of place attachment and a 

similar fire risk. 
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  The second study (Chapter Three) tested the proposal that people who live in 

threatened places would report stronger place attachment than people living in places 

which are not threatened. The first study found that people living in threatened rural and 

urban-fringe places reported similar levels of place attachment. In the second study 

these two samples were compared to people living in the centre of rural towns and 

people living in the inner-city. It was hypothesised that as the latter two places have a 

lower bushfire threat they would report lower place attachment. The results suggest 

there is no difference in place attachment between people living in rural towns and 

people living in less built up rural areas. Both of these groups, along with the urban-

fringe sample, reported significantly higher place dependence than the inner-city 

sample. This suggests that living in a place threatened by bushfire reminds people of 

their dependence on their homes. The rural groups also reported significantly stronger 

place identity than the urban groups, suggesting that people who live in the country, far 

from amenities and services, may do so because being a ‘country person’ is part of their 

identities. People who live in more urban areas may do so for convenience rather than 

because they feel that being urban is part of their identities. 

 The aim of the third study (Chapter Four) was investigate whether the findings 

from the first two studies applied to a different threat. The threat focused on in this 

study was changes to local government boundaries and the place-protective action was 

protesting. It was hypothesised that, similarly to the first two studies, people who felt 

that the changes were threatening to the identity of their local areas would report 

stronger place attachment and that place attachment would predict protesting. The 

hypotheses were partially supported. People who thought that the changes would be 

negative for their local areas reported significantly higher place dependence than people 

who thought that the changes would be positive. This was not found for place identity. 

Place attachment was correlated with protesting but did not predict protesting over the 
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theory of planned behaviour, which measured attitudes about the importance of 

protesting, family and friend norms regarding protesting and perceived behavioural 

control. 

 Together, these three studies examine the effects of living in a threatened place 

on place attachment and how place attachment is related to place-protective actions. 

Place attachment, particularly place dependence, was found to be stronger in people 

who live in threatened places, or at least perceive that they do. Place attachment was 

found to be related to place protective behaviours but did not always predict them. 
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Chapter 1: General Introduction 
 

Our environments are constantly changing and evolving. Often changes are 

gradual and are easily assimilated into identities, allowing us to change with a place 

(Breakwell, 1986). However, rapid place change can result in solastalgia, defined as 

chronic distress caused by negatively perceived place change (Albrecht et al., 2007). In 

an effort to avoid such distress, people may oppose or try to diminish place changes so 

as to maintain their identities and so that their places of residence continue to meet their 

needs.  

In the past, opposition to place change has often been characterised as 

NIMBYism (Not In My Back Yard), with residents framed as selfish for opposing 

change. Devine-Wright challenges this perception, and instead views opposition to 

place change through the lens of place attachment and re-casts it as “place-protective 

action”. In this model, people oppose changes that they interpret as threatening to their 

attachment and sense of self (Devine-Wright, 2009). This thesis aims to further 

investigate the relationship between place change and attachment and focuses on two 

types of place-protective action, through which attempts can be made to mitigate threats 

to place and halt unwanted place changes.  

The first place-protective action examined is natural disaster preparation, in 

particular bushfire mitigation. Bushfires are increasing around the world and, as a result 

of climate change, are predicted to occur more often and cause large-scale damage (Liu, 

Stanturf, & Goodrick, 2010). Bushfires are common in Australia and considerable 

amounts of government money are invested in educating people about the need to 

prepare their properties (Department of Fire and Emergency Services, 2014; Department 

of Premier and Cabinet, 2013). Adequate preparation can reduce the risk of losing one’s 

home during a bushfire and, as such, is an important place-protective action.  
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The second form of place-protection examined is civic engagement to oppose 

place change. In order to be effective many people in the community must interpret the 

place change as a threat and work together to oppose it. This thesis examines the 

relationship between place attachment, place threats and the two above-mentioned 

forms of place-protective action.  

A brief introduction to Environmental Psychology 
 

The effort to which people will go to protect places that are important to them is 

a testament to the important role that the physical environment plays in our lives. Places 

can begin shaping our identities and providing us with feelings of security from a young 

age. For example, people often remember their childhood homes with great affection, 

and report their identity and character as being shaped by the environment in which they 

were raised (Morgan, 2010). Places not only shape our sense of self, they can also 

provide for our needs and for a whole variety of desired activities (Shumaker & Taylor, 

1983). It follows that places can nourish us both emotionally and physically. The 

human-environment bond is a mutual one, we both shape places and are shaped by 

places. 

It has been argued that we can only understand human behaviour if we examine 

the relationships between individuals and their environments (Godkin, 1980). All 

human behaviour occurs within a physical setting, which makes it important to study 

the impact that the environment has on behaviour. Environmental psychology is the 

study of humans’ interaction with the environment. It is focused on the relationships 

between people and places, in particular how behaviour reflects the meanings people 

bestow upon places (R. B. Taylor, 1983). It is a growing area of interest for 

psychologists, particularly in the last ten years, perhaps as a result of people becoming 

increasingly aware of the importance of the natural environment (Gifford, 2014).  
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Problems and criticisms 
 

As the area of environmental psychology attracts more attention, people are 

becoming more aware of some of its underlying problems. Humans’ interactions with 

their environments are studied across a number of disciplines including, but not limited 

to, psychologists, human geographers, sociologists, architects and anthropologists, 

making it a truly interdisciplinary area of study. This can be a strength of the research 

but can also lead to some confusion when trying to translate research across disciplines. 

Sometimes the same, or similar, concepts are described in varying ways, with different 

theoretical frameworks underlying them which can make it hard to generalise between 

studies.  

Environmental psychology has also been plagued by disagreements about what 

it should focus on. Decades ago it was noted that it was unclear whether the focus was, 

or should be, on applied or basic issues, on theory or environment design and if the 

environment should be thought of in objective or subjective terms (Stokols, 1978). In 

many ways these questions have never really been answered; individual researchers 

tend to focus on different concepts without a clear framework in mind. (Stokols, 1978) 

described environmental psychology as more than “loosely defined problem areas”, but 

less than a “comprehensive, coherent paradigm” (p. 257). This lack of underlying theory 

has resulted in criticisms that theoretical conceptions are ‘fragmentary’ and problems 

are more operational than conceptual, which has led to findings standing alone rather 

than weaving together to create empirical relationships (Proshansky, 1983).  

Now, decades later, these problems are still encountered within environmental 

psychology. Studies are often conducted without the guidance of a clear theoretical 

framework; this is certainly the case for place attachment, which is the focus of this 

thesis. The literature on place attachment has fallen prey to many of the problems 



4 
 
mentioned above. As recently as 2011, Lewicka commented that “studies on people-

place relationships seem to be stuck in definitional questions and attempts to fit together 

various place-related concepts” (Lewicka, 2011). There is a lack of clear boundaries in 

the literature between concepts such as “place attachment”, “place identity”, “sense of 

place”, “place dependence” and “place satisfaction”, making it hard to tell if these are 

separate and distinct concepts or are different ways of describing the same phenomenon. 

Place attachment is constantly being redefined, with individual researchers creating 

their own measures (Bachrach & Zautra, 1985; Cantrill, 1998; Hidalgo & Hernandez, 

2001; Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001; Kaltenborn, 1998; Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Kyle, 

Graefe, & Manning, 2005; Mesch & Manor, 1998; R. B. Taylor, Gottfredson, & 

Brower, 1985; Williams & Vaske, 2003), rather than re-using the same measures in 

different settings allowing for the refinement and clarity of these measures and for 

comparisons to be made between studies.  

There appears to be a growing realisation of the importance of people-place 

relations, as indicated by the recent upsurge of research into place attachment (Lewicka, 

2011). Despite its increasing popularity, there is no agreement between researchers on 

the structure of place attachment. Some see it as a single concept and measure it by 

simply asking participants if they are attached to a place; others view it as a 

multidimensional construct comprised of other factors such as place identity and place 

dependence; while still others view it as one part of a superordinate structure often 

termed sense of place (Hernandez, Hidalgo, & Ruiz, 2014). Table 1 provides a, by no 

means exhaustive, illustration of some of the different ways researchers have 

conceptualised and measured place attachment in the last two decades. Differences in 

how place attachment is described and measured may result from the lack of  theoretical 

base, without which research can be difficult to plan and the findings hard to interpret 

(Bowlby, 1988). 
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Table 1.  An overview of some of the different conceptualisations of place attachment 

Researcher(s) Place concepts Measurement 
Shamai (1991) Sense of place has three phases; belonging to a 

place, attachment to a place, and commitment to a 
place 

Questionnaire asking participants which 
phase of sense of place they felt towards 
their city, their province and their country  

Kaltenborn, 
1998 

Sense of place addresses the emotional, symbolic 
and spiritual aspects of places 
Sense of place is how a person relates to or feels 
attached to a place and is comprised of place 
identity, place dependence, satisfaction, 
embeddedness and belonging 

Instrument adapted from Shamai (1991), 
consisted of 7 items which increased in 
scale of attachment each responded to on a 
5-point likert scale from strongly disagree 
to strongly agree 

Jorgenson & 
Stedman, 2001 

Sense of place is a cognitive, conative and affective 
relationship with the environment and is comprised 
of place dependence (strength of association 
between self and specific places), place identity 
(identity in relation to the physical environment) 
and place attachment (emotional bond to the 
environment). 

Questionnaire with 4 questions measuring 
each of the three factors modified from 
Williams and Roggenbuck (1989) and 
Stedman (1997) measured on a 5-point 
likert scale from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree with an added “not 
applicable” option. 

Vaske & 
Kobrin, 2001 

Place dependence relies on a resource providing for 
certain activities 
Place identity is a psychological investment with a 
setting 
Place attachment occurs when settings are given 
personal meanings and is comprised of place 
dependence and place identity. 

Questionnaire adapted from Williams and 
Roggenbuck (1989) with 4 questions 
measuring place dependence and 4 
measuring place identity, answered on a 5-
point likert scale from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree 

Stedman, 2003 Sense of place has two dimensions; place 
attachment (identity) and place satisfaction 
(attitude) 

9-item questionnaire adapted from 
Jorgenson and Stedman (2001) responded 
to on a 7-point likert scale from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree 

Williams & 
Vaske, 2003 

Place attachment is comprised of place dependence 
and place identity. 
Place dependence - A functional attachment which 
arises when a place has features and conditions that 
support desired activities 
Place identity – A symbolic attachment that gives 
meaning and purpose to life 

Questionnaire adapted from Williams and 
Roggenbuck (1989) with 6 place identity 
questions and 6 place dependence 
questions, answered on a 5-point likert scale 
from strongly disagree to strongly agree 

Kyle et al., 
2005 

Place attachment is comprised of place identity, 
place dependence and social bonding. 

Questionnaire adapted from Williams and 
Roggenbuck (1989) 4 questions measuring 
place identity, 4 measuring place 
dependence and 4 additional items 
measuring social bonding 

Brehm et al., 
2006 

Community attachment has two dimensions, social 
attachment (friends and family ties, involvement in 
community and local culture) and environmental 
attachment (landscape, wildlife and outdoor 
recreation) 

Questionnaire with 4 items measuring 
social attachment and 3 measuring 
environmental attachment, measured on a 
numeric scale from 1-7 asking participants 
to rate the importance of different 
conditions to their attachment.  

Brown & 
Raymond, 
2007 

Place attachment consists of place dependence and 
place identity  

Adapted from Williams and Vaske (2003) 
with 5 place dependence questions and 6 
place identity questions answered on a 5-
point likert scale from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree 

Halpenny, 
2010 

Hypothesised that place attachment would be 
comprised of place identity, place dependence and 
place affect. Analysis supported two dimensions of 
place dependence and place identity 

Questionnaire drawn from Williams and 
Roggenbuck (1989), Jorgenson and 
Stedman (2001) and Walker and Chapman 
(2003) 

Scannell & 
Gifford, 2010 

Place attachment has three dimensions: a person 
dimension, psychological dimension and place 
dimension. The person dimension is comprised of 
individual meanings, the psychological dimension 
is the affective, cognitive and behavioural aspects 
and the place dimension covers the characteristics 
of the place 

Review 
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Place attachment 
 

What is place attachment? 
 

Underlying most of the approaches to conceptualising place attachment is the 

broad definition of place attachment as a positive, affective bond between people and 

their environment (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001; Mishra, 

Mazumdar, & Suar, 2010; Shumaker & Taylor, 1983). People who are high in place 

attachment desire to remain close to the place to which they are attached (Hidalgo & 

Hernandez, 2001). It has been theorised that place attachment arises from people giving 

places special meanings, which creates an emotional and sometimes spiritual bond with 

those places (G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001); people then 

become attached to the meanings that they bestow upon certain places (Stedman, 2002). 

Places can range in size from bedrooms to houses, neighbourhoods, cities, countries and 

even the planet (Gustafson, 2001; Lewicka, 2011).  

Attachment theory and Place Attachment  
 

This section attempts to address the problem of a lack of underlying theory by 

providing an overview of attachment theory more generally and how this might be used 

as a base from which to understand place attachment. Attachment theory primarily 

explains the bonds between children and their caregivers; however, it can also be used 

to examine the bonds between people and inanimate objects and between people and 

their environment (Bowlby, 1969). Theories of place attachment extend attachment 

theory beyond attachment to another person to suggest that people can be attached to 

specific landscapes or places (Giuliani, 2003).  

Attachment theory was developed through collaboration by Ainsworth and 

Bowlby, (see Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991; for a historical account).  Ainsworth’s initial 
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work on attachment theory had its roots in Blatz’ security theory (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 

1991; Blatz, 1966). At the heart of security theory is the idea that an infant requires a 

secure base, in the form of a “familiar, trusted world from which he can foray and 

always return” (Blatz, 1966). Blatz argued that the secure base is the infant’s caregiver. 

The idea of needing a secure base was carried from security theory through to 

attachment theory; it is argued that when the figure of attachment is present the child 

feels secure (Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby described being attached to someone as wanting 

to have close contact to that individual (Bowlby, 1988).  

While attachment theory has primarily been used to research the infant-mother 

bond, both security theory and attachment theory can be used to explain place 

attachment. An individual might not only require a secure base in the form of a 

caregiver from which to explore the world, they may also require a secure place. Places 

can provide people with feelings of safety and stability (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; 

Rose, 1995). In her literature review on the implications of displacement, Fullilove 

(1996) argues that as children grow the fulfilment of their needs for security and 

protection moves away from the caregiver to the larger world. Places provide 

opportunities for children to be creative, to explore and to make social affiliations; as a 

result attachment to place forms in parallel to attachment to people and both are 

essential for human development. Fried (2000) similarly theorises that initial attachment 

is formed to caregivers, and is then expanded to wider family and friends, creating a 

sense of community.  

Morgan (2010), noting the lack of theory about how place attachment develops, 

attempted to create a developmental theory of place attachment. In a qualitative study of 

seven adults he found that attachment to place can emerge after attachment to a 

caregiver. Morgan (2010) proposed a developmental model of place attachment which 
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requires frequent re-enactment of the arousal – interaction – pleasure pattern, whereby a 

child is interested in a place, explores it, and is then positively affected by it. The re-

enactment of this allows the place to feel familiar and secure, resulting in place 

attachment. However, not everyone develops an attachment to place and two of the 

participants in his study reported adult place attachment but no childhood place 

attachment. There is clearly still much room for the development of models explaining 

how place attachment develops. Further work integrating interpersonal attachment 

theory with place attachment has been called for. Scannell and Gifford (2014) have 

suggested future research focus on how different attachment styles, such as insecure or 

avoidant attachment, are connected with place attachments, particularly in adulthood.  

Place attachment as a two-dimensional model 
 

As the construct of place attachment is studied in many disciplines, there has 

naturally been disagreement amongst researchers about how to conceptualise and 

measure place attachment. Central to this argument is whether place attachment should 

be measured qualitatively or quantitatively. If the aim of a study is to investigate how 

place attachment develops, and the underlying meanings given to places, qualitative 

measures tend to be used. Alternatively, quantitative measures of place attachment 

focus on the magnitude of people’s place attachment and how it affects other behaviours 

(Williams, 2014).  

The merits of each approach are often argued along paradigmatic lines between 

the phenomenological paradigm and the psychometric paradigm (Patterson & Williams, 

2005). Phenomenologists are interested in ‘the experienced wholeness of people-in-

world’ adopting a more philosophical than scientific view of place (Seamon, 2014). 

Alternatively, psychologists, who often adhere to the psychometric paradigm, are more 

process oriented and, as such, are interested in the experience of place as a means of 
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understanding behaviour (Patterson & Williams, 2005). Phenomenological approaches 

argue against operationalising place-related concepts into underlying constructs, as 

sense of place is “larger than the sum of its parts” and breaking it down into its 

components loses its very essence. Phenomenologists therefore argue that the concept 

of place cannot be precisely defined or quantitatively measured (Patterson & Williams, 

2005; Seamon, 2014).  

From a psychological point of view, the phenomenological approach is not 

practical. Qualitative data gathering may inform the researcher about the 

phenomenological experiences of those being interviewed, but without a standardised 

quantitative measure, these concepts cannot be generalised to other members of society 

or compared between cultures and places. As case studies of individuals or single 

communities do not allow for generalisation or hypothesis testing, the 

phenomenological method is often viewed as inadequate amongst psychometric 

researchers (Patterson & Williams, 2005). While it might be true that adopting a 

standardised measure of place-related constructs loses some of the nuance of place 

experiences, this approach does allow for practical application of the construct. The 

psychometric approach moves place research from a theoretical phenomenon to one that 

can be measured and perhaps manipulated.  

Another qualitative measure of place attachment is the discursive approach (Di 

Masso, Dixon, & Durrheim, 2014). Discursive research analyses linguistic data to 

explore how place meanings are constructed through interactions, both verbal and 

written, between people who share a place. According to discourse analysis place 

attachments are developed through story-telling, place-naming, and the use of a shared 

language. These attachments are embedded in broader ideologies and maintain socio-

spatial entitlements (Di Masso, Dixon, & Durrheim, 2014). By definition, the discursive 
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approach treats place attachment as something that is created socially, through 

interactions with others. It does not take into account place attachments that individuals 

might have to places that they do not share with others, such as secret hideaway places 

in which a child can play without the disruptions of adults, or a teenager’s bedroom, 

which can be a place where they can escape from the world.  

This thesis is not an examination of how place attachment develops but, rather, 

of how the construct of place attachment is related to different behaviours. In order to 

measure and compare place attachments between people and places I have adopted a 

psychometric quantitative approach rather than a phenomenological or discursive 

approach. As displayed in Table 1, there are many different quantitative measures used 

when studying place attachment, but something that many of them have in common is a 

distinction between an emotional/symbolic dimension and a functional one (Lin & 

Lockwood, 2014; Schreyer, Jacobs, White, Frazier, & Epstein, 1981). These two 

dimensions are often termed place identity and place dependence respectively.  

Some researchers have added other dimensions to the core two, two of which are 

social bonding, and affective attachment. Empirical support for these other dimensions 

has been mixed. Halpenny (2010) predicted that place attachment was composed of 

three dimensions (identity, dependence, and affect), however, she found that a two-

factor model better fitted her data. Kyle et al. (2005) added a social bonding dimension 

to place attachment in a study about use of public places. Questions included whether 

participants talked to people about the place or brought their children to it. These 

questions are better suited to places one visits rather than measures of attachment to 

one’s home. Other researchers have found that adding nature bonding and social 

bonding scales added little to the variance accounted for by the two-factor model and in 

one case, accounted for less variance (Raymond, Brown, & Weber, 2010).   
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Some researchers use the terms place attachment and community attachment 

interchangeably. However, this is incorrect, while community attachment and place 

attachment are similar in nature, they are different constructs.  Place attachment is based 

on the geographic place, while community attachment is part of the social dynamics 

within a place (Trentelman, 2009). In summary, there is support in the literature for the 

two-dimensional model of place attachment, comprising a functional component and an 

emotional component. There have also been mixed results found when additional 

dimensions such as affect and social bonding are added. Based on these results, in this 

thesis place attachment is conceptualised as a two-factor construct comprised of place 

dependence and place identity. The measure chosen to assess these two dimensions was 

adapted by Brown and Raymond (2007) from Williams and Vaske (2003). This measure 

was chosen not only for its high reliability and validity but also because, unlike many 

other measures, it can be adapted for use in any place scale, from homes, to 

neighbourhoods, cities and beyond. 

Place dependence 
 

Place dependence is often described in similar terms to those used in attachment 

theory. An attachment bond is described as an “affectional bond”, where the object of 

affection is seen as unique and cannot be changed for another (Ainsworth, 1989). This 

idea of uniqueness is central to place dependence. People who report strong place 

dependence feel that the place to which they are attached is unique in meeting their 

needs and that no other place is comparable (Shumaker & Taylor, 1983; Stokols & 

Shumaker, 1982). Place dependence is an evaluation of a current place in comparison to 

other alternatives, based on the qualities of the place and one’s physical and social life 

in it (Chen, Dwyer, & Firth, 2011). It develops when a place meets people’s needs, 

allowing them to reach their goals (Williams & Vaske, 2003). Place dependence has 



12 
 
been found to be a precursor to place identity. For example, one study found similar 

levels of place dependence across all residents, but older people, who had presumably 

lived there longer, had higher place identity than younger people (Moore & Graefe, 

1994; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001). This suggests that if a place meets our needs we will 

quickly develop place dependence but it takes longer for a place to become part of our 

sense of self.  

Place Identity  
 

Place identity takes longer to develop than place dependence and is focused on 

the importance or meanings given to a place rather than the activities that are carried out 

in the place (Moore & Graefe, 1994). Place identity has been theorised to be an 

important subset of self-identity (Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001; Proshansky, 1978; 

Williams & Vaske, 2003). Proshansky (who coined the term place-identity) argued that 

the self is not just defined by our relationships with others but also by our relationship 

with the environment, as all social, cultural and psychological events occur within a 

physical setting (Proshansky, 1978; Proshansky, Fabian, & Kaminoff, 1983). 

Proshansky theorised that place-identity is the product of cognitions about the physical 

world, including memories, ideas, and feelings about what constitutes a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 

place and is shaped by the people with whom we share an environment (Proshansky et 

al., 1983). While Proshansky defined place-identity, he did not develop a theory about 

how it is developed and maintained. 

Since Proshansky’s description of the concept, other researchers have theorised 

about the development of place identity. Williams and Vaske (2003) argue that place 

identity enhances self-esteem and feelings of belonging. Furthermore they suggest that 

it develops over time as people become invested in a place, and places become 

associated with relationships and emotions that have given meaning and purpose to a 
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person’s life. According to Korpela (2012), place identity is formed by experiences and 

cognitions in places that play a role in emotion and self-regulation. Since self-regulation 

requires consistency, anxiety reduction and self-esteem maintenance, people use places 

to achieve these things.  

People can have differing perceptions of the same place (Lalli, 1992), resulting 

in different place identities, which can then become incorporated into residents’ 

personal identities. How manageable a place is can influence feelings of self-efficacy 

and, in turn, place identity (Chen et al., 2011). Places can also become part of our 

identity if they provide feelings of privacy, control, and security (Korpela, 1989). In 

addition, people use place identity to distinguish themselves from others (Twigger-Ross 

& Uzzell, 1996). All of these things that places can provide; consistency, privacy, 

control, security, anxiety reduction, self-esteem enhancement, feelings of belonging, 

self-efficacy, and distinguishing us from others (Chen et al., 2011; Korpela, 1989, 2012; 

Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996; Williams & Vaske, 2003) are central to the four key 

principles in Breakwell’s identity process theory (IPT) (Breakwell, 1993) that guide 

what is incorporated into our identities. 

Identity Process Theory 
 

IPT aims to explain the processes through which identity is created. Breakwell, 

who formulated IPT, theorised that identity consists of a content dimension and a value 

dimension. The content dimension defines identity; it is the way we describe ourselves 

as unique individuals and consists of social identity (the groups we belong to) and 

personal identity (our values, motives, emotions and attitudes). The value dimension 

refers to the value, either positive or negative, that we attach to each of the items in the 

content dimension. These values are formed by social beliefs and values interacting 

with personal values (Breakwell, 1986).  
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In IPT there are two processes by which identity is organised. The first is 

assimilation and accommodation and the second is evaluation. Assimilation is how new 

components are brought into the identity structure and accommodation is the adjustment 

made to fit in these new components, including re-structuring the salience hierarchy so 

that different components of identity are in the forefront at different times. The 

evaluation process is the meaning given to new identity components. Clearly, these two 

identity processes rely heavily on the cognitive processes of learning and memory 

(Breakwell, 1986). Breakwell argues that there are four principles that guide the 

aforementioned processes in western industrialised countries. These principles “specify 

the end states which are desirable for identity” and are both culturally and time 

dependent; as cultural values change, the salience of the principles will also change 

(Breakwell, 1988). The principles are: a sense of uniqueness or distinctiveness, self-

efficacy, self-esteem, and continuity across time and situation, sometimes divided into 

place referent continuity (where a place is a coherent reference for the past) and place 

congruent continuity (where a place is compatible with current beliefs) (Knez, 2005). 

The main principle is self-esteem, with the others theorised as working towards 

achieving it (Breakwell, 1986, 1992a, 1993).  

IPT has been studied in a range of contexts, one of which is the origins and 

processes of place identity (Speller, 2000; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). It has been 

theorised that place identity is subject to the same identity processes of 

accommodation/assimilation and evaluation as all other aspects of identity, and plays a 

vital part in maintaining the four identity principles (Speller, 2000; Twigger-Ross, 

Bonaiuto, & Breakwell, 2003). Places can imbue people with feelings of self-efficacy, 

distinctiveness, continuity, and self-esteem which will influence how people talk about 

or promote their residential area to others (Chen et al., 2011). 
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Just as an environment meeting people’s needs and allowing them to reach their 

goals leads to the development of place dependence, these things can also increase 

feelings of self-efficacy, thereby influencing place identity too. Similarly, how 

manageable a place is has been found to influence levels of self-efficacy and, in turn, 

place identity (Chen et al., 2011). Being from a particular place creates a distinct 

identity that distinguishes us from people from other places. When we feel that we 

belong to a place, we define ourselves using the qualities of that place (Rose, 1995), this 

imbues us with a sense of uniqueness or distinctiveness . People can also create 

distinctiveness in the way they decorate their homes making the home an extension of 

the people living in it (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; Speller, 2000).  

Continuity can be maintained across our lifespans by the continued possession of 

some objects. It can also be maintained by moving to places with similar values or by 

moving to a place that already fits with one’s identity such as someone who identifies as 

a “country person” moving from one country town to another (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 

1992; Feldman, 1990, 1996). All of these things can affect self-esteem, as can feeling 

pride in one’s home or local area (Twigger-Ross, 2013). Therefore IPT can fill the void 

left by Proshansky who described place identity but did not provide a framework for 

how it develops. Places that meet the IPT criteria are theorised to become part of our 

place identity. 

Some studies (Speller, 2000; Speller & Twigger-Ross, 2009; Twigger-Ross & 

Uzzell, 1996) have used IPT as the basis for conducting qualitative interviews about 

place identity but, as yet, no valid and reliable quantitative measure of place identity 

using IPT has been published. Devine-Wright and Lyons (1997) created a questionnaire 

to measure Irish national identity based on the four principles in IPT, but did not publish 

their measure or report any reliability and validity tests of their measure. Knez (2005) 
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did publish ten questions measuring place identity using IPT, however, he did not 

publish the accompanying confirmatory factor analysis or reliability scales for this 

measure. The future development and testing of a quantitative measure of place identity 

utilising IPT would be a welcome addition to the field but, as it would be a PhD in 

itself, it was out of the scope of the present thesis. As a quantitative measure of place 

identity using IPT is not yet available, as mentioned above, a measure adapted from 

Williams and Vaske (2003), which has been empirically tested in numerous places and 

situations, was used to measure place identity in this thesis.  

The social identity approach 
 

Within social psychology social identity theory and self-categorisation theory, 

together termed the social identity approach (SIA), are more commonly used when 

conceptualising identity than IPT (Pehrson & Reicher, 2014). In the IPT structure of 

identity there are no distinctions between the personal and social self. Breakwell argues 

that the social becomes personal over time and that all identity relies on social inputs 

during its development (Breakwell, 1986, 2014). Researchers using the SIA, on the 

other hand, argue that the distinction between social and personal is vital (Pehrson & 

Reicher, 2014).  

In the SIA, people’s social judgements are argued to be a combination of the 

physical dimensions of the person or thing that they are perceiving and the value that 

they attribute to it. People will see their group (the in-group) positively and will judge 

others (the out-groups) more negatively (Tajfel, 1959). The process of categorising 

allows people to organise the social environment into groups which are meaningful to 

them. The groups that one belongs to and the value placed on these groups create one’s 

social identity (Tajfel 1974). This theory can be applied to place. For example, living in 

a certain place might evoke an identity of what it means to reside in that place and be a 
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member of that community; when this identity is made salient an individual will behave 

in ways deemed consistent with community norms.  

Research combining social identity processes and relations with the natural 

environment has so far been limited (Twigger-Ross et al., 2003). The SIA has been 

criticised for lacking predictive validity and being about intergroup relations rather than 

self-identity. According to some, it does not acknowledge that having a positive social 

identity is not the only factor that determines beliefs and actions in relation to group 

dynamics (Breakwell, 1993; Speller, 2000). A basic difference between the SIA and IPT 

is that IPT describes identity as a cognitive structure whereas the SIA is less concerned 

with the structure of identity, instead viewing identity in terms of its functions. The SIA 

does not depend on a content distinction but a framing one, based on “situated 

interpretations” (Pehrson & Reicher, 2014). While these two approaches to 

understanding and studying identity are often seen as opposed, they are not necessarily 

incompatible, especially in regards to place research.  

As described above, there is evidence that places provide people with feelings of 

distinctiveness, continuity, self-efficacy and self-esteem which supports Breakwell’s 

IPT (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; Feldman, 1996; Speller, 2000; Twigger-Ross, 

2013). It is also evident that places contain a social aspect and are shaped by the people 

with whom we share them (Proshansky et al., 1983). The social context of our 

networks, group memberships and relationships all guide how we evaluate different 

aspects of our identities (Breakwell, 1986). In addition, it follows not only that feelings 

of distinctiveness should lead to places becoming integrated into the identity structure, 

but also that people who view those they share an environment with as distinct from 

outsiders will categorise fellow residents as an in-group and will work to maintain that 

distinctiveness from people residing elsewhere (Breakwell, 1988). 
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Place dependence and place identity: distinct but correlated factors 
 

Place dependence and place identity are moderately to highly correlated with 

each other (Moore & Graefe, 1994; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001). However, they are 

conceptually and empirically different and have differing effects on attitudes and 

behaviours. For example, Bricker and Kerstetter (2005) found that lower skilled white-

water recreationists reported lower place identity but higher place dependence than 

highly skilled recreationists. Similarly, research focusing on the place attachment of 

trail users found that place dependence was positively predicted by frequency of trail 

use and negatively predicted by distance from home. But place identity was predicted 

by place dependence, months associated with the trail and the importance placed in trail 

activities (Moore & Graefe, 1994). Trail users with stronger place identity were more 

likely to think the social and environmental conditions of the trail were a problem. 

However, those with strong place dependence were less likely to rate them as problems 

(Kyle, Graefe, Manning, & Bacon, 2004).  Place identity also had an effect on users’ 

willingness to pay for use of public lands while place dependence had no effect (Kyle, 

Absher, & Graefe, 2003). These studies show that the two aspects of place attachment, 

while related, can effect behaviours and attitudes differently, it is therefore useful to 

measure and analyse them separately rather than amalgamating them into one place 

attachment variable when studying them.  

Positive outcomes of place attachment  
 

Caring for the environment 
 

Being attached to a place can result in positive outcomes for both the people in 

the place and the place itself. If people feel that a place meets their needs and adds to 

their quality of life, (that is, develop place dependence) there is a greater chance they 
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will, in turn, care for the place and interact with it in a respectful way, leading to a 

sustainable quality of life and people-environment congruity (Moser, 2009). It has been 

argued that if people do not form attachments to place they will ignore their 

environments (Relph, 1976). This could lead to the degradation of places which would 

further inhibit residents’ enjoyment of them. 

Research has shown that place attachment is related to environmental concern, 

pro-environmental attitudes, environmental advocacy and willingness to pay for visiting 

a National Park, if that money was going to be used for the conservation and upkeep of 

the park (Brehm, Eisenhauer, & Krannich, 2006; G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Lopez-

Mosquera & Sanchez, 2013). Ramkissoon, Smith, and Weiler (2013) found that place 

affect (measured with questions commonly used to measure place identity) predicted 

low-effort pro-environmental intentions, while place dependence had an inverse 

relationship with high-effort pro-environmental intentions. This suggests that people 

who have evaluated a place as better than other places for fulfilling their needs are less 

likely to want to change their behaviours to protect the place. However, as place 

dependence is often a precursor to place identity which is related to environmentally 

responsible behaviour (Vaske & Kobrin, 2001), it is possible that over time these people 

may be motivated to protect the area to which they are attached. By forming 

attachments to places that meet our needs we become good custodians of the 

environment; this in turn may make the places that we live more enjoyable, thus 

increasing our attachment to them.  

Good for health and crime 
 

  People who are attached to where they live report better health and have lower 

crime rates in their neighbourhoods. If people find a place that meets their needs and 

allows them to reach their goals they will form place dependence and stay there 
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(Stokols, 1978) until the place no longer provides them with their desired levels of 

autonomy, security and arousal (Fuhrer, Kaiser, & Hartig, 1993). This has positive 

outcomes for people’s health and well-being. People who move less report less 

incidences of illness than highly mobile people (Stokols & Shumaker, 1982). 

Communities that are mainly comprised of less mobile people also have lower crime 

rates (Oishi, 2010), possibly because highly mobile people have less sense of 

community and attachment than more residentially stable people (Stokols, Shumaker, & 

Martinez, 1983). 

It has been found that people who think that their current homes are not as good 

as their previous ones, and therefore have low place dependence, report being in poorer 

spirits, more frequent trips to the doctor, having less energy and less sense of 

community than people with high place dependence (Stokols & Shumaker, 1982; 

Stokols et al., 1983). People with high place attachment also report a greater quality of 

life, as well as more satisfaction with their physical health, psychological status, social 

relationships and environment (Harris, Werner, Brown, & Ingebritsen, 1995; Tartaglia, 

2012). Place attachment may also be related to better social functioning. It has been 

found to be correlated with social well-being, social integration, social coherence, social 

contribution and actualisation (believing society has an intention that is being realised) 

(Rollero & De Piccoli, 2010a).  

Collective action 
 

It appears that people with stronger place attachment are typically more socially 

and politically involved in their communities (Mesch & Manor, 1998) and participate in 

grassroots community organisations (Perkins, Brown, & Taylor, 1996). Furthermore, 

communities comprised of highly-attached people are more likely to work together to 

achieve a desired outcome (G. Brown, Reed, & Harris, 2002). When entire groups of 
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people are attached to an area, rather than just a handful of individuals, the community 

has a greater chance of banding together against outside threats, and people will be 

more likely to work together to improve the area (Shumaker & Taylor, 1983). This may 

include participating in campaigns against developments that they view as a threat to 

their area (Lin & Lockwood, 2014), especially when they feel that the symbolic 

meanings they have given to the place are threatened (Stedman, 2002). This has been 

seen in studies which found correlations between place attachment, place identity and 

place dependence and opposition to windfarms (Read, Brown, Thorsteinsson, Morgan, 

& Price, 2013). Devine-Wright (2009) describes these behaviours as “place protective 

actions”. Loss of place identity (or fear of it) can sustain political action for decades 

(Dixon, Durrheim, & Di Masso, 2014). 

Negative effects of place attachment 
 

While there are many benefits that arise from place attachment, it can become 

dysfunctional if it hinders people from considering future alternatives (Fried, 2000). For 

example, Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996) found that people who were attached to their 

homes were reluctant to leave even when living in a place started to become 

unmanageable. Place attachment can also lead to inter-group conflicts when people who 

are different (e.g. culturally, ethnically) from the majority arrive (Fried, 2000). Attached 

people are often resistant to change: this has been seen in Norway where attached 

residents were more likely to oppose the building of a hydro-power plant (Vorkinn & 

Riese, 2001) and in Australia and England where attachment was correlated with local 

opposition to wind farms (Devine-Wright, 2009; Read et al., 2013).   
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 Disruptions and threats to place attachment 

 

Change and threatened places 
 

Changes to a place are not always seen as threatening. If they occur in line with 

the four identity principles outlined above and do not stop a place from meeting 

residents’ needs, they will not be interpreted negatively. For example, renovating one’s 

home will change it, but renovations are often undertaken to make the home a better 

reflection of its inhabitants or to change the home as the inhabitants’ needs change. This 

will ensure that the place continues to provide for needs, thus maintaining place 

dependence, and continues to satisfy the four identity principles, thus ensuring place 

identity remains intact. Similarly, when a person feels that a place no longer matches 

their identity, they might move to a new place in order to find a place that fits with their 

new identity (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). However, if changes occur against the 

residents’ control they may be overwhelmed and find it hard to maintain the thread of 

continuity (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992). In an effort to avoid this loss of self, strongly 

attached people are more likely to view place change as negative (Vorkinn & Riese, 

2001). The term “solastalgia” was created to describe this distress that people feel when 

a place changes around its residents so that it is no longer recognisable to the people 

residing there (Albrecht et al., 2007).  

When people are forced to leave their homes due to threat, disruption or factors 

beyond their control, they report negative psychological and physical consequences 

(Fried, 2000). It may be that loss of place engenders such a strong response as it entails 

loss of self (Dixon & Durrheim, 2004). Forced relocation severs continuity, violating 

the IPT principle. For example, Hummon (1986) found that former city-dwellers who 

had moved to the country, but still viewed themselves as ‘city people’, did not feel as 

though they fit in. Similarly, in a study into the forced relocation of a mining village, 
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residents found it hard to settle into their new houses and missed the sense of 

community in their old village, despite their new houses and village having better 

amenities than their old ones (Speller, 2000). If people are forced to relocate they may 

long for their old homes and not establish new neighbourhood ties, making them feel 

like outsiders. This can have negative consequences - when people become “addicted” 

to maintaining the continuity of their identity, it seems that the identity can become 

dysfunctional (Fried, 2000). 

It has been suggested that we only become aware of the extent of our attachment 

to a place when it is disrupted or threatened (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; Proshansky 

et al., 1983; Relph, 1976). People who have gone through loss and hardship have been 

found to report stronger place attachment (C. C. Taylor & Townsend, 1976). Threats to 

place identity can also make that aspect of identity more salient (Breakwell, 1986). 

Threats can come in many forms: they can physically alter the environment or can 

change how the environment is managed. Threats to place identity are changes that 

make it hard to sustain the four identity principles, while threats to place dependence 

include changing a place so that it no longer meets people’s needs or the activities 

enjoyed in a place can no longer be carried out there.  

 Threats that alter the environment may make the environment uninhabitable (at 

least temporarily, as can be the case when natural disasters occur). This can be a 

problem as people with strong place attachment may not want to leave the place to 

which they are attached (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). McLennan and colleagues 

found that people who stayed to defend their homes from fire were more attached than 

those who evacuated (McLennan, Elliott, Omodei, & Whittaker, 2013). Similarly, the 

desire to remain close to the place of attachment may make people discount the risk of 

living in a threatened area. For example, Billig (2006) found that Israelis living in Gaza 
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who had strong religious ideologies and strong home and place attachment showed 

lower risk perception and a stronger desire to stay in place. 

As mentioned above, when places are threatened, those that are attached to them 

will often respond by opposing change (Dixon et al., 2014; Lin & Lockwood, 2014; 

Stedman, 2002). If opposition fails and the change goes ahead, eventually deflection 

strategies aimed at denying the change and not accommodating and assimilating the 

new aspects of the identity will fail. People will then sacrifice the principles being 

threatened in order to assimilate the new identity component (Breakwell, 1986). Once 

an individual has reached this stage, the threat and anxiety associated with the change is 

theorised to pass. If the elements of one principle are threatened but the other principles 

are not, then a way of coping with the threat is to decrease the salience of the threatened 

principle and increase the salience of one of the unthreatened ones. Alternatively, a 

person might deal with a threatened identity by altering the value dimension. Failure to 

deal with the threat can lead to withdrawal - psychologically, temporally, socially or 

physically (Breakwell, 1986). Fullilove (1996) suggests that people should combine 

rituals from the old place with new rituals in order to allow for mourning the old place 

while also bonding with the new place.  

Bushfires 
 

 Natural disasters can be greatly disruptive to place attachment as they can 

completely alter the landscape and destroy homes and communities, making it hard for 

the place to meet residents’ needs and for people to maintain the four identity principles. 

A particular threat that is common in Australia is bushfire. The term ‘bushfire’ is similar 

to the American term ‘wildfire’; it refers to any vegetation fire occurring outside of 

urban environments (Bryant, 2008). Fire is a requirement for the regeneration of some 

native flora. However, due to climate change, the frequency of bushfires is predicted to 
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increase (Liu et al., 2010). This is problematic, as more people (as a result of both 

choice and housing costs) are living in fire-prone areas, thus increasing the number of 

people who are threatened by fire (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014b; Australian 

Bureau of Statistics 2014; Bryant, 2008; Kelly & Hosking, 2008).  

The risk of bushfires occurring in a particular area changes from year to year 

depending on numerous factors such as the amount of rain during winter, which affects 

the amount of vegetation that can fuel fires. However, there are certain places (generally 

those close to bushland) that are always deemed to be “at risk”. The people who reside 

in these places are reminded each year at the beginning of bushfire season that they are 

living in threatened places. Since the bushfire season in southern Australia is from 

November to April and in Northern Australia from June to late October, this means that 

bushfires are occurring in Australia year round (Department of Fire and Emergency 

Services, 2015).  

In order to protect homes from the threat of fire, there are actions that people can 

take to prepare their properties and reduce risk (Dunlop, McNeill, Boylan, Morrison, & 

Skinner, 2014). People living in bushfire prone areas are constantly reminded during 

fire seasons that their homes are at risk of damage or destruction. The awareness of this 

threat may lead residents to think more about their place attachment. Prior to being 

reminded of this threat, or of personally experiencing a bushfire, people may not realise 

how much of their daily lives are grounded in place. Survivors of disasters often 

comment that the disaster made them realise how much they had taken place for granted 

(B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992). 

There have been few studies examining the relationship between place 

attachment and disaster mitigation and preparedness. Some studies have found that 

place attachment is a motivating factor for fire preparation (Jakes, Kruger, Monroe, 
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Nelson, & Sturtevant, 2007; Paton, 2012), a predictor of property based fire mitigation 

(Kyle, Theodori, Absher, & Jun, 2010), and of flood preparedness (Mishra et al., 2010). 

Contrary to the above, other research found that strongly attached people weighed up 

the benefits of mitigation measures with the effects they would have on the landscape 

they were attached to and were reluctant to implement measures that drastically changed 

the landscape (Brenkert-Smith, 2006; Brenkert-Smith, Champ, & Flores, 2006). 

Surprisingly, place attachment is often overlooked in disaster preparation studies, 

although the past five years has seen an increase in research in the area (McCaffrey, 

2015). It is important to understand people’s relationships to the land and the role they 

could play in increasing preparation and mitigation so that people do not have to go 

through the trauma of losing their homes and the subsequent disruption to their place 

attachment.  

Socio-demographic variables related to place attachment 
 

Some groups in society appear to be more attached than others. If attachment 

affects behaviours, such as collective action and bushfire mitigation, it would be useful 

to know the socio-demographic characteristics that predict who is more likely to 

become attached so they can be targeted in behaviour change campaigns attempting to 

tap into people’s attachment. There are certain demographic and social factors that are 

repeatedly found to be related to place attachment. For example, home-owners are often 

more attached to their homes than renters (B. B. Brown, Perkins, & Brown, 2003; 

Lewicka, 2010). People who own their own homes have invested in their local areas, 

making it likely that they will live there long term. The longer people live in a place, the 

more attached they are and the higher the likelihood that their home is part of their 

identities (Bonaiuto, Aiello, Perugini, Bonnes, & Ercolani, 1999; G. Brown & 
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Raymond, 2007; Hay, 1998; Hernandez, Hidalgo, Salazar-Laplace, & Hess, 2007; 

Lewicka, 2005, 2010; McCool & Martin, 1994; Raymond et al., 2010; Stedman, 2006).  

Linked with length of residence, older people are often found to be more 

attached to their homes, neighbourhoods and cities than younger people (Bonaiuto et al., 

1999; Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Lewicka, 2010; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Sampson, 

1988). This could be because they have developed an “insideness” with a place over 

time (Rowles, 1983), making them more likely to tie their self-identities to their homes 

(Cuba & Hummon, 1993). Also, as people grow older they have more time to spend in 

the community which might remind them of its importance, increasing their 

involvement in the community (Hay, 1998). Another study has found that the 

geographical area of place attachment may change over time. Hidalgo and Hernandez 

(2001) found that younger people (aged 17 to 30) were significantly more attached to 

their city than to their neighbourhood or house, while older people (aged 31 to 49) were 

more attached to their house than their city or neighbourhood. This could be a result of 

older people possibly spending more time in the home while raising children. 

Other studies, however, suggest that the link between age and place attachment 

could be more of an effect of length of residence, or residing where you were born, than 

age. Indeed one study found no correlation between age and place attachment (Rollero 

& De Piccoli, 2010a). However differences in attachment have been found between 

elderly people who have lived in many places throughout their lives and elderly people 

who still reside in the places they were born (Rowles, 1983). Similarly, people who live 

where they were born report a stronger sense of place than people who have lived in a 

place for longer but moved there later in life (Hay, 1998).  

Other factors that may play a role in the development of place attachment 

include income and education. While one study found lower income earners and people 
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with a lower level of education had high levels of attachment (Williams, Patterson, 

Roggenbuck, & Watson, 1992), other studies have found that people with higher 

education and income are more attached (Mesch & Manor, 1998; R. B. Taylor et al., 

1985). It could be that people with a lower income and less education have limited 

choices about where they live and, as a result of cognitive dissonance; the lack of choice 

makes them believe that their home/local area is better than others. Alternatively, 

constrained choice may decrease place attachment through people wishing that their 

homes and local areas looked like those they see in other neighbourhoods or in the 

media.  

Another demographic difference which seems to affect place attachment is 

gender; women tend to be more attached to place than men (Cuba & Hummon, 1993; 

Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Rollero & De Piccoli, 2010b). Reasons for this could be 

that women spend more time in the home doing home maintenance activities and raising 

children, resulting in stronger place attachment. Due to gender stereotypes men might 

also be reluctant to express feelings of attachment and emotion resulting in them 

underreporting their attachment.  

Place attachment is also related to how involved in the community people are. 

Place identity has been found to be correlated with involvement in clubs, town meetings 

and local volunteer activities (Cuba & Hummon, 1993). Place attachment has similarly 

been correlated with neighbourhood ties (Lewicka, 2010) and participation in property 

related recreational and local association activities (Stedman, 2006). People who are 

attached to their local areas may join clubs and organisations to get to know others who 

are similarly attached; this participation may then strengthen place attachment, resulting 

in a cyclical affect.  
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Location may also be related to place attachment. One study found that people 

in villages reported greater place attachment than people in bigger cities (Lewicka, 

2005). People who live in rural areas may have made a conscious decision to do so, 

despite the lack of amenities and distance to services, as they like the physical 

environment. However, people in country areas have been found to have fewer social 

ties and belonged to fewer organisations that urban people (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; 

Sampson, 1988; Theodori & Luloff, 2000). This could possibly be due to the increased 

number of people in urban areas, resulting in a wider range of organisations to join and 

more people to connect with.  

Thesis overview 
 

The above review has demonstrated that place attachment can be grounded in 

attachment theory and provides people with a sense of belonging and security (B. B. 

Brown & Perkins, 1992; Rose, 1995). People become dependent on places that meet 

their needs and allow them to reach their goals (Shumaker & Taylor, 1983; Stokols & 

Shumaker, 1982). Overtime these places become assimilated into our identities if they 

provide us with feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem and self-efficacy 

(Breakwell, 1986, 1992b, 2014). Together, place dependence and place identity make us 

feel attached. 

Place attachment has many benefits; it makes places more enjoyable and is 

linked to positive health outcomes and greater community commitment and 

involvement (Harris et al., 1995; Relph, 1976; Tartaglia, 2012). It has also been 

proposed as a motivating factor in place protective actions, from collective action to fire 

mitigation (Devine-Wright, 2009; Jakes et al., 2007; Kyle et al., 2009; Lin & 

Lockwood, 2014; Vorkinn & Riese, 2001). People who have had their place attachment 

disrupted by natural disasters, increased mobility, forced relocation or changes to place, 
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report negative psychological and social consequences (Albrecht et al., 2007; B. B. 

Brown & Perkins, 1992). Researching the situations that lead to attachment and the 

effects of attachment on cognitions and behaviour adds to our understanding of the 

interdependent relationship between people and their environments and how behaviour 

is affected by the meanings people bestow upon their physical settings. 

The main aim of this thesis is to further unravel the relationship between place 

attachment and threatened places and to measure the extent to which place protective 

behaviours can be predicted by place attachment. In particular, I examine how place 

attachment affects the mitigation behaviours of people living in places threatened by 

bushfires, whether people living in bushfire prone places report stronger place 

attachment and how place attachment influences the ways people interpret, evaluate and 

respond to place change. A secondary aim of this thesis is to better understand the 

socio-demographic factors predicting place attachment. The research discussed above 

illustrates the importance of people-environment relations to the development of self-

identities and overall health and well-being. For these reasons, people can be opposed to 

changes in the environment that might threaten their bonds with it. If we know who is 

most likely to be attached and under what conditions they will act to save places to 

which they are attachment, we might be able to harness their attachment to increase 

positive behaviours such as bushfire mitigation and preparation. 

 In order to answer this question, three studies were conducted. In study 1, 300 

people living in bushfire prone areas were contacted by telephone and asked to 

complete surveys about their attachment to their homes and local areas. They were also 

asked about their bushfire response plans (i.e. if they plan on staying and defending 

their homes during a fire or leaving), as well as how many mitigation actions they had 

implemented around their homes and properties. It was hypothesised that place 
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attachment would work as a motivating factor when it comes to fire mitigation and 

preparation. It was predicted that people with stronger place attachment would be more 

prepared.  

 Study 2 had two parts. It used the same sample from study 1 and compared them 

to 300 people living in non-bushfire prone places. The aim of this study was to test the 

suggestion that living in a threatened place makes people more aware of their 

attachment to it (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976). 

There were four groups in this study: urban dwellers (urban/not bushfire prone), urban-

fringe dwellers (urban/bushfire prone), people who lived in the centre of country towns 

(rural/non-bushfire prone) and people who lived in low-density country areas 

(rural/bushfire prone). The attachment levels of these four groups were compared to 

each other using multivariate analysis of variance. It was hypothesised that people 

living in bushfire prone areas would have stronger attachment as they are living in a 

threatened place which would make their attachment bond more salient. It was also 

hypothesised that rural residents would report stronger place attachment than urban 

residents. 

 The second part of study 2 examined the socio-demographic factors that predict 

place attachment. This part used multiple regression to examine the variables that 

predicted place identity and place dependence to both the home and local area. The aim 

of this was to better understand the factors related to place attachment and to investigate 

whether attachment to different levels of place (home vs. local area) were predicted by 

different socio-demographic variables. The variables measured were length of 

residence, gender, age, location, income and education. 

 Study 3 also consists of two parts. In this study the same measure of place 

attachment used in the previous studies is applied to a different type of threat. The first 
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two studies focused on bushfires, which are a constant threat. People who live in 

bushfire-prone areas are always at risk, although they do not know if a bushfire will 

occur in their area each year. This means that while they have to constantly be preparing 

for risk, until a bushfire occurs, their homes are not directly threatened. Once a bushfire 

does occur, the threat is severe and the chances of losing your home are high.  

In contrast, study 3 examined a situation where the threat was less severe and was 

related to local areas rather than homes. The threat focused on in this study was 

proposed changes to the boundaries of local government areas (LGA). Residents feared 

that amalgamating their LGA with another would change the area’s identity. They also 

feared that changing the area might result in changes to how well it met their needs, thus 

threatening place dependence. This is a one off threat of place change that could be 

thwarted by collective action, in contrast to bushfires which are constant threats that 

cannot be stopped, only mitigated. Previous studies have found that people with 

stronger attachment are more likely to view place change negatively and work to stop it 

(Lin & Lockwood, 2014; Perkins et al., 1996; Stedman, 2002). It was therefore 

hypothesised that residents who were more attached would view changes to LGA 

boundaries as a threat and would protest against them.  

The second part of Study 3 was conducted after a decision had been made by the 

authorities regarding the LGA changes. The final decision was made in favour of the 

protestors. This decision meant that protestors were successful in stopping place change. 

Surveys were mailed to residents asking about their feelings of collective-efficacy and if 

their place attachment had changed as a result of the threat.  
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Chapter 2.  Does place attachment predict wildfire mitigation 

and preparedness? A comparison of wildland-urban interface 

and rural communities  

 

NB: This study has been published in Environmental Management.*  It is included in 

the format in which it was accepted. In order to fit with the style of the journal, 

American English spelling has been used. Also, in fitting with the international 

readership of the journal, bushfires are referred to as wildfires and the urban-fringe 

(where metropolitan areas meet bushland) is referred to the wildland-urban interface 

(WUI). 

 
* Anton, C. E., & Lawrence, C. (2016). Does place attachment predict wildfire 

mitigation and preparedness? A comparison of wildland-urban interface and rural 

communities. Environmental Management, 57(1), 148 – 162. 
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Abstract 
 

Wildfires are a common occurrence in many countries and are predicted to increase as 

we experience the effects of climate change. As more people are expected to be affected 

by fires it is important to increase people’s wildfire mitigation and preparation.  Place 

attachment has been theorized to be related to mitigation and preparation. The present 

study examined place attachment and wildfire mitigation and preparation in two 

Australian samples, one rural and one on the wildland-urban interface. The study 

consisted of 300 participants who responded to questionnaires about their place 

attachment to their homes and local areas, as well as describing their socio-demographic 

characteristics and wildfire mitigation and preparedness. Hierarchical regression 

showed that place attachment to homes predicted wildfire mitigation and preparedness 

in the rural sample but not in the wildland-urban interface sample. The results suggest 

that place attachment is a motivator for mitigation and preparation only for people 

living rurally. Reminding rural residents of their attachment to home at the beginning of 

wildfire season may result in greater mitigation and preparedness. Further research 

focusing on why attachment does not predict mitigation and preparedness in the 

wildland-urban interface is needed. 

Keywords 

Place attachment, Place identity, Place dependence, Wildfire mitigation, Wildland-

urban interface, Rural communities 
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Introduction 
 

Wildfires occur in many countries around the world. The most fire prone country is 

Australia (Bryant, 2008) with over 50,000 fires reported in a single year (Steering 

Group for the Review of Service Provision, 2008). Many of these are quickly 

controlled, but some last for days and can result in loss of property and sometimes life. 

As a result of climate change, extreme weather events that can cause wildfires are 

predicted to become more frequent and severe (Hennessy & Mpelasoka, 2007). Natural 

disasters often have lasting effects on the people that endure them. They are associated 

with an increased prevalence of severe psychiatric symptomatology, such as 

posttraumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression, nightmares and somatic complaints 

(Peek & Mileti, 2002) and have financial impacts on both individuals and governments 

as homes and communities need to be rebuilt. As disasters become more prevalent these 

impacts look set to worsen as more people are affected.  

The risk of wildfire damage to property and people has heightened with urban 

expansion, which has seen an increase in the number of people living on the outskirts of 

metropolitan areas that abut native wildland, termed the wildland-urban interface 

(WUI). At the same time as this increase in population living on the urban interface, 

amenity migration has increased the number of people moving to rural areas for a “sea-

change” or “tree-change” (Glorioso & Moss, 2007). Amenity migration is often driven 

by people’s ideas about what these places can offer compared to their usual place of 

residence, such as a better lifestyle or climate, more affordable housing, and less 

congestion (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014b).  

The motivating factors driving people to live in WUI areas can be different to 

the motivations behind amenity migration to rural areas. People may have visited rural 

places on holiday and evaluated them as being more desirable than their usual place of 
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residence, developing emotional bonds which they seek to continue by moving to these 

places, often upon retirement (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014b). In contrast, 

population increases in the interface areas where the metropolis meets wildland are 

often driven by the costs of housing in the inner-city. This is especially true in Western 

Australia, the site of this research. House prices drive first homebuyers and people on 

low incomes, into the WUI (Department of Treasury, 2015). These fringe areas are the 

fastest growing in the Perth metropolitan region (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2014), 

signalling an influx of newcomers to WUI areas that may not have experience with 

wildfires and may not be aware of the preparation and mitigation that needs to be 

undertaken in order to protect themselves and their properties.  

Possibly due to the differences behind people’s migration, people in more rural 

areas have been found to be more prepared than people in more urban areas (Heath et 

al., 2011). Because of these differences, in this paper, the factors predicting mitigation 

and preparedness are modelled separately for people in rural areas and people in WUI 

areas. WUI areas were defined as the fringe suburbs on the edge of the Perth 

metropolitan area, where houses meet wildland. Rural areas were defined using the 

accessibility/remoteness index of Australia (ARIA). This is a measurement of how far 

from service centers a place is; the places classified in this study as rural are classified 

by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as regional areas (APMRC, 2014; A. Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2014).    

Given the increasing number of people living in fire-prone areas, and the 

predicted increase in the prevalence of wildfires, it is important that people try to reduce 

the impact of wildfires to lessen the severe health and financial effects. This can be 

achieved through effective disaster management, of which there are four stages; 

mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery (Waugh, 1999). The current study 



51 
 
focuses on mitigation and preparedness which need to begin before a fire. Wildfire 

mitigation, like disaster mitigation more generally, aims to increase residents’ readiness, 

decrease emergency response time, decrease the negative impacts of the disaster and 

facilitate recovery time (Jakes et al., 2007).  Mitigation actions can feed into 

preparedness, which is defined as planning how to respond (Waugh, 1999). 

Preparedness is a multidimensional construct comprised of psychological preparedness, 

individual physical preparedness and community preparedness (Morrison, Lawrence, & 

Oehmen, 2014). Implementing mitigation measures makes people more adequately 

prepared and more ready to respond. Recommended mitigation measures are similar 

across many wildfire preparation guides around the world and vary from the easily 

implemented, such as raking up leaves, to major structural changes to homes and 

properties.  

In response to the recent severe wildfires in Australia and around the world there 

has been increased research into the factors that affect people’s wildfire mitigation and 

preparation efforts. It has become clear that people often do not realize that they are at 

risk and are not adequately preparing their properties to withstand fire (J. McLennan, 

Paton, & Wright, 2015; Morrison et al., 2014). People tend to most often implement the 

actions that are least expensive and easiest to accomplish (Absher, Vaske, & Shelby, 

2009; Brenkert-Smith et al., 2006; McGee, McFarlane, & Varghese, 2009; Mileti, 

Fitzpatrick, & Farhar, 1992). It is important for fire authorities and government officials 

to understand the factors affecting people’s mitigation decisions so they can motivate 

people in fire prone areas to better mitigate and become more prepared. 

One such factor that is often overlooked in the discussion about wildfire 

mitigation and preparedness is the emotional bonds people feel to their homes and local 

areas. Identifying and evaluating people’s reasons for living where they do and 
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quantifying their bonds to their homes may lead to a better understanding of the 

motivations behind people’s mitigation actions. This bond is commonly termed place 

attachment. Previous research examining place attachment and disaster mitigation and 

preparedness are discussed below.  

Defining place attachment 
 

There is no single definition of place attachment within the literature but it is 

broadly defined as an emotional bond between people and their environments (G. 

Brown & Raymond, 2007; Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001). Most researchers 

conceptualize place attachment as a multidimensional construct but there is no 

consensus on how many dimensions there are. Many conceptualizations make a 

distinction between emotional or symbolic attachments to a place and functional or 

physical attachments (Lin & Lockwood, 2014; Schreyer et al., 1981). These two 

dimensions are commonly referred to as place identity and place dependence, 

respectively (G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001; Williams & Vaske, 

2003). Place identity is part of our self-identity and is described as an emotional, 

symbolic and psychological attachment to place (Proshansky, 1978; Vaske & Kobrin, 

2001; Williams & Vaske, 2003), and place dependence is described as a functional, 

resource dependent attachment and is the result of evaluating a place as better than 

viable alternative places (Shumaker & Taylor, 1983; Stokols & Shumaker, 1982; Vaske 

& Kobrin, 2001; Williams & Vaske, 2003).  

Some researchers have added additional dimensions to the place attachment 

model, one of which is social bonding (Kyle et al., 2005; Kyle et al., 2010), a measure 

of people’s attachment to those they share a place with. Support for including this 

dimension is mixed; while some people argue that all place attachment is socially 

constructed (Wynveen, Kyle, & Sutton, 2010), others have sometimes failed to find 
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statistical support for this model with at least one confirmatory factor analysis 

supporting a bi-dimensional model of place identity and place dependence, over a 

model with the added dimensions of family bonding, friend bonding and nature bonding 

(Raymond et al., 2010). Including a social bonding dimension can blur the line between 

place attachment, which captures people’s attachment to, and emotional bonds with, a 

physical place and community attachment, which examines the social aspect of people’s 

attachment to others that they share a place with (Trentelman, 2009).  

Other studies have also added dimensions such as rootedness (Hay, 1998; Tuan, 

1980), bondedness (Hay, 1998), familiarity (Hammitt, Backlund, & Bixler, 2006) and 

affective attachment (Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001) (see Hernandez et al. (2014) for a 

review of the many conceptualizations of place attachment). The focus of the current 

study was the relationship between fire preparedness and the bonds people feel towards 

their homes; it appears that people can be attached to their homes regardless of whether 

any social bonding occurs there. For many people, a home is a place of sanctuary and 

security that can be designed to reflect one’s identity and to support one’s needs which 

are captured by the two dimensions of place identity and place dependence, the 

dimensions measured in this study.  

Place attachment and disaster mitigation and preparedness 
 

There have been few studies that have systematically looked at the link between 

place attachment and disaster mitigation and preparedness, and they have produced 

mixed findings. It seems intuitive that if people are highly attached to their homes they 

might be more inclined to implement mitigation measures to help protect their homes 

from the impacts of a natural disaster. This has been supported by the results of 

quantitative studies which have shown that place attachment is a motivating factor for 

fire preparation (Paton, 2012), a predictor of property based fire mitigation (Kyle et al., 
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2010), and a predictor of flood preparedness (Mishra et al., 2010). Qualitative studies 

have also identified place attachment as a factor contributing to preparedness. Jakes and 

colleagues’ case studies in several wildfire prone areas in the United States suggested 

that people’s attachment to place inspired them to improve their fire preparedness (Jakes 

et al., 2007).  

Researchers of flood preparedness in India included genealogical, economic and 

religious attachment scales (Mishra et al., 2010). These, however, are very situation 

specific to Orissa, India where people are dependent upon ancestral possessions, where 

homes serve as temples to pray to gods/goddesses and ancestors and where people’s 

livelihoods are often linked to their place of residence. Due to the regional specificity of 

these dimensions, they were not used in the present study.  

 Contrary to the above results is the proposition that when mitigation requires 

changing the landscape that one is attached to, attachment might hinder mitigation 

efforts. In her interviews with people living in fire-prone areas in Colorado, Brenkert-

Smith reported that residents weighed up mitigation measures with their place 

attachment and feelings of what it means to live in a forested area. Some were unwilling 

to implement mitigation measures that altered the landscape unless they were under 

direct threat from a fire, and viewed such measures as compromising the environmental 

conditions that they valued (Brenkert-Smith, 2006; Brenkert-Smith et al., 2006).  

Concern over changing the aesthetics of a place is commonly cited among 

residents of wildfire prone areas (Absher et al., 2009). For example, Paton and 

colleagues found that, irrespective of people’s safety attitudes, those who had strong 

environmental values and were attached to the environment did not support mitigation 

measures, such as controlled burning, that altered the environment (Paton, Kelly, 

Burgelt, & Doherty, 2006). This would suggest that people who identify themselves as 
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pro-environmental and report having strong environmental values want to change the 

landscape as little as possible. In order to protect their homes from fire people often 

need to carry out controlled burning and thinning and removing trees, actions which 

alter the landscape and could be in direct opposition to pro-environmental identities. 

The desire to keep the landscape as natural as possible may clash with the desire to 

protect their homes from fire. This disconnect between pro-environmental values and 

the need to protect the home that one is attached to might cause discomfort and prevent 

people from fully implementing mitigation measures, especially those likely to alter the 

landscape. This could result in the risk only being partially mitigated as people seek to 

avoid any long lasting changes to their homes and properties that alter the environment. 

Socio-demographic variables as predictors of preparedness 
 

Certain demographic characteristics have been linked with greater mitigation 

and preparedness for natural disasters. These include home-ownership, higher income 

and education, more children in the home, being female, greater length of residence in 

the home, and full-time residence (Absher & Vaske, 2006; Beringer, 2000; Brenkert-

Smith, Champ, & Flores, 2012; Collins, 2008; Collins & Bolin, 2009; Edwards, 1993; 

Fischer, 2011; Russell, Goltz, & Bourque, 1995). Research reveals conflicting results on 

the relationship between age and preparedness. Edwards (1993) found that age was not 

significantly correlated with earthquake preparedness, while Brenkert-Smith and 

colleagues found that age significantly predicted wildfire mitigation with older people 

mitigating more (Brenkert-Smith et al., 2012), and Fischer (2011) found that older 

people mitigated less. This relationship clearly requires further research.  

Barriers to mitigation 
 

As well as understanding the factors that predict mitigation and preparedness it 

is also important to understand what might be stopping people from implementing 
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mitigation measures. Factors mentioned by people living in wildfire prone areas as 

standing in the way of mitigation include time, money, and loss of privacy from cutting 

down trees (Absher, Vaske, & Lyon, 2013; Absher et al., 2009; Fischer, 2011; 

Martynuik, 2012). As indicated above, people often move to fire-prone areas because of 

the environment and, as a result, commonly report not wanting to make unnecessary 

changes to their landscape, these people often view mitigation measures as 

compromising the environment they value (Absher et al., 2009; Brenkert-Smith, 2006; 

Brenkert-Smith et al., 2006). Residents have also expressed concern that as the 

population in WUI areas increases there will be greater diffusion of responsibility 

leading to fewer people taking individual action (Weisshaupt, Jakes, Carroll, & Blatner, 

2007). In addition to these barriers, people who see other demands in life as more 

pressing than fire mitigation have also been found to be less likely to prepare their 

properties (Paton et al., 2006).  

Structure of the current study 
 

The aims of the current study were to discover whether wildfire mitigation and 

preparedness could be predicted by people’s place attachment, over and above 

demographic factors. Relationships between place attachment and wildfire mitigation 

and preparedness were modelled separately for people living on the WUI and people 

living in rural areas. There are several reasons for this. First, people who move to the 

WUI  often do so because of cost (Department of Treasury, 2015), while people who 

move to rural areas do so for lifestyle reasons (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014b). 

Analyzing the two samples separately avoids these underlying group differences which 

could mask relationships between the study variables. In particular, differences in socio-

economic status between the two areas could affect mitigation as such measures are 

often costly to implement.  
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A second difference between the two areas is access to amenities and services. 

Many people are forced to live on the WUI due to house prices but are not far from the 

city center and may work and socialize there. These people may have limited 

knowledge of fires and may not have social connections to people who have lived in the 

area for longer and who have experienced wildfire. People who live in rural areas are 

often confined to living, working, and socializing in the same place. This isolation could 

lead to a stronger place identity, and more social connections to people who have 

experienced wildfires. The relative proximity of the WUI to the city may also make 

residents less motivated to prepare their homes, as they may believe that fire authorities 

are closer at hand and are better able to respond quickly to a wildfire. Rural areas are 

further from the government provided fire and emergency services and rely on volunteer 

fire brigades until back-up can arrive. This may explain the finding that people in areas 

further from urban centers are more prepared than those closer to urban centers (Heath 

et al., 2011), as they are more used to relying on themselves.  

The study measured people’s place attachment (split into the dimensions of 

place identity and place dependence) to their homes and local areas, demographic 

characteristics and wildfire mitigation and preparedness. Respondents were recruited 

from high fire risk rural and WUI areas. WUI areas were defined as the outskirts of 

Western Australia’s capital city, Perth’s, metropolitan area where homes are built 

bordering on native vegetation. Rural areas were defined as places outside of the 

metropolitan area that are far from major service areas, defined as “regional areas” by 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics (APMRC, 2014). Refer to appendix one for maps of 

the areas sampled. 

It was hypothesized that, as has been found previously, demographic factors 

such as income, education, sex, home-ownership, length of residence and presence of 
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children or other dependents in the home would predict wildfire  mitigation and 

preparedness. It was also hypothesized that both dimensions of place attachment would 

predict mitigation and preparedness above the amount predicted by demographic 

factors. As there have previously been conflicting results on the effect of age on 

mitigation and preparedness, age was measured but no specific hypothesis was made. 

Method 
 

Participants 
 

Prior to data collection a target sample size of n = 300 was set, with 150 in the 

WUI sample and 150 in the rural sample, these two samples were analyzed separately. 

A rule of thumb for multiple regression is that there should be a minimum sample size 

of 104 + the number of predictors. Another rule is that in order to achieve a high level 

of power (.8), if a medium effect size is expected, the sample size must be between 100 

and 150 if there are between six to ten predictors (Field, 2009). A sample size of 150 for 

each of the two samples meets these requirements.  Publically available phone numbers, 

both landline and cell phone, for people living in fire prone areas in the south-west of 

Western Australia were obtained. Participants in the WUI sample lived in the Shire of 

Kalamunda and the City of Armadale and participants in the rural sample lived in the 

Shires of Collie and Augusta-Margaret River.  

The study was advertised in local newspapers. The advertisement provided 

information about the study and notified readers that they may be contacted by 

telephone to take part in the survey. The advertisement also included the URL of an 

online version of the survey giving participants the option of responding online rather 

than over the phone.  
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When called, participants were again given the option of completing the survey 

online if they did not wish to do so over the phone. Two people chose this option. 

Participants were contacted by telephone over a three month period from October 25, 

2012 to January 17, 2013. In total 2383 phone calls were made, of these, 581 were 

answered, 282 who answered declined to participate, leaving a total of 299 people who 

agreed to complete the survey over the phone. One of these people was below the age of 

18 and therefore could not take part in the survey. A total of 298 people completed the 

survey by telephone. This response rate of 51% is higher than the response rate 

commonly seen in mitigation and preparedness studies using mail-out surveys (Absher 

et al., 2013; Kyle et al., 2010). Data collection was stopped once 150 people from each 

area were sampled. 

The mean ages and genders of participants are presented in Table 1. Mean ages 

were around ten years older than the mean ages of people over 18 living in the study 

areas recorded by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. This could be because older 

people may have more time to respond to surveys.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for participants’ ages and gender 

Sample Mean age S. D Range Female (Male) 
Rural 56.42 15.49 18 – 89 92 (58) 
WUI 59.27 17.35 18 – 93  84 (66) 
 
Measures 
 

Place attachment 
 

Place attachment was measured using a survey adapted by Brown and Raymond 

(2007) from Williams and Vaske (2003) who had adapted theirs from Williams and 

Roggenbuck (1989). It consisted of six questions measuring participants’ place identity 

and five questions measuring place dependence. These questions were asked in relation 
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to both the participants’ homes (the house and plot of land on which they reside) and 

their local areas (suburbs). They were measured on a five point Likert scale ranging 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree (see Tables 4 and 5).  

Mitigation and Preparedness measure 
 

The mitigation and preparedness measure consisted of 36 items asking 

participants about their mitigation and preparedness efforts (see appendix 2). These 

items were adapted from the Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES) check 

list and were augmented with additional questions created by Dunlop and colleagues 

(Dunlop et al., 2014). These items are very similar to firewise actions suggested by fire 

agencies around the world. However, while in other countries the focus is on preparing 

the property and leaving, in Australia residents are encouraged to develop a fire 

response plan where they either stay and actively defend their property or prepare their 

property as much as they can and then leave on the day of a fire. 

Due to time and monetary constraints it was not feasible for the researcher to 

travel to 300 individual properties to assess how prepared they were. As is common 

practice in disaster mitigation studies, the researcher relied on self-report measures of 

mitigation and preparedness. Participants had to select either yes, no, or not applicable 

for whether they had implemented each of the measures. There was no evidence that 

participants tried to mislead the interviewer about their mitigation and preparedness, 

many reported failing to implement measures that they readily admitted they should 

implement. Participants were also asked about their wildfire response plans. These 

questions were taken from a previous study (Heath et al., 2011) and participants had to 

select from eight options the one that they would most likely implement in the event of 

a fire (see Table 2).  
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Socio-demographic questions 
 

Participants were also asked how long they had lived in their local area, why 

they chose to live in the area, if they lived within 100 meters of wildland, their age, sex, 

home-owner status, income, education and whether they had any dependents such as 

children, someone with a disability or an elderly person living with them as this might 

affect their preparedness and response plan. 

Procedure 
 

 At the beginning of each phone call the researcher identified herself, her 

research institution, and the nature of the study. At this point the potential participant 

was asked if they would be willing to participate in the research. If they indicated that 

they did not then they were wished a good day and the phone call was terminated. If the 

participant indicated in the affirmative, they were told a little more about the study, 

including that it had been passed by an ethics review panel. At this point any questions 

that the participant had regarding the research were answered. The survey took around 

10 minutes to administer. At the end of the phone call participants were thanked for 

their time and asked if they had any further questions about the study. An advantage of 

contacting participants by telephone rather than in mail out surveys was that it enabled 

the researcher to clarify and further explain any questions that participants may not have 

fully understood. This allowed for confidence that the respondents understood each 

question before answering. 

Results 
 

WUI vs. rural mitigation and preparedness 
 

Mitigation actions and preparedness were calculated together to create a single 

score, hereafter referred to as mitigation/preparedness. This score was the number of 
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actions undertaken by participants as a percentage of those they deemed applicable; 

scores on this scale were normally distributed. To test whether there was a difference in 

mitigation/preparedness between the two groups an independent samples t-test was 

conducted with mitigation/preparedness as the dependent variable and WUI/rural as the 

grouping variable. There was no significant difference in mitigation/preparedness 

between the WUI (M = 61.66, SD = 12.18) and rural (M = 62.94, SD = 11.81) samples, t 

(298) = .93, p > .05, r = .05. However, if mitigation/preparedness was measured as the 

actual number of actions undertaken, as opposed to percentage of actions undertaken 

that the participants deemed applicable, there was a significant difference between the 

WUI and rural samples. These distributions were not normally distributed so a Mann-

Whitney test was conducted. People in the rural sample had undertaken significantly 

more mitigation and preparatory actions (Mdn = 20.00) than people in the WUI sample 

(Mdn = 17.50), U = 8398.00, z = -3.80, p < .05, r = -.22.  

Wildfire response plans 
 

Participants were presented with eight fire response plans, from which they had 

to choose the one that they would most likely implement on the day of a fire (see Table 

2). There were no significant differences in participants’ intended fire response plans 

between the two samples χ2 = 6.59, p = .36, V = .15, although slightly more in the rural 

group chose to “wait and see” and more in the WUI group would not leave unless they 

were told to. 
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Table 2. Number of participants reporting each response plan 
 
 Response plan options Number of 

WUI 
respondents 

Number of 
rural 
respondents 

1 Stay and try to protect your property throughout the 
fire 

20 23 

2 Do as much as possible to protect your property but 
leave if the fire directly threatens it/reaches your 
property 

49 50 

3 Wait and see what the fire is like before deciding 
whether to stay and defend or leave 

32 41 

4 Wait for the police, fire or other emergency 
services to tell you what to do on the day 

32 25 

5 Leave as soon as you know there is a fire 
threatening your town or suburb 

8 4 

6 You would not be at home because you intend to 
leave your property and stay somewhere else on 
days of extreme and catastrophic fire danger 

0 0 

7 Haven’t thought about it  5 1 
8 Other 4 6 
 

Four respondents in the WUI sample selected the “other” option; one of these 

was an elderly man who had very low mobility, did not have a car, lived on several 

acres, and hoped that someone would come and evacuate him. One said he would 

evacuate his animals, then come back to defend his home; one indicated that he would 

be out fighting the fire and one said he would take the time to gather his essential items 

then leave. In the rural sample, six chose “other”, four indicated that they were 

volunteers either with the State Emergency Services or the local fire brigades and thus 

would be out fighting the fire, another was the fire coordinator for his local area, his job 

was to let everyone on the island on which he lived know about the fire and the severity 

of it, then he would evacuate; and one indicated that she would wait to see what her 

neighbors were doing. 

Most and least commonly implemented mitigation/preparedness measures 
 

Mitigation/preparedness levels were calculated as a percentage of items 

implemented that were applicable to the participants. This was done because some 
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mitigation items, such as creating fire breaks and defensible space and fuel reduction 

like controlled burning, are not required of everyone. Fire breaks and a circle of safety 

around the home are only required if the property is larger than half an acre. The 

researcher looked up the respondents’ addresses on a map in order to see the size of 

their lot to ensure whether or not fire breaks were needed.  Items that were most often 

selected as “not applicable” by WUI dwellers were: creating a firebreak along the 

boundary of the property (110 respondents), creating a 20m circle of safety around the 

home (115 respondents) and conducting controlled burning (121 respondents). Items 

that everyone in the WUI sample indicated were applicable were having: a fire resistant 

roof, a fire extinguisher inside the home, trees away from the power lines, smoke 

alarms, a power source that works independently from the mains, shutters on the 

external windows, sprinklers around the property, adequate home and contents 

insurance, metal fly wire on the windows and possessing equipment to put out spot 

fires. The most common action on the WUI was having a fire-resistant roof (143 

respondents) and the least common item was having a roof mounted sprinkler system (9 

respondents). 

The item most selected as “not applicable” in the rural sample was conducting 

controlled burning (79 respondents). Items deemed applicable by everyone in the rural 

sample were having: a fire-resistant roof, someone from the local fire department do a 

safety inspection, a fire extinguisher, smoke alarms, a power source that works 

independently from the mains, shutters on the external windows, a sprinkler system 

around the property, seals around the windows and doors, metal fly wire on the 

windows, possessing equipment to put out spot-fires, and not having wood piled near 

the house. The most common actions undertaken by the rural sample were having a fire-

resistant roof (143 respondents), equipment to put out spot-fires (142 respondents) and 
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removing any timber, rubbish or old junk lying around the property (141 respondents), 

the least common action was having shutters on the external windows (6 respondents).  

Place attachment and mitigation/preparedness 
 

Hierarchical regression was used to test the hypothesis that place attachment 

would predict mitigation/preparedness. Prior to the regression being conducted 

confirmatory factor analysis on the place attachment questions was performed in AMOS 

to ensure that they were loading onto the two factors of place identity and place 

dependence. Examination of the data showed the items to be non-normally distributed. 

As a result, Bollen-Stine’s bootstrapping, with 2000 iterations was used. This returned 

an adjusted p-value of p = .072, making the model a good fit for the data, χ2 (43) = 

83.03. This was compared to the one factor model, which did not fit the data even after 

bootstrapping, χ2 (44) = 419.90, p < .001. As the model produced consistent results 

across fit indices (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), in order to compare this work with 

previous research using the same questionnaire (Williams & Vaske, 2003) the goodness 

of fit indices reported were GFI, CFI, NFI and RMR. These are presented in Table 

three. GFI, CFI and NFI values above .90 indicate that the model is a good fit for the 

data (Bentler, 1990) and the closer the RMR is to zero, the better the fit, an RMR of 

zero indicates perfect fit. Clearly, the two-factor model of place attachment is a much 

better fit than the one-factor model. Cronbach’s alphas were higher for both of the 

dimensions when asked in relation to the local area than when asked in relation to the 

home, possibly indicating more variability in attachment to the home (tables 4 and 5). 

Table 3. Comparison of goodness of fit indices for 2 factor model and 1 factor model 
 
Model GFI CFI NFI RMR 
Two factor .95 .98 .96 .04 
One factor .72 .80 .78 1.00 
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for the place attachment questions asked about the home 

Question Mean Standard 
deviation 

Cronbach’s 
alpha 

Factor 
1 

Factor 
2 

I feel my home is a part of me 3.7 1.26  .26  
My home is very special to me 4.08 .97  .48  
I identify strongly with my 
home 

4.18 .82  .88  

I am very attached to my home 4.14 .85  .90  
Living in my home says a lot 
about who I am 

3.92 .90  .79  

My home means a lot to me 4.29 .70  .83  
Place identity dimension 4.05 .66 .80   
My home is the best place for 
what I like to do 

3.96 .89   .70 

No other place can compare to 
my home 

3.42 1.12   .81 

I get more satisfaction out of 
living in my home than I would 
anywhere else 

3.61 1.06   .86 

Doing what I do in my home is 
more important to me than 
doing it anywhere else 

3.59 1.05   .80 

I wouldn’t substitute any other 
area for doing the types of 
things that I do in my home 

3.48 1.07   .70 

Place dependence dimension 3.67 .81 .88   
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Table 5. Descriptive statistics for place attachment questions asked about the local area 

Question Mean Standard 
deviation 

Cronbach’s 
alpha 

Factor 
1 

Factor 
2 

I feel my local area is a part of 
me 

3.76 .92  .85  

My local area is very special to 
me 

3.83 .86  .84  

I identify strongly with my local 
area 

3.71 .94  .87  

I am very attached to my local 
area 

3.71 .95  .88  

Living in my local area says a 
lot about who I am 

3.41 1.04  .80  

My local area means a lot to me 3.80 .87  .89  
Place identity dimension 3.70 .82 .94   
My local area is the best place 
for what I like to do 

3.57 1.01   .79 

No other place can compare to 
my local area 

3.06 1.08   .86 

I get more satisfaction out of 
living in my local area than I 
would anywhere else 

3.25 1.06   .89 

Doing what I do in my local 
area is more important to me 
than doing it anywhere else 

3.23 1.07   .89 

I wouldn’t substitute any other 
area for doing the types of 
things that I do in my local area 

3.21 1.08   .89 

Place dependence dimension 3.26 .94 .94   
 

Following the factor analysis, scores were calculated for each participant’s place 

identity to home, place dependence to home, place identity to local area and place 

dependence to local area. Mitigation/preparedness was measured by calculating the 

percentage of applicable items that participants had undertaken. Prior to conducting the 

regression analysis the data were checked to ensure that the assumptions of regression 

were met.  



68 
 
 Correlations between the demographic variables, place attachment variables and 

mitigation/preparedness were calculated. In the rural sample the only demographic 

variables that were significantly correlated with mitigation/preparedness were home-

ownership and income. In the WUI sample home-ownership was the only demographic 

variable significantly correlated with mitigation/preparedness (see Table 6). Of the four 

measures of place attachment, place dependence to local area was the only variable not 

significantly correlated with mitigation/preparedness in the rural sample and thus was 

left out of the regression model. None of the place attachment measures were correlated 

with mitigation/preparedness in the WUI sample (see Table 7). A hierarchical 

regression was conducted with income and home-ownership entered in the first step and 

place identity and place dependence to home, and place identity to local area in the 

second.  

In the first step, the demographic factors accounted for 3.4% of the variance in 

the rural sample, adjusted R2 = .034, F (2, 147) = 3.63, p < .05. Income was a significant 

predictor of mitigation/preparedness but home-ownership was not. In the WUI sample 

home-ownership was a significant predictor, accounting for 4.4% of the variance, 

adjusted R2 = .044, F (2, 147) = 4.40, p < .05 but income was not. The three place 

attachment variables (place identity and place dependence to home and place identity to 

local area) were added to the regression model in step 2. None of these variables 

significantly predicted mitigation/preparedness in the WUI sample. Place identity and 

place dependence to home did significantly predict mitigation/preparedness in the rural 

sample, bringing the variance accounted for by the model up to 13.0%, adjusted R2 = 

.130, F (5, 144) = 5.46, p < .05. Place identity to local area did not predict 

mitigation/preparedness. In step two income ceased to be a significant predictor of 

mitigation/preparedness in the rural sample (see Table 8) Most likely because income 

shares variance with place identity to the home, r = .12, p < .05.    
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Place attachment to the home significantly predicted mitigation/preparedness in 

the rural sample but not the WUI sample. To explore the possibility that this was 

because people who live in rural areas are more attached than people who live in WUI 

areas the two samples were analyzed to examine whether there was a difference in place 

attachment between them. As the place identity and place dependence scores were not 

normally distributed Mann-Whitney tests were used to examine any differences between 

the two samples. There was no significant difference in place identity to the home 

between the WUI (Mdn = 24) and rural samples (Mdn = 24), U = 10,677.50, z = -.77, 

ns, r = -.04. There was also no difference in place dependence to home between the 

rural sample (Mdn = 18) and the WUI sample (Mdn = 19), U = 11,587.5,  z =.45, ns, r = 

.03. 

Table 6. Spearman’s Rho correlations between demographic variables and mitigation/ 
preparedness 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Rural         
1. Age 1.00   .06   .19*  -.14  -.27*   .51*   33*   .05 
2. Gender  1.00   .07   .06  -.09   .13  -.16  -.08 
3. Owner   1.00   .04   .01   .05   .16  .16* 
4. Education    1.00   .18*   .09  -.26*   .01 
5. Income     1.00   .07  -.01   18* 
6. Dependents      1.00   .32*   .04 
7. LOR       1.00   .13 
8. M/P        1.00 
WUI         
1. Age 1.00   .002   .13  -.21*  -.44*   .49*   .49*   .01 
2. Gender  1.00   .25*   .04   .17*   .05   .02   .15 
3. Owner   1.00   .03   .14   .03   .09   18* 
4. Education    1.00   .21*   .18*  -20*   .04 
5. Income     1.00   .26*  -23*   .16 
6. Dependents      1.00   .39*   .06 
7. LOR       1.00   .08 
8. M/P        1.00 
* p  < .05, M/P = mitigation/preparedness, Owner = home-owner/renter 
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Table 7. Spearman’s Rho correlations between place attachment variables and 
mitigation/preparedness  

* p < .05, PI = place identity, PD = place dependence, M/P = mitigation/preparedness 

Table 8. Hierarchical regression with demographic factors entered in step one and 
place attachment variables in step two 
 
Variable B SE β 
Rural - Step 1    
Constant 57.68 2.91  
Home-owner   5.38 3.26 .13 
Income   2.10 0.99 .17* 
Step 2    
Constant 35.52 6.75  
Home-owner   2.83 3.17 .07 
Income   1.58 0.97 .13 
PI (home)   0.74 0.30 .23* 
PD (home)   0.55 0.25 .21* 
PI (local area)   0.21 0.23 .08 
WUI - Step 1    
Constant 58.32 2.55  
Home-Owner   6.40 3.01 .17* 
Income   1.55 0.86 .15 
Step 2    
Constant 55.01 6.22  
Home-owner   6.51 3.06 .17* 
Income   1.51 0.87 .14 
PI (home)   0.09 0.32 .03 
PD (home)   0.02 0.33 .01 
PI (local area)   0.05 0.24 .02 
* p < .05, PI = place identity, PD = place dependence 

 PI home PD home PI Local 
Area 

PD Local 
Area 

Mitigation/ 
Preparedness 

Rural      
PI home 1.00   .53*   .42*   .25*  .32* 
PD home  1.00   .52*   .68*  .34* 
PI Local 
Area 

  1.00   .68*  .18* 

PD Local 
Area 

   1.00  .10 

M/P     1.00 
WUI      
PI home 1.00   .66*   .52*  .45*   .14 
PD home  1.00   .50*  .61*  -.01 
PI Local 
Area 

  1.00  .80*   .04 

PD Local 
Area 

   1.00  -.004 

M/P     1.00 
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Difference in mitigation/preparedness between renters and home-owners 
 

There were 14 renters and 136 home-owners in the rural sample and 18 renters 

and 132 home-owners in the WUI sample. Mitigation/preparedness levels were 

normally distributed and despite the differences in group sizes there were equal 

variances between the two groups so independent t-tests were conducted to investigate 

if there was a significant difference between home-owners’ and renters’ 

mitigation/preparedness. Home-owners in the WUI sample (M = 62.51, SE = .99) had 

implemented significantly more mitigation/preparedness measures than renters (M = 

55.44, SE = 3.81), t (148) = 2.34, p < .05, r =.19. There was no significant difference 

between home-owners (M = 63.45, SE = 1.02) and renters (M = 58.00, SE = 2.54) in the 

rural sample, t (148) = 1.65, p > .05, r = .11. 

Discussion 
  

Place attachment and mitigation/preparedness  
 

Place attachment to home significantly predicted mitigation/preparedness in the 

rural sample but not in the WUI sample despite there being no significant difference in 

attachment to home between the two. Place attachment to local area did not predict 

mitigation/preparedness in either sample. Median scores for both samples were high, 

indicating that while both reported strong attachment to their homes, this attachment 

was only predictive of wildfire mitigation/preparedness in the rural sample. People on 

the WUI might mistakenly believe that, as they are relatively close to urban centers, 

help from officials and fire fighters is close at hand. As a result they may judge that they 

are not at high risk of losing the homes to which they are attached, causing place 

attachment to not predict their mitigation/preparedness. This could also be why more 

people in the WUI sample reported that they would wait until fire fighters or police told 
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them to evacuate rather than making the decision proactively to evacuate. Waiting to be 

told to evacuate is not recommended by officials, as it is rare that police or emergency 

service personnel will be able to personally evacuate everyone from a fire zone. 

For the rural sample, place attachment to home significantly predicted 

mitigation/preparedness. The effect of place attachment on mitigation/preparedness is 

greater than has been found in previous studies (Jakes et al., 2007; Kyle et al., 2010; 

Mishra et al., 2010), accounting for 13% of the variance. In comparison, using similar 

place identity and place dependence questions (although they also included questions 

measuring affective attachment and social bonding), Kyle et al (2010) found that place 

attachment accounted for just 5.6% of the variance in property based mitigation. Other 

studies have also reported a relationship between place attachment and mitigation, but 

the Jakes et al (2007) study was qualitative and Mishra et al (2010) conceptualized place 

attachment as being comprised of genealogical, economic, and religious components 

making their results more difficult to compare with those in the current study.  

Place identity and place dependence to home yielded similar regression weights, 

indicating that both were equally important predictors of individual wildfire mitigation 

and preparedness in the rural sample. This is an interesting finding, as one is a 

functional attachment and the other an emotional attachment. It suggests that 

respondents’ emotional bonds with their homes are as important as the functions that the 

homes provide when it comes to motivating people in rural areas to mitigate and 

prepare. If efforts are to be made to try and increase rural residents’ mitigating 

behaviors it might be worthwhile reminding people of the meanings their homes hold 

for them, as well as the functional purpose of their home and how it provides for their 

needs. 
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In keeping with previous studies, and supported by the confirmatory factor 

analysis, place identity was defined in this study as an emotional attachment to a place 

and place dependence as a functional attachment (Vaske & Kobrin, 2001; Williams & 

Vaske, 2003). In the rural sample, people who saw their homes as part of their identities 

reported greater levels of mitigation/preparedness. Their place identity appears to act as 

a motivator to prepare for possible wildfires and implement mitigation measures, as 

losing their homes would damage their sense of self. Similarly, respondents with higher 

place dependence reported greater mitigation/preparation. These people view their 

homes as unique and better than any viable alternatives, which appears to be added 

motivation to implement mitigation measures to ensure that they do not lose the homes 

that they value so highly. 

While place attachment to home predicted mitigation/preparedness in the rural 

sample, place attachment to local area did not. It could be that people do not associate 

their feelings about their local area with individual fire protection. They might assume 

that it is the job of their local governments to ensure that the local area is safe, not 

recognizing that as the local area is comprised of individual properties they must all be 

mitigated if the area as a whole is to be wildfire prepared. If individuals are attached to 

their local areas it is in their best interest to mitigate their properties; if multiple 

properties fall victim to wildfires it would affect the local area by damaging 

infrastructure and the local environment which could flow through to changing the 

social fabric and aesthetic look of the area. It might therefore be useful for wildfire 

mitigation and preparation messages to point out the link between being attached to the 

local area and needing to make preparations to individual properties and implement 

mitigation measures. 
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Extent of participant mitigation and preparedness 
 

Some qualitative studies have reported that place attachment may hinder people 

from mitigating because they do not want to alter the landscape to which that they are 

attached (Brenkert-Smith, 2006; Paton et al., 2006). Attachment had no bearing on 

mitigation in the WUI sample and attachment to home had a positive relationship with 

wildfire mitigation and preparedness in the rural sample. However, on average 

respondents had only implemented around 60% of the measures that they deemed 

applicable to them. It could be that, as found by Brenkert-Smith (2006) people were 

weighing up the importance of implementing each measure with the effect it would 

have on their environment and only implemented ones that did not cause cognitive 

dissonance between their environmental values and place identities. Future studies 

could further investigate whether there is a clash between place identities, which 

motivate people to protect the land to which they are attached, and environmental values 

which might motivate people to conserve native vegetation rather than cutting it back.  

In contrast to other studies (Absher & Vaske, 2006; Beringer, 2000; Brenkert-

Smith et al., 2012; Edwards, 1993; Fischer, 2011), education, the presence of 

dependents in the home, age, and sex were not correlated with mitigation/preparedness. 

This supports a study by the United States Department of Agriculture which found that 

socio-demographic variables did not predict mitigation and preparedness (Absher et al., 

2009) and extends their finding to an Australian sample. In the rural sample, income 

predicted mitigation/preparedness in step one of the regression model. However, once 

the place attachment variables were added to the model, income was no longer a 

significant predictor. This is probably due to shared variance between income and place 

identity to the home.  
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Previous studies have found that people report low income and the costs 

associated with many mitigation measures as barriers to mitigation (Absher et al., 2013; 

Absher et al., 2009; Fischer, 2011; Martynuik, 2012). The costs of some of the fire 

mitigation measures are most likely preventing some people from implementing all of 

the recommended measures. This could be another reason why participants in both 

samples had only implemented around 60% of the measures that were applicable to 

them. It has previously been reported that people who see other demands in life as more 

pressing than fire mitigation are less likely to prepare (Paton et al., 2006). Similarly, 

Eriksen and Gill (2010) found that costs, in terms of monetary and time value, were 

hindering rural landowners from preparing for bushfires. People with lower incomes 

often have other costs that are higher on their priority lists than fire mitigation.   

Home-ownership as a predictor of mitigation/preparedness in the WUI  
 

In the WUI sample, home-ownership predicted mitigation/preparedness and 

there was a significant difference in mitigation/preparedness levels between home-

owners and renters, with home-owners implementing more measures. Owning one’s 

home can make one more invested in the home and property and, therefore, lead to 

greater preparation. Furthermore, renters are often not able to make structural changes 

to a property or may be unsure whether fire mitigation is their responsibility or their 

landlords’. It would appear that landlords owning properties on the WUI are not 

ensuring that they have reduced the fire-risk of the homes they rent out. This could be 

because they are seen simply as financial investments. There was no difference in the 

number of mitigation measures implemented for home-owners and renters in the rural 

sample. Fire risk may be more salient in the minds of landlords who own rural 

properties, resulting in them better preparing the properties that they rent out, leaving 

only ongoing mitigation measures for renters to carry out. 
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Most and least implemented mitigation measures 
 

People on the WUI reported implementing fewer mitigation measures than 

people living rurally although this is because, at least in their opinions, fewer of the 

measures were applicable to them. Some of the measures may have been implemented 

without fire mitigation in mind as they are regular home maintenance activities that may 

be undertaken regardless of any perceived fire risk. The most commonly implemented 

mitigation measures were having a fire resistant roof, smoke alarms, equipment to put 

out spot fires, raking leaves, cutting grass and removing rubbish from around the 

property. Most modern houses are built with fire-resistant roofs and smoke alarms, and 

actions such as removing rubbish, raking leaf-litter and cutting long grass may be 

undertaken for aesthetic reasons and as usual home maintenance rather than for fire 

mitigation. Equipment such as metal buckets, rakes and shovels can be used to put out 

spot fires; these are often found around homes, but their primary purpose is not wildfire 

protection and respondents probably did not have fire protection in mind when they 

purchased these products. Therefore, the actual number of activities undertaken solely 

for fire protection is probably much lower than reported, although it may be comforting 

for people to know that even if they do not have fire mitigation in mind they may be 

somewhat protected from fire just by living in a modern house and regularly 

maintaining their homes and properties. 

The least implemented item reported in the WUI sample was installing a roof-

mounted sprinkler system and in the rural sample was installing shutters on external 

windows. These findings support previous studies which found that people tend to 

implement cheap measures that are easily carried out (Brenkert-Smith et al., 2006; 

McGee et al., 2009; Mileti et al., 1992), and that it is less common for people to make 

structural changes to their homes (McGee et al., 2009). This failure could perhaps be 
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overcome by providing grants to low income residents to help with the costs of 

implementing these measures. 

None of the respondents stated that they would evacuate their homes on a day of 

extreme or catastrophic fire danger. This is contrary to the recommendations which 

stemmed from the Royal Commission in Australia after the Black Saturday wildfires 

which resulted in 173 fatalities and 2056 houses destroyed (CFA, 2012). The official 

recommendation is that people should leave their homes the morning of or the night 

before a day categorized as having catastrophic fire conditions (B. J. McLennan & 

Handmer, 2012). The most often selected response plans in both samples in the study 

were leaving once the fire reached the respondent and waiting to see what the fire is like 

before making a decision about what to do. These are also contrary to the recommended 

guidelines which state that people should not “wait and see” and, if they are not fully 

prepared, they should evacuate early. Nearly a fifth of respondents (19%) selected the 

option that they would wait until they were told to leave. The state Department of Fire 

and Emergency Services warns against doing this, stating that someone knocking on the 

door telling people to leave is “unlikely to happen” and that people should act without 

waiting for a warning (DFES, 2013).  

These results suggest that the majority of the people living in fire-prone areas 

are under-prepared, have not mitigated enough to reduce their risk, and do not have an 

adequate response plan in place. A dilemma that is likely to get worse as more people 

choose to live on the WUI, as mentioned in the introduction, these areas are the fastest 

growing neighborhoods in Western Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2014). 

Only 12 of the 300 respondents indicated that they planned to leave as soon as they 

knew there was a fire in their area, which is the recommended course of action. Late 

evacuations are not recommended by fire authorities, neither is trying to defend a 
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property that is not sufficiently protected. Future research is needed to further explore 

why so many people are not planning on implementing the recommended response 

plans. It could be that the message has not been well articulated to the at risk 

populations, making them unaware of what different fire warnings mean and the 

appropriate response to each one, or people could be actively choosing to ignore the 

recommendations. If this is the case then it is important to understand why they would 

ignore the recommendations.  

Limitations 
 

Participants were recruited by telephone; people who did not have publically 

listed numbers could not be contacted for participation. Similarly, only a few people 

who own second properties in fire prone areas that they visit occasionally were able to 

be contacted. This group may be less prepared than fulltime residents as they might not 

spend much time on their properties and when they do it is probably for relaxation and 

leisure not wildfire mitigation. There might also be a response bias in the type of people 

who would agree to participate in research; as mentioned in the method section the 

mean age was high compared to the census data for the areas sampled, possibly because 

retirees have more time to participate in research. 

Concluding statement, implications and future research directions 
 

This study adds to the knowledge being accumulated of the human factors 

affecting wildfire mitigation and preparedness. It shows that the strong ties people feel 

to their homes are similar in many countries and that, while there may be structural and 

contextual differences between countries facing threats from wildfires, many of the 

barriers reported to implementing mitigation measures are the same.  
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Only in the rural areas did place attachment motivate people to mitigate and 

prepare their properties. It may be that residents on the WUI judged the risk of wildfires 

to be relatively low in their areas, or thought that any fire that did occur would be 

quickly controlled by the authorities, therefore not fearing losing their homes, even 

when showing clear evidence of attachment. Further research is needed to investigate 

the risk perceptions of people in rural areas compared to WUI areas. In addition, further 

research investigating how to utilise the place attachment of WUI residents to encourage 

better mitigation and preparation may also yield fruitful results.  

Further research is also required to better understand people’s bonds to their 

homes and how mitigation efforts to help protect the home might clash with people’s 

environmental identities and values about protecting the natural environment. The 

average percentage of applicable mitigation/preparedness actions implemented was 

61.66% in the WUI sample and 62.94% in the rural sample. This indicates that there are 

still many actions that respondents thought were applicable to their homes and 

properties that they had not implemented. The reasons for this could be monetary. It 

could be that they are time consuming, that participants do not perceive that the risk is 

great enough to warrant implementing all actions, or that they were simply not aware of 

the full gamut of preparedness measures that they could undertake to protect their 

homes and properties. Further investigation into all of these matters is required. 

Wildfires are predicted to become more frequent and severe as the climate changes. 

Now is an important time to ensure that people understand the risks of living near 

wildland and begin to reduce these risks by mitigating and ensuring that they are 

prepared to act.  
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Appendix 1 

 

Figure 1: Map of the south-west region of Western Australia. The rural areas sampled 

are circled in red. 

 

Figure 2: Map of the Perth metropolitan region. The WUI areas sampled are circled in 

red.  
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Appendix 2 
 

Below are the mitigation measures included in the questionnaire and the percentage of 
respondents, for whom the item was applicable, that had implemented each measure.  

Mitigation measure % of urban 
respondents who 

had implemented it 

% of rural 
respondents who 

had implemented it 
Cut long grass and dense scrub  95.6% 97.2% 
A fire-resistant roof is currently installed 
on your house (e.g. metal, tile, 
composition) 

95.3% 95.3% 

All the trees on or near your property are 
away from overhead utility lines / lines are 
buried and not susceptible to fire 

92.7% 93.2% 

Make sure you meet your local 
government’s fire break requirements 

92.3% 87% 

Move all fuel containers into a shed away 
from your house and have a firebreak 
around it 

91.6% 90.4% 

Keep roof gutters and valleys clear of 
leaves and bark 

90.3% 93.1% 

Regularly rake up leaf litter and twigs 
under trees  

90.3% 87.1% 

Clear vegetation along the boundary of 
your property to create a firebreak 

90% 92.2% 

Smoke alarms are fitted on every level of 
the house 

90% 84% 

Remove any timber, rubbish and old junk 
lying around 

89.7% 94.6% 

Not pile wood against or near the house 87.4% 88.7% 
Your external house timbers all have a 
sound coat of paint 

84.4% 69.9% 

If possible, planned your garden so that 
your vegetable garden, lawn, pool or patio 
is on the side of the house likely to face a 
fire (where the bush is) 

78.5% 73.6% 

Create and maintain a minimum two metre 
gap between your house and tree branches 

75.7% 71.5% 

Store gas cylinders upright and secure 
them with a metal chain to a secure, non-
combustible post to prevent cylinders from 
falling over 

72.9% 91.1% 

Prune lower tree branches (up to two 71.4% 73.8% 
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metres off the ground) to stop a ground fire 
spreading into the canopy of trees 
Create a 20 metre circle of safety around 
your home and other buildings. This 
includes clearing all rubbish, long dry 
grass, bark and material that may catch fire 

68.6% 82.9% 

Block any gaps under floor spaces, in the 
roof space, under eaves, external vents, 
skylights, chimneys and wall cladding 

64.1% 46.8% 

Keep gas cylinders on the side of the house 
furthest away from the likely direction of a 
fire (where the bush is) 

63.6% 77.6% 

A sprinkler system is installed around the 
property 

63.3% 47.3% 

Remove shrubs and small trees under and 
between larger trees 

59.1% 59% 

Place metal fly wire mesh on all windows, 
vents and evaporative air conditioners to 
keep sparks and embers out 

56.7% 49.3% 

Bushes and plants overgrowing and 
growing under fences have been removed 

55% 56.8% 

Seals and/or draft protectors have been 
installed around windows and doors 

52.3% 51.3% 

Within the last 6 months you have 
conducted controlled burning on your 
property to reduce the fuel load 

44.8% 63.4% 

There is gutter protection installed on your 
house 

17.5% 16.3% 

Shutters to all external windows are 
installed 

14% 4% 

You have installed a roof-mounted 
sprinkler system 

7.8% 5.5% 
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Preparedness measures included in questionnaire 

Below are the preparedness measures included in the questionnaire and the percentage 
of respondents, for whom the item was applicable, that had implemented each measure 

Preparedness measure % of urban 
respondents who 
had implemented 

it 

% of rural 
respondents who 
had implemented 

it 
You possess and have prepared equipment to 
put out spot fires and sparks, such as metal 
buckets, rakes, shovels, and mops 

89.3% 94.7% 

Check that your home and contents insurance 
cover is adequate. Taking into consideration 
renovations, fixtures and additions such as 
swimming pools, sheds, gazebos, luxury 
fittings or new appliances 

88% 89.8% 

You possess at least one fire extinguisher for 
inside the home 

44.7% 38% 

Have a sufficient independent water supply 
of at least 20,000 litres and a petrol, diesel or 
a generator powered pump capable of 
pumping 400 litres per minute 

28.9% 43.4% 

You possess a power source that operates 
independent of the mains (e.g., a generator) 
that can be used to power a pump 

26% 45.3% 

You possess plugs that can be used to block 
down pipes 

23.4% 28.1% 

The bushfire risk to your house, such as 
identifying potential fire risks like timber 
decking, has been assessed 

20.8% 23.5% 

You have had your local fire department do a 
fire safety inspection at your home and 
property 

11.4% 15.3% 
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Chapter 3: Home is where the heart is: The effect of place of 

residence on place attachment and community participation 

This study compares the place attachment levels of the bushfire-prone sample 

described in Chapter Two with people living in less bushfire-prone rural and urban 

areas. The results in Chapter Two indicated that place attachment predicted bushfire 

mitigation and preparedness only in the rural sample, despite the two samples having 

similar attachment levels. It was hypothesised that the two samples in Chapter Two 

might have reported similar levels of place attachment because they both live in 

threatened places but that people living in places that are not threatened might report 

less attachment. This hypothesis was based on the theory that people become more 

aware of their attachment to place when the place is threatened or when they endure loss 

or hardship there (Proshansky, Fabian, & Kaminoff, 1983; Relph, 1976; Taylor & 

Townsend, 1976). Therefore people living in bushfire-prone areas may be more 

attached than people not living in bushfire-prone areas. Residing in places with a high 

risk of bushfire, for which residents must prepare each year, may remind people of their 

emotional attachments to their homes.   

The second part of this study investigated the socio-demographic variables 

which are related to place attachment. Knowing who is most likely to become attached 

may allow for better targeting of government campaigns to increased fire mitigation and 

preparedness. 

NB: This study has been published in the Journal of Environmental Psychology. It is 

included in this thesis in the form in which it was accepted for publication.  
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Anton, C. E. & Lawrence, C. (2014). Home is where the heart is: The effect of place of

 residence on place attachment and community participation, Journal of 

 Environmental Psychology, 40, 451 - 461. 
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Abstract 
 

This study explores the relationships between place of residence, living in a threatened 

place and the subsets of place attachment: place identity and place dependence. Six 

hundred participants living in south-west Western Australia in rural and urban areas 

with varying degrees of bushfire risk responded to surveys asking about their reasons 

for living in their local area, their place attachment and their socio-demographic details. 

MANOVAs revealed a significant effect of place of residence on place identity with 

rural residents reporting higher place identity than urban dwellers. Urban dwellers 

reported lower place dependence than rural dwellers except when they lived in a fire 

prone area, in which case their place dependence was on par with that of rural residents. 

Socio-demographic predictors of both place identity and place dependence to the home 

and local area were also explored, these included length of residence, education, and 

owning one’s home. 

Keywords 

Place attachment, Place identity, Place dependence, Rural communities, Urban 

communities, Western Australian, wildfire
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Introduction 

What is place attachment and what are its effects? 
 

Developing place attachment to one’s home and local area is beneficial. It has 

been linked with many positive health and community participation outcomes. People 

with higher place attachment report greater social and political involvement in their 

communities (Mesch & Manor, 1998), and communities comprised of highly attached 

people are more likely to work together to achieve a desired outcome, such as protecting 

the environment (G. Brown et al., 2002) and protecting the social and physical features 

that characterise their neighbourhoods (Mesch & Manor, 1998).  

Place attachment influences both high and low effort pro-environmental 

behavioural intentions (Ramkissoon, Smith, & Weiler, 2012b) and the components of 

place attachment, place dependence and place identity, are correlated with 

environmentally responsible behaviour (Vaske & Kobrin, 2001) and advocacy for the 

environment (Brown & Raymond, 2007). Benefits of place attachment to the individual 

include a better quality of life (Harris et al., 1995), better physical and psychological 

health, more satisfying social relationships, and greater satisfaction with one’s physical 

environment (Tartaglia, 2012). People who do not develop place attachment to their 

homes, but instead view their new homes negatively when compared to their prior 

homes, report higher stress levels and more health problems (Stokols & Shumaker, 

1982) 

While place attachment has been linked to the positive outcomes listed above, it 

can also have negative side effects. Fried (2000) noted that place attachment can 

become dysfunctional if it hinders people from considering future alternatives. Twigger-

Ross and Uzzell similarly found that people who were attached to their homes were 
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unlikely to leave, even when the place stopped being manageable (Twigger-Ross & 

Uzzell, 1996). This could be problematic for the elderly who may benefit from moving 

closer to medical facilities or for people for whom circumstances change and moving is 

the option that makes the most logical sense; for example people who can no longer 

afford their homes or who must move for employment opportunities. It can also be of 

concern for people who live in places prone to natural disasters that they can no longer, 

for health or monetary reasons, adequately protect, a problem which could lead to the 

destruction of their homes. 

Place attachment can also lead to inter-group conflicts when new people who are 

different (e.g. culturally, ethnically) from the majority move to a place with a high 

proportion of attached people (Fried, 2000). The already established residents could 

perceive the new people as threatening to their way of life and to the physical and social 

characteristics of the area. A similar argument has been used to explain local opposition 

to new developments such as electricity pylons and wind farms (Devine-Wright, 2009).  

If people feel that the place they are attached to is threatened and that the landscape 

could change into a place to which they no longer feel an emotional bond, they could 

act negatively towards the people or organisations responsible for that change. This has 

been found in the case of mining companies buying up large swathes of rural land and 

altering the place to the extent that it starts to become unrecognisable to the people who 

live there. The resultant mourning for a place that has been altered so dramatically has 

been termed ‘solastalgia’ and has resulted in community effort to halt the progress of 

the mine (Albrecht et al., 2007). 

Problems with defining place attachment 
 

As place attachment has been linked to both positive and negative outcomes it is 

important for researchers to be clear about what is meant by place attachment. The 



97 
 
broad definition, that place attachment is an emotional bond between people and their 

environments (G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001), is imprecise, 

resulting in considerable debate in the literature about how to more precisely define and 

measure it (Lewicka, 2011; Trentelman, 2009). There is currently no clear consensus on 

whether place attachment is a single order factor, a secondary factor comprised of 

primary components, or one component of a higher order factor such as sense of place 

(Hernandez, Hidalgo, & Ruiz, 2013).  

Many researchers treat place attachment as a complex multidimensional 

construct, although there is as yet no general agreement about precisely what these 

dimensions are. Various studies have distinguished place dependence (Williams & 

Vaske, 2003), place identity (Williams et al., 1992), social bonding (Kyle et al., 2005), 

community attachment (Sampson, 1988), rootedness (Hay, 1998; Tuan, 1980), 

bondedness (Hay, 1998), religious attachment, genealogical attachment, economic 

attachment (Mishra et al., 2010), and affective attachment (Kyle et al., 2010). 

Depending on the particular components being investigated, researchers have tended to 

create their own measures of place attachment, resulting in a plethora of  indices 

(Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001; Kyle et al., 2005; Williams 

& Vaske, 2003).  

The lack of clarity about what exactly is being measured can make it hard to 

generalise from one study to another, this has led to criticism of the paucity of a uniform 

definition of place attachment (Lewicka, 2011). These problems could be further 

exacerbated by differences in cultural settings for non-English speaking countries. 

Many of the constructs include components that aim to measure respondents’ bonds 

with the people with whom they share their environments, such as family, friends or 

colleagues. One way of simplifying the concept of place attachment is to reserve it for 
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bonds to a physical place, distinct from bonds with people which are better described as 

community attachment (something often studied by sociologists) or social capital 

(Trentelman, 2009). Encouraging researchers to use existing questionnaires rather than 

creating their own might also contribute to reducing the confusion in this field. 

Something that many of these measures have in common is a distinction between 

emotional or symbolic attachments to a place and functional or physical attachments 

(Lin & Lockwood, 2014).  These two components of attachment are often referred to as 

place identity and place dependence (Kyle et al., 2005; Moore & Graefe, 1994; 

Williams, 2013; Williams & Vaske, 2003) which, while correlated, have been found to 

have different predictive factors and different outcomes on behaviour (Bricker & 

Kerstetter, 2005; Kyle et al., 2005; Moore & Graefe, 1994). 

Place identity 
 

One of the dimensions of Williams’ place attachment model is place identity 

(Williams et al., 1992). The term place identity was first used by Proshansky (1978) 

who defined it as a substructure of self-identity consisting of memories, ideas, feelings, 

attitudes, values, preferences, meanings, and conceptions of behaviour and experience 

that occur in places that satisfy an individual’s biological, psychological, social, and 

cultural needs (Proshansky et al., 1983). Twigger-Ross (2003) has argued that place 

identity conforms to all the processes outlined in Breakwell’s Identity Process Theory 

(IPT). In IPT, identity structure is theorised to have two dimensions: the content 

dimension, comprised of our social (groups we belong to) and personal (our values, 

motives, attitudes, and emotions) identities and the value dimension, referring to our 

evaluation of each of the things in the content dimension which determine their salience 

in the identity hierarchy (Breakwell, 1986).  
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In IPT there are two processes (assimilation/accommodation and evaluation) that 

are used to organise the identity structure and four principles that guide these processes 

(Breakwell, 1992b). Assimilation refers to incorporating a new component into the 

identity structure while accommodation is re-arranging the salience hierarchy within the 

identity structure once the new component has been incorporated; evaluation refers to 

the meaning given to the new component. The four guiding principles are 

distinctiveness, continuity, self-efficacy, and self-esteem. Distinctiveness refers to 

people having a sense of uniqueness, in relation to place and it can be manifested, for 

example, in the way people decorate their homes. Continuity refers to the idea that as a 

person grows and changes, those changes are in line with that person’s subjective ideas 

of themselves. Self-efficacy is feeling that one is in control of a situation or place and 

self-esteem arises from a positive evaluation of the self (Breakwell, 1993). Speller 

(2000) theorised that place is vital to maintaining and enhancing the four identity 

principles listed above; places that make us feel unique, in control, good about 

ourselves, and are consistent with our subjective ideas of who we are, are more likely to 

be assimilated into the identity structure.  

Place dependence 
 

The other theorised component of place attachment is place dependence. Place 

dependence arises from a positive evaluation of a place on the basis that it meets an 

individual’s needs and allows them to achieve their goals (Shumaker & Taylor, 1983). 

If the current place is judged better than the alternatives, the individual will have higher 

place dependence and will be more likely to want to stay in that place. Place 

dependence tends to precede place identity (Moore & Graefe, 1994; Vaske & Kobrin, 

2001), a place meets a person’s needs so they become dependent on it and choose to 

stay there. The longer a person stays in a place the greater the likelihood of the place 
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being incorporated into the identity structure, especially if that place also provides the 

individual with feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem and self-efficacy. 

Strength of place attachment 
 

 The intensity of people’s place attachment can differ depending on the amount 

of contact people have with a place, the size and location of the place, and whether the 

place is threatened. Place attachment is evident in a variety of settings, from recreational 

places, including rivers used for white-water rafting (Bricker & Kerstetter, 2005), hiking 

trails (Kyle et al., 2005; Moore & Graefe, 1994), National Parks (Williams & Vaske, 

2003), and wilderness areas (Williams et al., 1992), to cars, houses, cities and countries 

(Lalli, 1992; Shamai, 1991). The focus of the current study was on participants’ 

attachment to both their homes and their local areas. Studies have found that people 

report higher place attachment to their homes than to their neighbourhoods (Hidalgo & 

Hernandez, 2001; Lewicka, 2010). This could be because the home is a more easily 

definable space with obvious boundaries, whereas ‘neighbourhood’ or ‘local area’ are 

harder to define as they lack obvious boundaries or property lines. The authors 

acknowledge that this is likely true of non-indigenous Australians living in the study 

areas, however it should be noted that Indigenous Australians have ancestral ties to the 

land which are very different bonds to the ones measured here in relation to home and 

local area. 

Living in a threatened place 
 

It has been theorised that the associations and commitments that people have to 

their homes may only become apparent in times of loss and hardship (Relph, 1976) and 

that experiencing hardship could strengthen attachment. Taylor and Townsend (1976) 

reported that one third of respondents attributed their feelings for where they live to 

previous hardships and it was the people who have previously gone through hard times 
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were most attached to the area. Similarly, threats to place identity may make it more 

salient (Breakwell, 1986). Proshansky and colleagues drew attention to the fact that 

many scholars only describe people as being aware of their sense of place when the 

place they are attached to is threatened in some way. They went on to agree that there is 

little conscious thought given to the places we inhabit on a daily basis (Proshansky et 

al., 1983).  

An increased awareness of attachment to the home could stop people from 

leaving a place when a threat escalates. Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996) found that, 

compared to non-attached people, attached people were less prepared to leave when 

there were threats to the functional aspects of the local environment. Attachment to 

place can also lead to people discounting the risk of living in a threatened area. Billig 

(2006) found that home attachment accounted for 24% of the variance of risk 

perception. She found that Israelis living in Gaza who had a strong religious ideology 

and strong home and place attachment also showed lower risk perception and a stronger 

desire to stay in place. From these findings it appears that threats to a place may 

increase people’s awareness of their attachment, and this increased awareness of 

attachment may lower their risk perception and influence them to want to stay in the 

place they are attached to, despite the place no longer being safe. 

Bushfires and place attachment 
 

Environmental threats are increasing, climate change is resulting in extreme 

weather events occurring more frequently, which leads to an increase in natural 

disasters (Ellis, Kanowski, & Whelan, 2004; Hennessy & Mpelasoka, 2007). Australia 

is prone to a range of natural disasters including floods, cyclones, droughts and 

bushfires. Of these, bushfires are associated with the greatest loss of life (Ellis et al., 

2004). The term ‘bushfire’ is similar to the American term ‘wildfire’ and is used to 
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mean any vegetation fire occurring outside of urban environments (Bryant, 2008). 

Australia is the most fire prone country in the world and fire is a requirement for the 

regeneration of some native flora. However, the frequency of bushfires is increasing and 

more people are choosing to live in fire-prone areas, with the result that more people are 

negatively affected by fire (Bryant, 2008). The Australian Productivity Commission’s 

2006-2007 report found that emergency services responded to over 54,000 bushfires 

that season (SGRSP, 2008).  

In Australia people are increasingly choosing to move to urban-fringe and rural 

areas seeking a lifestyle change and wanting to live closer to nature (G. Kelly & 

Hosking, 2008). These people are often termed ‘sea-changers’ or ‘tree-changers’ and 

are motivated by the desire for a better lifestyle or climate, more affordable housing, 

less congestion, to be closer to family or friends or wanting to leave the city upon 

retirement (ABS, 2014a). In Western Australia, where this study was conducted, urban-

fringe areas are the fastest growing areas in the Perth region and the rural areas of 

Bunbury and Augusta-Margaret River, saw the largest increase and the second fastest 

population increase respectively for areas outside of the Perth metropolitan area 

between 2012 and 2013 (ABS, 2014b).  

This means that more people are putting themselves at risk of being affected by 

bushfires. Risk changes from year to year depending on numerous factors such as the 

amount of rain during winter which affects the amount of vegetation that can fuel fires. 

There have been a number of serious fires in Australia in recent years. The ‘Black 

Saturday’ fires in Victoria in 2009 resulted in 173 fatalities and 2056 houses destroyed 

(CFA, 2012). A Royal Commission into the fires resulted in changes to the danger 

rating system and the recommendations made to people living in fire prone areas 

regarding preparing their properties and having a fire response plan in place. Fires in the 
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study areas, the Perth urban-fringe and Margaret River, in 2011 destroyed 71 and 32 

homes respectively. These fires have led to efforts to improve building protection zones 

in bushfire prone areas. There are actions that people can take in order to prepare their 

properties to reduce risk and decrease the chances of their homes burning down in a fire 

(Dunlop et al., 2014). People living in bushfire prone areas are constantly reminded by 

the responsible authorities and media coverage during fire seasons that their homes are 

at risk of damage or destruction. The awareness of this threat may lead residents to 

think more about their emotional and functional bonds with the places they live, 

resulting in them reporting higher place identity and dependence.  

McCool and Martin (1994) theorised that people seek out places with favourable 

characteristics and quickly form attachments to them. People who live in rural areas 

may have greater place attachment than people in urban areas as many people live in 

urban areas by default due to them being where most jobs are and where the majority of 

the population lives. Many people who live in rural areas actively choose to live there, 

despite the hardships that may come from being isolated from services and major 

employment hubs. People in villages have reported higher place attachment than people 

in bigger cities (Lewicka, 2005) but, probably due to the increased number of people in 

urban areas, had fewer social ties and belonged to fewer organisations that urban people 

(Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Sampson, 1988; Theodori & Luloff, 2000).  

Socio-demographic factors predicting place attachment 
 

The strength of place attachment is predicted by certain social and demographic 

factors, one of which is owning one’s home (B. B. Brown et al., 2003; Lewicka, 2010). 

People who own their own homes have invested in their local areas, making it likely 

that they will live there in the long term, which is also a predictor of place attachment 

and place identity (Bonaiuto et al., 1999; G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Hernandez et 
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al., 2007; Lewicka, 2005, 2010; McCool & Martin, 1994; Raymond et al., 2010; 

Stedman, 2006).  

Often linked with length of residence, older people are often found to be more 

attached than younger people (Bonaiuto et al., 1999; Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; 

Lewicka, 2010; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Sampson, 1988). It has been theorised that 

elderly people have developed an “insideness” with a place over time which leads to the 

place becoming an extension of the self (Rowles, 1983). However, one study has found 

no correlation between age and place attachment (Rollero & De Piccoli, 2010a). It could 

be that there are differences in attachment between elderly people who have lived in 

many places throughout their lives and elderly people who still reside in the places they 

were born (Rowles, 1983). This has also been found by Hay (1998) who noted that 

people who had been born in a place reported a higher sense of place than people who 

had lived there longer but had moved there later in life. 

Low income earners and the less educated often have limited choices about 

where they live which could either increase attachment through cognitive dissonance 

(lack of choice makes people convince themselves that their home/local area is better 

than others), or it could decrease place attachment through people wishing that their 

homes/local areas looked like those they see in other neighbourhoods or in the media. 

Research has supported both propositions; Taylor, Gottfredson, and Brower (1985) 

found that people in low income neighbourhoods were less attached than people in 

middle income neighbourhoods and that higher educated people were more attached 

than people with less education. In contrast, Williams, et al (1992) found that 

attachment was correlated with low income and low education.  

Women report being more attached to their homes than men (Hidalgo & 

Hernandez, 2001; Rollero & De Piccoli, 2010b), perhaps because women usually spend 
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more time on home maintenance and upkeep and more time at home raising children. 

Prolonged exposure to the home and being the primary maintainer of the home could all 

result in stronger place attachment. It could also be that, due to societal pressures, men 

are less willing to express feelings of attachment and emotion.  

Place attachment also appears to influence the extent to which people get 

involved in their communities; people who are attached to their local areas may join 

clubs and organisations to get to know others who are similarly attached to the area. 

Research shows that place identity is correlated with involvement in clubs, town 

meetings and local volunteer activities (Cuba & Hummon, 1993) and place attachment 

as a whole is correlated with having neighbourhood ties (Lewicka, 2010) and 

participating in property related recreational and local association activities (Stedman, 

2006). Hay (1998) similarly reported that as people grow older and have more time to 

spend in their community they become more aware of the importance of their sense of 

place and increase their involvement in the community. This participation may then 

strengthen place attachment, resulting in a cyclical affect. 

Structure of the empiric study 
 

Given both the potential benefits and negative outcomes of place attachment 

outlined above, it is important that we further study attachment development, including 

differences in attachment between different socio-economic groups, people of different 

ages and between people living in different areas such as the country compared to the 

city. To do this a two part study was designed: the first part compared place attachments 

between people who reside in different places and the intensities of attachments to 

homes and local areas; the second part explored which socio-demographic variables 

predict place attachment. 
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The aims of the first part of the study were to discover: if there are differences in 

community involvement between rural and urban residents, if place of residence and 

living in bushfire prone areas have effects on place identity and place dependence in 

relation to both the home and local area, and to replicate previous findings that people 

are more attached to their homes than to their local areas. It was hypothesised that rural 

residents would have greater place attachment (both identity and dependence) than 

urban residents, that people living in bushfire prone areas would report higher place 

attachment (identity and dependence) than people in non-bushfire prone areas, that 

urban residents would belong to more community organisations and that people would 

be more attached (higher identity and dependence) to their homes than their local areas.  

The second part of the study aimed to further investigate the factors predicting 

place attachment. It was hypothesised that owning one’s home, length of residence, 

being female, and participation in local clubs or organisations would predict place 

attachment. Due to previous conflicting results, no specific predictions were made for 

the directions of the relationships between income, education, and age with place 

attachment. Additional socio-demographic variables were measured, these were: place 

of residence (urban/rural, bushfire prone/non-bushfire prone), people’s reasons for 

living in the area (close to work, close to family, liked the physical attributes, born 

there). It was hypothesised that these would be correlated with and predict both 

components of place attachment. 
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Method 
 

Participants 
 

There were 600 participants, split into four groups of 150, based on whether they 

lived in an urban or a rural area and whether or not that area was bushfire-prone. Urban 

areas were defined as areas lying within the greater Perth metropolitan area, classified 

as part of a major city by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), and rural areas were 

defined as places outside of the metropolitan area, classified as regional areas by the 

ABS. The ABS bases its measurements of how urban or regional a place is based on the 

remoteness structure. This is a measurement of how far from service centres a place is 

(APMRC, 2014).  Bushfire-prone areas were defined as areas where houses were built 

within 100 metres of native vegetation. 

Mean ages, standard deviations, ranges and sex for the four groups are presented 

in the Table below (see Table 1). Participants in the bushfire samples were recruited by 

telephone as part of a wider study into people’s place attachment and bushfire 

preparedness. Participants in the non-bushfire samples were sent surveys by registered 

mail. Recruitment for this second sample used mail-out surveys rather than telephone 

surveys as it enabled faster data collection. There is no reason to believe that the 

differences in recruiting methods affected results. 

The participants all lived in the south-west of Western Australia. Addresses and 

phone numbers within the study areas were selected at random from publicly available 

information. Comparisons to census data show that on average the mean ages of our 

samples were ten years higher than the census average for residents living in those areas 

over the age of 18. 
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Table 1. Mean ages, standard deviations and age ranges of the four samples 
 
Samples Age (years) S.D. Range Sex 
Rural/bushfire 
prone 

56.42 15.49 18 – 89 58M, 92F 

Urban/bushfire 
prone 

59.27 17.35 18 – 93 66M, 84F 

Rural/non-
bushfire prone 

61.11 14.66 24 – 90 67M, 83F 

Urban/non-
bushfire prone 

60.19 14.82 31 – 92 74M, 76F 

 
Materials  
 

Place attachment was measured using a survey adapted by Brown and Raymond 

(2007) from Williams and Vaske (2003) who had adapted the questions from Williams 

and Roggenbuck (1989). It consisted of six questions measuring participants’ place 

identity and five questions measuring place dependence which were asked in relation to 

the participants’ homes and their local areas. Responses were measured on a five point 

Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The highest possible 

place identity score was 30 and the lowest six. The highest possible place dependence 

score was 25 and the lowest five. An additional question was added which asked 

whether participants belonged to organisations or clubs in their local areas. Participants 

were also asked about their reasons for choosing to live in their local area as well as 

socio-demographic information such as age, income, education, sex, and whether they 

have dependents. 

Procedure 
 

Participants in the bushfire samples were contacted by telephone during the 

south-west bushfire season calls were made between October 25, 2012 and January 17, 

2013. In total 2383 phone calls were made, of these, 581 were answered, 282 who 

answered declined to participate, leaving a total of 299 people who agreed to complete 

the survey over the phone. One of these people was below the age of 18 and therefore 
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could not take part in the survey. A total of 298 people completed the survey by 

telephone. Two additional people completed the survey online for a total of 300 

completed questionnaires. 

At the beginning of each phone call the researcher identified herself, her 

research institution, and the nature of the study. At this point the potential participants 

were asked if they would be willing to participate in the research. If they indicated that 

they did not then they were wished a good day and the phone call was terminated. If the 

participants indicated in the affirmative then they were told a little more about the study, 

including that it had been passed by an ethics review panel. At this point any questions 

the participants had regarding the research were answered. The place attachment survey 

was administered as part of a larger survey on the link between people’s attachment to 

place and their bushfire preparedness. The entire survey took around 10 minutes to 

administer. At the end of the phone call participants were thanked for their time and 

asked if they had any further questions about the study. 

 Paper surveys with an information sheet and consent form were sent by 

registered mail in March and June 2013 to people living in both rural and urban non-

bushfire prone areas. There were 2903 surveys mailed. Data collection stopped when 

150 surveys from both the rural and urban areas had been returned. Participants 

completed the surveys in their own time and mailed them back in reply paid envelopes. 

All responses were treated confidentially. 

Results 
 

Mean scores and standard deviations for place identity and place dependence in 

relation to both the home and local area for each of the four groups are presented in 

Table 2. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for place identity and place dependence 

 Mean Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Rural/bushfire 
prone 

    

PI home 24.61 3.69 15 30 
PD home 17.91 4.42 5 25 
PI local area 23.03 4.74 11 30 
PD local area 16.81 4.70 6 25 
Urban/bushfire 
prone 

    

PI home 23.99 4.24 8 30 
PD home 18.19 4.16 9 25 
PI local area 21.39 4.99 6 30 
PD local area 15.83 4.71 5 25 
Rural/non-
bushfire prone 

    

PI home 25.11 4.39 10 30 
PD home 17.54 4.52 5 25 
PI local area 22.27 4.79 8 30 
PD local area 16.31 4.82 5 25 
Urban/non-
bushfire prone 

    

PI home 23.84 4.59 10 30 
PD home 16 4.44 5 25 
PI local area 21.57 4.84 7 30 
PD local area 15.13 4.40 5 25 
Note: PI – place identity, PD = place dependence 

Effects of place of residence on place attachment 
 

To test for the effects of place of residence and living in a bushfire prone area on 

place attachment, multivariate analyses of variance were conducted. Prior to conducting 

the analysis several assumptions were checked. The assumption of multivariate 

normality was violated for some of the variables so Pillai’s Trace was used as when 

sample sizes are equal it is robust to violations of assumptions (Field, 2009). A 

MANOVA was conducted with place of residence (urban/rural) and bushfire likelihood 

(bushfire prone/non-bushfire prone) as independent variables and home place identity 

and home place dependence as dependent variables. Using Pillai’s Trace there were 

significant multivariate effects for place of residence (V = .01, F (2, 595) = 3.75, p < 
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.05, partial η2 = .01, power to detect this effect was .69), and living in a bushfire prone 

area (V = .04, F (2, 595) = 11.51, p < .05 partial η2 = .04, power to detect this effect was 

.99), and a significant interaction between place of residence and bushfire likelihood (V 

= .01, F (2, 595) = 3.44, p < .05 partial η2 =.01, power to detect this effect was .65). 

Follow up univariate ANOVAs were conducted with Bonferroni corrections applied. 

The alpha level was divided by 4, so the results were deemed significant at p < .013. 

There was a significant effect of place of residence on home place identity (F (1, 596) = 

7.47, p < .013, partial η2 = .01, power to detect this effect was .78), but no effect of 

place of residence on home place dependence (F (1, 596) = 3.13, ns). There was also no 

main effect of living in a bushfire prone area on home place identity (F (1, 596) = 4.51, 

ns), but there was on home place dependence (F (1, 596) = 12.78, p < .013, partial η2 = 

.02, power to detect this effect was .95). There was a significant interaction between 

place of residence and living in a bushfire prone area for home place dependence (F (1, 

596) = 6.41, p < .013 partial η2 = .01, power to detect this effect was .72) but there was 

no interaction between the two independent variables for home place identity, (F (1, 

596) = .85, ns) (see figures 1 and 2).  

 

Figure 1. Effect of place of residence on home place identity with standard error bars 
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Figure 2. Local area place dependence significant ordinal interaction with standard error 

bars. 

A separate MANOVA was used to examine the effects of place of residence and 

living in a bushfire prone area on local area place identity and local area place 

dependence. Using Pillai’s Trace there was a significant multivariate effect of place of 

residence (V = .02, F (2, 595) = 4.84, p < .05, partial η2 = .02, power to detect the effect 

was .80), but no effect of living in a bushfire prone area (V = .01, F (2, 595) = 1.44, ns). 

Follow up ANOVAs with Bonferroni corrections revealed that place of residence had an 

effect on both local area place identity (F (1, 596) = 8.71, p < .013, partial η2 = .01, 

power to detect the effect was .84) and local area place dependence (F (1, 596) = 8.06, p 

< .013 partial η2 = .01, power to detect the effect was .81) (see figures 3 and 4).  
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Figure 3. Effect of place of residence on local area place identity with standard error 

bars 

 

 

Figure 4. Effect of place of residence on local area place dependence with standard 

error bars 

To test the hypothesis that urban residents would belong to more clubs and 

organisations than rural residents a chi-square test was conducted. There was a 

significant association between place of residence and belonging to local clubs or 
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organisations, χ2 (1) = 15.01, p < .001. Based on the odds ratio, people who lived in a 

rural area were 1.91 times more likely to belong to a local club or organisation than 

people who lived in urban areas (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Chi-square contingency table 
  
        Belong to clubs 

Yes 
 
No 

 
Total 

Rural 194 106 300 
Urban 147 153 300 
Total 341 259 600 
 

Lastly, to test the hypothesis that people are more attached to their homes than 

their local areas Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were conducted. Home place identity levels 

were significantly higher (Mdn = 24) than local area place identity levels (Mdn = 23), z 

= -11.90, p < .05, r = -.49. Similarly, home place dependence levels were significantly 

higher (Mdn = 18) than local area place dependence levels (Mdn = 16), z = -9.83, p < 

.05, r = -.40. 

Demographic predictors of home place identity 
 

Spearman’s Rho correlations between the socio-demographic variables and the 

four measures of place attachment were conducted (see Tables 8 and 9). Length of 

residence, sex, age, education, being a home-owner, and living rurally were all 

significantly correlated with home place identity. These variables were entered into a 

regression model. Length of residence and being a home-owner significantly predicted 

5.7% of the variance in home place identity, R2 = .057, F (6, 593) = 7.00, p < .05 (see 

Table 4). 
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Table 4. Regression model for home place identity 
 
 B SE β 
Constant 24.80 .97  
LOR .04 .01 .14* 
Sex .65 .34 .08 
Age .01 .01 .02 
Education -.23 .16 -.06 
Home-owner 1.99 .57 .14* 
Rural/Urban .59 .35 .07 
*p < .05 

Demographic predictors of home place dependence 
 

Spearman’s Rho correlations between home place dependence and socio-

demographic variables were conducted. Length of residence, age, income, education, 

living where one was born, and living in a bushfire prone area were significantly 

correlated with home place dependence (see Tables 8 and 9) and were entered into a 

regression model. Length of residence and education significantly predicted home place 

dependence, accounting for 10% of the variance, R2 = .10, F (6, 593) = 12.04, p < .05 

(see Table 5). 

Table 5. Regression model for home place dependence 
 
 B S.E β 
Constant 19.06 1.15  
LOR .03 .01 .10* 
Age .02 .01 .08 
Income .02 .16 .01 
Education -.81 .18 -.21* 
Born .82 .64 .06 
Bushfire .68 .37 .08 
*p < .05 

Demographic predictors of local area place identity 
 

Spearman’s Rho correlations between local area place identity and socio-

demographic variables indicated that length of residence, sex, owning one’s home, 

education, living rurally, belonging to clubs in the local area, living in an area for its 
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physical attributes and living where one was born were all significantly correlated with 

local area place identity (see Tables 8 and 9). These variables were entered into a 

regression model and, length of residence, sex, belonging to clubs, living in an area for 

its physical attributes and being born in an area, accounted for 12.3% of the variance in 

local area place identity, R2 = .123, F (8, 591) = 10.35, p < .05 (see Table 6). 

Table 6. Regression model for local area place identity and socio-demographic 
variables 
 
 B S.E β 
Constant 23.58 1.03  
LOR .06 .01 .20* 
Sex 1.06 .38 .11* 
Home-owner .34 .64 .02 
Education -.18 .18 -.04 
Rural/Urban .67 .39 .07 
Clubs 1.06 .39 .11* 
Physical attributes 1.78 .40 .18* 
Born 1.42 .66 .09* 
*p < .05 

Demographic predictors of local area place dependence 
 

Spearman’s Rho correlations between local area place dependence and socio-

demographic variables showed that length of residence, age, income, education, living 

rurally, belonging to clubs in the local area, living in a place for its physical attributes 

and living in the place one was born were significantly correlated with local area place 

dependence (see Tables 8 and 9). These variables were entered into the regression 

model and length of residence, education, belonging to clubs, living in an area for its 

physical attributes, and being born in an area accounted for 12.1% of the variance of 

local area place dependence R2 = .121, F (8, 591) = 11.31, p < .05 (see Table 7). 
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Table 7. Regression model for local area place dependence and socio-demographic 
variables 
 
 B S.E β 
Constant 18.47 1.24  
LOR .04 .01 .15* 
Age .01 .01 .06 
Income .10 .17 .05 
Education .79 .18 -.19* 
Rural .55 .38 .06 
Clubs .80 .37 .09* 
Physical attributes 1.24 .38 .13* 
Born 1.65 .66 .11* 
  *p < .05



 
 
Table 8. Correlations between socio-demographic variables and place attachment  
 
 LOR Sex Age Home-

owner 
Income Education Urban/Rural Bushfire PI 

home 
PD 
home 

PI 
local 
area 

PD 
local 
area 

LOR 1.00            
Sex .01 1.00           
Age .44** -.06 1.00          
Home-owner .20** -.08* .17** 1.00         
Income -.23** -.17** -.39** -.07 1.00        
Education -.26** -.004 -.26** -.01 .36** 1.00       
Urban/Rural -.12** -.05 .03 .07 .09* .14** 1.00      
Bushfire -.07 -.06 .07 -.01 .16** .31** .00 1.00     
PI home .18** .08* .08* -.14** -.01 -.09* -.10* .03 1.00    
PD home .21** .06 .17** -.04 -.14** -.28** -.08 -.15** .59** 1.00   
PI local area .26** .08* .04 -.09* -.001 .08* -.12** -.06 .53** .54** 1.00  
PD local area .24** .004 .16** -.04 -.09* -.23** -.11** -.07 .40** .72** .71** 1.00 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, Note: LOR = length of residence, PI = place identity, PD = place dependence 
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Table 9. Correlations between reasons why people live where they do, club involvement and place attachment 
 
 Work Family Physical 

attributes 
Born Clubs PI home PD home PI local 

area 
PD local 
area 

Work 1.00         
Family .10* 1.00        
Physical 
attributes 

-.03 -.03 1.00       

Born -.04 .13** -.06 1.00      
Clubs .04 -.02 .06 .01 1.00     
PI home .004 -.003 -.05 .05 .01 1.00    
PD home .07 -.01 -.004 .12** .03 .59** 1.00   
PI local area -.01 -.01 -.11* .18** .13** .53** .54** 1.00  
PD local 
area 

.05 .01 -.08* .19** .10* .40** .72** .71** 1.00 

* p < .05, ** p < .01. Note: PI = place identity, PD = place dependence 
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Discussion 
 

Effect of place of residence on place attachment 
 

 As hypothesised, place of residence did have an effect on participants’ place 

attachment (see Table 10). Rural people were more attached than urban people and there 

was an interaction between place of residence and living in a bushfire prone area for 

home place dependence.  

Table 10. Hypothesis Matrix 
 Home Place 

Identity 
Home Place 
Dependence  

Local Area 
Place Identity 

Local Area 
Place 
Dependence 

Rural people 
more attached 
than urban 
 

Supported Not supported Supported  Supported 

Bushfire prone 
people more 
attached than 
non-bushfire 
prone 

Not supported Supported 

 

Significant 
interaction 

Not Supported Not Supported 

 

The results suggest that people who live in the country are more attached to their 

homes and local areas than people in urban areas. This supports Lewicka’s (2005) 

finding that place attachment was linearly negatively related to community size. On the 

basis of her findings, one would expect people in rural communities, which have 

smaller populations than urban areas, to be more attached. People who live in rural areas 

often choose to do so as they are drawn to the environment in these places. McCool and 

Martin (1994) theorise that residents who make a specific choice to live in a rural area 

because of the attributes the place offers may rapidly develop attachment to the place. In 

Australia, people seeking a lifestyle change (often upon retirement) choose to move to 

less populated rural areas to be closer to nature, despite being further from amenities 
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and living in a place with increased bushfire risk. The strong desire to live in these 

places for their environmental attributes could explain the current finding that people in 

rural areas reported a higher place identity than people living in urban areas. 

Urban residents who lived in bushfire prone areas reported similar place 

dependence to rural residents. This partially supports previous arguments that people 

become more aware of their sense of place when the place they are attached to is 

threatened (Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976). It would seem that living in a 

threatened place may increase place dependence or make people more aware of the 

dependent feelings that they have towards a place. Rural and urban residents living in 

areas with a high bushfire risk are warned each bushfire season that their homes are 

threatened. This appears to remind them of the importance of their homes for meeting 

their needs, leading to an increase in reported dependence but no increase in their place 

identity. The reason for this reported increase in one place attachment subset but not the 

other is not clear, although it adds to previous findings that the two are distinct subsets 

and affect behaviour differently (Bricker & Kerstetter, 2005; Kyle et al., 2005; Moore & 

Graefe, 1994). Perhaps being reminded that you may lose your home makes you dwell 

on the functions that your home provides more than the symbolic bond that is place 

identity. City dwellers, rarely having to face the prospect of losing their homes, report 

lower place dependence as they have probably not had cause to dwell on the functional 

aspects of their homes. 

Bushfire prone urban dwellers reported a stronger functional bond to their 

homes than other urban dwellers. Since people with high home place dependence 

evaluate their homes as being better than any alternatives, losing such a place would be 

highly distressing. They are not just losing a house but are losing a home that they are 

attached to, dependent on, and that they get great satisfaction from. This could make 
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people less resilient and less able or willing to rebuild their lives or relocate post 

disaster.   

The MANOVAs revealed significant differences in place attachment between 

rural and urban groups and a significant difference in home place dependence between 

the urban bushfire prone and non-urban bushfire prone groups, however, these 

differences were small as indicated by the correlations in Table eight between 

urban/rural and the place attachment variables and between bushfire/non-bushfire and 

the home place dependence variable. Due to the small size of these correlations when 

the variables were entered into the regression models they did not produce significant 

beta weights. This indicates that while place of residence was related to place 

attachment, there were other variables that were more strongly related and thus were 

better predictors of place attachment. These other variables are discussed below. 

Socio-demographic predictors of place attachment 
 

Of the dimensions of place attachment measured, home place identity had the 

smallest amount of variance explained by the socio-demographic variables. This is 

similar to Lewicka’s (2010) finding that the place attachments best predicted by 

demographic, physical, and social factors were attachments to mid-range places, e.g. 

neighbourhoods. These also happen to be the places to which people are least attached 

(Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001). As outlined in the introduction, places are incorporated 

into the identity structure if they provide people with feelings of distinctiveness, 

continuity, self-efficacy and self-esteem. From the results it would seem that socio-

demographic factors are less important when it comes to identity to home but more 

important for the weaker attachments that people have to mid-range places. 

Length of residence predicted both subsets of place attachment across both place 

scales. This supports previous studies (Bonaiuto et al., 1999; Hernandez et al., 2007; 
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Lewicka, 2005, 2010; McCool & Martin, 1994; Raymond et al., 2010; Stedman, 2006) 

that have found correlations between place attachment and length of residence. As is 

always the case with correlations it does not tell us about the direction of this 

relationship, it could be that the longer people reside in a home or area the more 

attached they become, or that people who are attached are more likely to stay in the 

area. In this case both are probably true. If a place meets people’s needs they will 

develop place dependence which will likely make them remain in the area, the longer 

they reside there, the greater the chance for it to become part of their identities which 

will increase the desire to continue residing there. 

The only other demographic variable that predicted home place identity was 

home-ownership. Renters, especially in Australia where houses are often rented on short 

term leases, may not stay long enough in their homes for them to be assimilated into 

their identity structures. This finding supports Hay (1998) who found that transient 

residents, who were all renters and planned to move away from the area in a few years, 

reported having moderate, weak or no attachment, with none of them reporting feeling 

very attached. People who own their homes are free to decorate and re-model them so 

that they support the four identity principles, which could increase the likelihood of 

them being incorporated into the identity structure.  

 Education predicted both home and local area place dependence; less educated 

people reported higher dependence. This is contrary to Taylor and colleagues who 

found that people with more education were more attached (R. B. Taylor et al., 1985) 

but supported Williams (Williams et al., 1992) who found the opposite. This could be 

the result of cognitive dissonance, less educated people may have fewer options to 

move and therefore report that they get more satisfaction from their current home and 

local area than they would anywhere else. Both of the above mentioned studies also 
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found relationships between income and place attachment. The current study found 

small negative correlations between income and home and local area place dependence 

but it failed to significantly predict either. Similarly, there were small positive 

correlations between age and home place identity, home place dependence, and local 

area place dependence but when entered into the regression model age did not 

significantly predict any of these. 

Previous studies have found that women are more attached to their homes than 

men (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Rollero & De Piccoli, 2010b). This was not the case 

in the current study where sex did not predict home place attachment. Sex did, however, 

predict local area place identity, with females reporting higher place identity than males. 

This could be because it is often seen as more socially acceptable for women to be 

sentimental about places, with men being less comfortable expressing their emotions. 

Women may also be more likely to socialise within their local area as it is often women 

who take their children to play groups or training/games for local sporting teams. This 

would make mothers feel that they are part of the local area and could be important to 

their identities as mothers.  

Local area place attachment (both place identity and place dependence) was 

predicted by people’s involvement in local organisations, choosing to live in the area 

because of its physical attributes and living in the area where one was born. This 

supports previous findings that involvement in the local area through clubs, 

volunteering, neighbourhood ties and local association activities is correlated with place 

attachment and helps people recognise the importance of their sense of place (Cuba & 

Hummon, 1993; Hay, 1998; Lewicka, 2010; Stedman, 2006). People who are more 

attached are probably more likely to join clubs and people who join clubs are more 

likely to feel part of their local areas and thus increase their attachment to them. From 
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the results it would appear that if people move to places because they find them 

physically appealing they may be more open to forming emotional and functional 

attachments to that place whereas living in an area because it is close to work or family 

does not appear to affect the level of attachment to the place. This supports McCool and 

Martin (1994) who theorised that people who move to an area for its attributes might 

rapidly from interpersonal connections and a strong attachment to the place. People who 

still lived in the place they were born reported higher place attachment; this is in line 

with Hay’s (1998) finding that people who lived where they were born reported having 

a higher sense of place. 

Community activity  
 

Contrary to previous findings, which found that people who live in urban areas 

have more social ties (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974) and are more socially active 

(Sampson, 1988), people in this study who lived in rural areas were more likely than 

people in urban areas to belong to local clubs or organisations, despite their often being 

more clubs and organisations to join in urban areas. As discussed above, belonging to 

clubs in the local area predicted overall local area place attachment. These results 

suggest attachment to place may affect residents’ decisions to join local clubs and 

organisations. People who are more attached probably take more of an interest in the 

local area and want to spend time with other attached people, leading to greater local 

participation and likely increasing their ties to the area. People in country towns are 

often encouraged to take part in community events and organisations, this could foster 

place attachment and explain why rural dwellers were almost twice as likely as their 

urban counterparts to belong to local clubs. 
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Attachment to home in comparison to local area 
 

In support of previous studies (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Lewicka, 2010), 

people showed higher attachment to their homes than their local areas this was true of 

both place identity and place dependence. This could be because people can design their 

homes to reflect themselves and to support and maintain the four identity principles of 

distinctiveness, continuity, self-efficacy, and self-esteem whereas people have less 

control over their local areas. In addition, the home is a more easily definable space 

with obvious boundaries whereas ‘neighbourhood’ and ‘local area’ are harder to define 

because they lack obvious boundaries or property lines. Sociologists have also reflected 

on such phenomena, noting that people are more attached to places with clearly defined 

edges (Gieryn, 2000) and that neighbourhoods are almost impossible to define (Galster, 

2001) .  

Implications and limitations 
 

Means ages of respondents in the four different areas were higher than census 

data. Older people may have more time to answer surveys, or surveys may be given to 

the oldest member of the household to complete. It is not clear if the higher than 

average ages had an effect on the results. Age was not a significant predictor of 

attachment to either the home or local area in this study and previous studies have found 

conflicting results between age and attachment (Bonaiuto et al., 1999; Hidalgo & 

Hernandez, 2001; Lewicka, 2010; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Rollero & De Piccoli, 

2010a; Sampson, 1988).  

Respondents in rural areas were more attached to both their homes and local 

areas than respondents in urban areas, with the exception of home place dependence in 

the urban-fringe group. This increased attachment needs to be taken into account as 

people who live in rural and urban-fringe areas are more likely to face, and be 
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negatively affected by, forced relocation or the destruction of their places by bushfires 

or other natural disasters. On top of this, people in rural areas often have to leave to find 

jobs or to study since there are limited employment and study opportunities outside of 

urban areas. Similarly, elderly people and the unwell may have to leave rural areas in 

order to be closer to medical facilities. People who have been forcedly uprooted have 

been shown to develop mental health problems as their place identity and attachment 

bonds have been severed (Breakwell, 1986; Fullilove, 1996). Forced relocation could 

also have consequences for the towns that these people leave behind. Rural residents 

were found to be nearly twice as likely to belong to local clubs and organisations; 

leaving could have a negative impact on the community life in the towns they leave 

behind. 

People being more attached to their homes than their local areas may be an 

inevitable consequence of the fact that homes are a more clearly defined space and can 

be individualised to reflect the inhabitants. However, since people who are attached are 

more likely to come together to defend their areas from outside threats (Mesch & 

Manor, 1998), to engage in pro-environmentally responsible behaviour (G. Brown et al., 

2002) and to be socially and politically involved in their local communities (Mesch & 

Manor, 1998) steps could be taken to try to increase local area attachment. As the 

results show, one way to do this is to ensure that the place is physically appealing. This 

could be done by planting trees and having open areas where residents can gather, and 

by providing opportunities for residents to become involved in their local areas through 

clubs and organisations. These things predict local area attachment and will be more 

likely to encourage people to live in the area for longer, something that was linked to 

attachment to both the home and local area. 
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Future directions 
 

During the bushfire season people who live in bushfire prone areas are 

constantly reminded that their homes are threatened. However, while there are around 

50,000 bushfires a year (SGRSP, 2008), people’s perception of the risk from bushfires 

is likely to vary depending on whether and how long ago there has been a fire in their 

area. The fire-prone areas in this study experienced destructive fires in the year before 

data collection commenced. Memories of these fires were still salient for many 

respondents. Future studies varying the time of data collection in relation to when the 

threat of fire is realised could examine whether the effect of the threat on reported place 

dependence diminishes over time.  

Changes in policies and an increase in public awareness campaigns have aimed 

to increase people’s understanding of risk and how to prepare in order to reduce it. 

Assessing the risk perceived by individuals in threatened places could add further 

understanding to the relationships between awareness of threats, place attachment and 

risk perception. This study found that threats to a place seem to make people more 

aware of their attachment to it and previous research has found that place attachment 

can make people not want to leave a threatened place and can also lower their risk 

perceptions (Billig, 2006; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). Future studies investigating 

the link between perceived threats and lower risk perceptions as mediated by place 

attachment may be warranted. It would also be of interest to study the relationships 

between place attachment and other types of threats that are not physical such as the 

psychological threats that can arise when changes to a place threaten people’s identities. 
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Chapter 4: Are negative reactions to place change related to 

place attachment? 

In Chapters Two and Three it was found that people who lived in threatened 

places reported stronger place dependence and that attachment to place worked as a 

motivator for place protective actions amongst rural respondents. This study aimed to 

see how generalizable these results are by further investigating the relationships 

between place attachment, threat perception and place protective actions using a 

different type of place threat  

The place threat focused on in this chapter is proposed changes to local 

government boundaries. This is different from bushfires in a number of ways. First, 

while bushfire-prone areas are at risk each year during bushfire season, respondents 

never know if and when a bushfire will occur. A change to local government 

boundaries, on the other hand, was an acute threat that respondents knew would occur 

within a specified time frame. Second, bushfires are a threat that cannot be eliminated, 

only mitigated and prepared for.  A change to local government boundaries could be 

stopped if respondents were able to persuade the State Government to change its policy. 

Third, Chapter Two focused on place protective actions that occurred around the home; 

in contrast, in this study, place protective actions would only work if the community 

became involved. Fourth, if people are not adequately prepared, the effects of bushfires 

can be catastrophic. In contrast, if respondents are not successful in stopping changes to 

local government boundaries, the results would not be catastrophic and most people 

would probably get used to the changes over time. 

The differences between the threats posed by changes to local government 

boundaries and bushfires allows for the results in Chapters Two and Three to be 

compared to an entirely different threat. This study had two aims. The first was to 
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investigate if the increase in reported place attachment, particularly place dependence, 

in people living in a threatened place found in Chapter Three is also apparent when the 

threat to places has less serious consequences and is a threat to the local area rather than 

the home.  The results in Chapter Two showed that place attachment predicted place-

protective actions in the form of fire mitigation in rural areas. The second aim of this 

study was to investigate whether place attachment can also predict place-protective 

collective action when local areas are threatened.  

 
NB: This manuscript is currently under review at the Journal of Environmental 

Psychology. 
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Abstract 
 

This study examined the relationships between place attachment, the theory of planned 

behaviour and place-protective action. Place attachment was higher in people who 

evaluated place change as negative. However, only half of the people who thought 

change would be negative reported protesting. The theory of planned behaviour was 

found to predict protesting. People who had positive attitudes about the value of 

protesting, who thought that most people around them were protesting, and who had 

greater perceived behavioural control were more likely to protest. A follow-up study 

after the place-protective actions had been successful found that people who thought 

their actions had influenced decision making were more likely to intend to remain 

civically engaged. These results have implications for our understanding of civic 

behaviour and the roles attachment to place, attitudes, subjective norms and perceived 

behavioural control play in how people interpret and react to place change. 

 

Keywords: place attachment, place identity, place dependence, civic action, attitudes, 

norms, perceived behavioural control 
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Introduction 
 

Reactions to threatened places 
 

People who live in threatened places report stronger place attachment (Anton & 

Lawrence, 2014). This could be because the threat of losing a place reminds people of 

their attachment to it (Proshansky, Fabian, & Kaminoff, 1983). People with stronger 

place attachment report greater social and political involvement in their communities 

(Mesch & Manor, 1998), making them better positioned to organise and partake in 

protests against changes that threaten their communities. Similarly, communities 

comprised of highly-attached people are more likely to work together to achieve a 

desired outcome (G. Brown, Reed, & Harris, 2002) and to protect the social and 

physical features that characterise their neighbourhoods (Mesch & Manor, 1998). A 

study of residents’ attitudes towards a proposed hydropower development in Norway 

found that attachment to the area predicted people’s attitudes towards the proposed 

development, with strongly attached people more likely to view it as negative (Vorkinn 

& Riese, 2001). It is likely that people will have negative attitudes towards proposals 

that threaten the thread of continuity and feelings of distinctiveness that they receive 

from a place, resulting in efforts to eliminate the threat.  

 This paper will explore how people interpret and react to change; in particular, 

forced changes to local government areas. The first study examines the relationships 

between place attachment, the theory of planned behaviour and responses to place 

change using Devine-Wright’s framework for psychological response to place change 

(Devine-Wright, 2009).  The second study examines the stability of respondents’ place 

attachment, feelings of collective-efficacy and intentions to engage in future place-

protective actions. 
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What is place attachment? 

Attachment to place appears to play a role in how people interpret and react to 

change. Place attachment has been conceptualised as an emotional bond between people 

and their environments (G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001). 

While different measures of place attachment are used across a number of disciplines, 

many have in common a distinction between an emotional dimension and a functional 

dimension (Lin & Lockwood, 2014). The emotional/symbolic bond is often referred to 

as place identity while the functional bond is termed place dependence (Williams & 

Roggenbuck, 1989). There is both theoretical and empirical evidence supporting this 

distinction (Moore & Graefe, 1994; Williams & Vaske, 2003). Different processes lead 

to the development of each of the components and each of them has differing effects on 

behaviour (Bricker & Kerstetter, 2005; Kyle, Graefe, & Manning, 2005; Moore & 

Graefe, 1994). 

Place dependence describes the functional bonds that people have with places. It 

develops when places provide the conditions and features required to meet people’s 

needs. If a place meets a person’s needs and allows them to reach their goals, it will be 

evaluated as better than possible alternative places, resulting in that person becoming 

dependent on that place (Moore & Graefe, 1994; Shumaker & Taylor, 1983; Williams 

& Vaske, 2003). Place identity, on the other hand, refers to the symbolic meanings 

given to a place as an individual becomes psychologically invested in it. The place then 

becomes part of their broader self-identity. Place identity arises from the memories, 

ideas and feelings associated with a place, and the people with which we share places 

(Proshansky et al., 1983; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001; Williams & Vaske, 2003). Place 

identity can enhance self-esteem and feelings of belonging (Williams & Vaske, 2003), 
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reduce anxiety, provide consistency, privacy, control and security (Korpela, 1989, 2012) 

and influence feelings of self-efficacy (Chen, Dwyer, & Firth, 2011). 

Twigger-Ross et al (2003) use Breakwell’s Identity Process Theory (IPT) to 

explain how places becomes part of people’s identities. According to IPT, anything that 

provides people with feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, self-efficacy, and self-

esteem can be assimilated into their identities (Breakwell, 1993). As mentioned above, 

places can often provide people with these feelings and therefore can become part of 

their identities. They are more likely to become psychologically invested in a place if 

they spend a lot of time there. For this reason people’s homes and local communities 

often become part of their identities, especially if they spend a lot of time in the 

community and know other people in the community (Anton & Lawrence, 2014; 

Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001). They can also feel in control of their homes and 

communities, which Brown (1987) has argued is a prerequisite for developing bonds 

with that place. Such control promotes feelings of self-efficacy which are vital to a 

place becoming part of a person’s identity. Place attachments can provide stability; 

disruptions occur when change is so immense that people have to work hard to define 

the thread of continuity which is vital to their identities (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992).  

In order to protect their identities from such disruptions, people may engage in 

efforts to minimise or reduce place change. For example, Lin and Lockwood (2014) 

found that attached people reported wanting to protect the historic or biological 

resources that they were attached to by participating in campaigns against developments 

that they viewed as threatening to their attachment. Similarly, Stedman (2002), in his 

study of Wisconsin lake-property owners, found that place identity predicted people’s 

behavioural intentions to protect the area they were attached to and concluded that 
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people are willing to fight for places they identify with, especially when they feel that 

the symbolic meanings they have given to the place are threatened.  

Furthermore, Devine-Wright argues that residents’ opposition to wind farms, 

even if they are supportive of renewable energy, are place-protective actions which 

occur in an attempt to stop changes that they feel will be disruptive to their place 

attachment (Devine-Wright, 2009). For example, in Llandudno, Wales, he found that 

people with stronger place attachment were more likely to feel angry and threatened by 

an offshore windfarm and, as a result, had less support for the project. People with 

stronger place attachment were also more likely to take part in oppositional behaviours 

such as signing petitions, joining a protest group, and writing to local politicians and 

local newspapers (Devine-Wright & Howes, 2010). Similar relationships between place 

attachment and place-protective actions were found in Australia; where place 

attachment, place identity and place dependence were all found to be correlated with 

opposing windfarms (Read, Brown, Thorsteinsson, Morgan, & Price, 2013).  

Psychological response to place change 
 

This relationship between place attachment and place-protective actions forms 

the basis of Devine-Wright’s (2009) framework for the psychological response to place 

change. This framework consists of five stages. The first stage involves becoming 

aware that place change is imminent. After becoming aware of the change, in stages two 

and three, residents interpret the implications of the change and evaluate the change as 

either positive or negative. Different people within the same place might have differing 

views on this, possibly depending on their place attachment. Strongly attached people 

are more likely to keep themselves abreast of place issues in the local area and to take 

action against changes that they have evaluated negatively (Devine-Wright, 2009). 

Proposed changes may be evaluated negatively if residents believe that the changes 
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threaten their place identity and/or place dependence. Incorporating IPT into this 

framework leads to the suggestion that if a proposed change is likely to alter residents’ 

feelings of self-efficacy, distinctiveness from other areas, continuity across time and 

self-esteem then it is likely that residents will evaluate the place change as negative. 

Similarly, people may evaluate change as negative if they feel that it will stop a place 

from meeting their needs, thus threatening their place dependence. Alternatively, if 

place change is interpreted as having the potential to enhance a place, strongly attached 

people may evaluate the change positively (Devine-Wright, 2009). 

The fourth stage of the model is deciding how to cope with the threat; this 

includes thinking about how to respond to place change. The fifth stage is deciding what 

can be done and acting (Devine-Wright, 2009). If the change has been interpreted as 

threatening and evaluated negatively, the chosen action might be to reduce the threat by 

encouraging the community to band together to oppose the change through protests, 

petitions, and writing to local representatives. As mentioned in section 1.2, people with 

stronger place attachment may be more likely to engage in oppositional behaviour 

(Devine-Wright & Howes, 2010). The likelihood of people protesting may also depend 

on their attitudes about such behaviour, what they think those close to them are doing 

and their perceived behavioural control. If the action is successful it would likely 

increase people’s feelings of collective-efficacy and, in turn, their attachment to place.  

Theory of Planned Behaviour  

The framework for psychological response to place change covers how people 

become aware of place change, interpret and evaluate it and decide how to respond 

(Devine-Wright, 2009). The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) can be used to predict 

whether people will decide to oppose the change. In this theory, people’s behavioural 

beliefs, normative beliefs and control beliefs affect their attitudes, subjective norms and 



 
 

145 

perceived behavioural control, respectively. These three things then predict people’s 

behavioural intentions, which, along with actual behavioural control, predict behaviour 

(Ajzen, 1991). This framework is most often applied to predicting people’s behavioural 

intentions which are then used to predict both self-reported and observed behaviour. A 

meta-analysis of the TPB found that attitudes, subjective norms and perceived 

behavioural control accounted for 39% of the variance in intentions. Behavioural 

intentions and perceived behavioural control then accounted for 31% of the variance in 

self-reported behaviour and 30% in observed behaviour (Armitage & Conner, 2001).  

The TPB and civic engagement 
 

The TPB is most often used to predict intentions to take part in health-related 

activities or environmentally-responsible behaviours (Ajzen, 2014). However, a small 

number of studies have used the TPB to examine civic engagement. Read et al (2013) 

found that, while place attachment was correlated with windfarm opposition, it was the 

TPB, particularly subjective norms, which predicted intentions to oppose windfarm 

development. Another study, of an adolescent and youth population, found that while 

attitudes and perceived behavioural control were related to both offline and online civic 

engagement, norms were not (Jugert, Eckstein, Noack, Kuhn, & Benbow, 2013).  The 

TPB has also been found to predict intentions to engage in women’s rights protests, 

with attitudes appearing to be a much stronger predictor than norms or perceived 

behavioural control (Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995).  

These studies were conducted in three different countries - Australia, Germany, 

and Great Britain, respectively. The differences in which aspects of the TPB best 

predicted intentions could possibly be due to cultural differences. In Australia, norms 

were most important whereas in Great Britain and Germany it was attitudes (along with 

perceived behavioural control in Germany). There were also differences in the mean 
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ages of the participants, although it is unlikely that age affected results. For example, 

both Jugert et al. (2013) and Kelly and Breinlinger (1995) found that attitudes were the 

most important predictors of civic engagement, with one using an adolescent sample 

with a mean age of 20 and the other using a sample with a mean cohort of 35-44. Read 

et al. (2013), on the other hand, used a sample ranging from 23-89 with a mean of 

51and found that subjective norms were the strongest predictors of intention. What 

these mixed results suggest is that the relationship between the TPB and intentions 

related to civic participation are not static and may change depending on the behaviour 

under examination, the country participants reside in and, possibly, the age of the 

participants. 

How local government reform can threaten place attachment 
 

As mentioned in section 1.1, the behaviour under examination in this study is 

protesting local government reform. The study was conducted in Western Australia 

which has a three-tier system of government; federal, state and local. The Western 

Australian state government has a department that oversees legislation regarding the 

boundaries and number of local governments. In 2013 the Government of Western 

Australia announced their intentions to reduce the number of local councils in the 

metropolitan area of Perth from 30 to 15. The changes would have resulted in the 

abolition of some local governments and significant changes to others. These changes 

caught the attention of local residents and the media and resulted in protests to stop the 

changes from going ahead. The construct of place attachment may help us to understand 

why some communities were very protective of their valued place and why some people 

may have interpreted the proposed place changes as negative and threatening. Place 

attachment will be used to examine whether people who are more attached are more 

likely to interpret and evaluate changes to their areas as threatening and negative. We 
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will then examine whether the TPB and place attachment predict place-protective 

behaviours, in this case protesting.  

The changes to LGAs may threaten people’s place identities by threatening the 

four identity principles outlined in IPT: distinctiveness, continuity, self-efficacy and 

self-esteem (Breakwell, 1993). Changes may threaten the distinctiveness of local areas 

by homogenising places and forcing new identities. If people previously identified with 

the values and ethos represented by their local government, they could feel threatened 

by the loss of that government, especially if the new government has different values 

and opinions about the local area and how it should be governed. In addition, if the 

public feel they were not adequately consulted, their feelings of self-efficacy and 

control could be threatened, which, as mentioned in section 1.2, are vital for developing 

attachments to places (B. B. Brown, 1987). Place change could also threaten continuity. 

People who have lived in a place their whole lives and feel that it is part of their 

identities may face disruptions to their feelings of continuity, as the boundaries of that 

place and what it means to be a resident there change.  

Changes also have the potential to threaten residents’ place dependence. New 

governmental structures could mean a change to how services are delivered and what 

issues are prioritised. This could change a place’s ability to meet people’s needs and 

could make it harder for residents to meet their desired goals. Shumaker and Taylor 

(1983) theorise that when a place no longer meets an individual’s required needs their 

dependence to the area will wane and they will look for better alternatives.  

If residents have strong place attachment they may interpret the proposed 

changes as threatening to their attachment and evaluate them as negative (stages two 

and three of the framework for psychological response to place change). Place 
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attachment and the TPB may then predict whether they will choose to respond by 

protesting (stages four and five).  

Aim and hypotheses 
 

The aim of the study was to explore the psychological mechanisms underpinning 

people’s interpretation of and response to place change. It was hypothesised that people 

with stronger place attachment would be more likely to interpret place change as 

negative and threatening. It was also hypothesised that people that partake in civic 

action, in this case protesting, would have higher levels of place attachment and that 

this, along with attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control would be 

correlated with, and predict, protesting.  

Study One - Method  
 

Participants 
 

In the initial round of data collection 1296 surveys were mailed to a random 

sample of participants in two of the LGAs, the City of Vincent and the City of 

Fremantle. These LGAs were chosen as both were running grassroots campaigns 

against the proposed changes. Both of the areas sampled have a working class history 

but have somewhat gentrified in recent years. Both are left-leaning areas, with a history 

of voting for the Labor party. Fremantle has a slightly older population (median age is 

41) than Vincent (median age is 34). Possibly as a result of having a younger population 

more likely to be in the workforce, the median weekly personal income is higher in 

Vincent ($867) than in Fremantle ($680). Both areas have an average household size of 

2.2 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014).  

Of the 1296 surveys sent, 22 were returned as non-deliverable, and 130 were 

completed and mailed back in replied paid envelopes, for a response rated of 10%. 
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Funds did not allow for reminders or follow-up surveys to be sent. The mean age of 

participants was 60.51 years, with a standard deviation of 12.41 and a range from 30.92 

to 87.92 years. There were 57 males, 72 females and one who did not indicate their sex. 

Measures 
 

Place attachment  
 

Place attachment was measured using a survey adapted by Brown and Raymond 

(2007) from Williams and Vaske (2003) and Williams and Roggenbuck (1989). It 

consists of six questions measuring respondents’ place identity and five questions 

measuring place dependence in relation to the respondents’ LGAs. Responses were 

measured on a five-point likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 

The highest possible place identity score was 30 and the lowest six. The highest 

possible place dependence score was 25 and the lowest five. 

Theory of Planned Behaviour 
 

The TPB component of the questionnaire was constructed using guidelines 

provided by Fishbein and Ajzen (2009) and Ajzen (2014). Questions asked participants 

about their attitudes towards protesting, their subjective norms about what they thought 

other people wanted them to do and their perceived behavioural control over their 

ability to protest if they had wanted to. Responses were given on a 7-point semantic 

differential scale. All items measuring attitudes and norms, and the second question 

measuring perceived behavioural control, were reverse scored so that higher numbers 

indicated positive attitudes towards protesting, subjective norms of being expected to 

protest and greater perceived behavioural control.  

There were two questions measuring attitudes (α = .84). These were: “I think 

people protesting against the reform was: extremely good (1) – extremely bad (7)” and 
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“I think people protesting against the reform was: extremely valuable (1) – extremely 

worthless (7)”. Four items measured perceived norms (α = .70). These were: “Most 

people who are important to me think that I should (1) – should not (7), have protested 

against the reforms; “Most people I am acquainted with were protesting against the 

reforms: definitely true (1) – definitely false (7)”; “It was expected of me that I protest 

against the reforms: definitely true (1) – definitely false (7)”; “Most people whose 

opinions I value would approve of me if I protested against the reforms: strongly agree 

(1) – strongly disagree (7)”. Three items measured perceived behavioural control (α = 

.62). These were: “For me to attend council meetings/rallies would have been extremely 

difficult (1) – extremely easy (7)”; “I am confident that if I had wanted to protest against 

the split I could have. Definitely true (1) – definitely false (7)”; “For me to attend 

meetings/rallies was impossible (1) – possible (7).” 

Additional questions 
 

Respondents were asked about their gender, age, income and education, as well as 

open-ended questions examining their psychological response to change. These 

questions asked how they would describe the identity of their local areas, when they 

became aware of the reform proposals, whether they evaluated them as positive or 

negative, and whether they protested. Protesting referred to any action aimed at stopping 

the reform from going ahead, such as signing a petition, contacting local representatives 

or attending meetings or rallies. 

Procedure 
 

 Questionnaires were sent by regular mail in December 2013. Participants 

completed them in their own time and mailed them back in reply-paid envelopes. All 

responses were treated confidentially. 
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Results 
 

How participants defined the identities of their local areas 
 

In order to understand how participants’ viewed their local areas an open ended 

question asked how they would define the identity or character of their LGAs. Figure 1 

shows the most commonly expressed sentiments about the LGAs. The respondents 

living in the City of Vincent solely described the identity of their area in positive terms 

whereas those from the City of Fremantle were mixed. 

 

Figure 1. Words used to describe the identities of the City of Vincent and the City of 

Fremantle 

Effect of place attachment on outcome interpretation 
 

 Participants were asked what they thought the overall consequences of the 

proposed changes would be to see how they interpreted and evaluated the proposed 

place change (steps two and three of Devine-Wright’s (2009) model of psychological 

response to place change). There were 35 (27%) people who thought that the proposed 

changes to their local government boundaries would have a positive outcome, 14 (11%) 
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were not sure if the proposed changes would be positive or negative and 81 (62%) 

people thought that the overall consequences of the changes would be negative.  

To test the hypothesis, that people with stronger place attachment would 

evaluate the proposed changes as negative for the local area, a MANOVA was 

conducted to examine if there were differences in place identity and place dependence 

between people with different evaluations of the proposal (whether they perceived the 

outcome as positive, negative or neutral). Before the MANOVA was conducted, 

assumptions were checked. Box’s test was greater than .001 meeting the assumption of 

equal covariances. The data were not normally distributed but Pillai’s trace is robust to 

violations of multivariate normality (Field, 2009) so it was chosen as the test statistic.  

There was a significant effect for place identity and place dependence, V = .12, 

F(4, 224) = 3.64, p < .01. Follow up univariate ANOVAs, with Bonferroni adjustments 

setting the alpha level at p < .025 as there were two effects being measured, did not 

reveal an effect of place identity, F(2, 112) = 3.26, p = .04, r = .19, but did for place 

dependence, F(2, 112) = 6.61, p < .01, r = .3. Games–Howell post-hoc tests revealed 

significant differences (p < .01) in place dependence between people who thought that 

the changes would be positive (M = 15.03, SD = 5.56) and people who thought that they 

would be negative (M = 19.06, SD = 4.99). Respondents who thought that the changes 

would be neither positive nor negative did not significantly differ from either group (M 

= 17.79, SD = 3.95) (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Mean place dependence scores, with 95% CI. 

Discriminant function analysis 
 

The MANOVA was followed up with a discriminant function analysis, which 

revealed two discriminant functions. The first explained 88% of the variance, canonical 

R2 = .11 and the second explained 12% of the variance, canonical R2 = .02. In 

combination, these discriminant functions significantly differentiated the groups, Λ = 

.88, χ2 (4) = 14.32, p < .01, removing the first function indicated that the second 

function did not significantly differentiate the groups, Λ = .98, χ2 (1) = 1.79, p > .05. 

The correlations between outcomes and the discriminant functions revealed that place 

identity loaded highly onto both functions (r = .64 for the first function and r = .77 for 

the second); place dependence loaded more highly onto the first function (r = .995) than 

the second (r = .10). The discriminant function plot (Figure 3) showed that the first 

function discriminated the positive group from the negative group, and the second 

function differentiated the neutral group from the other two. 
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Figure 3. Centroid plot for discriminant function analysis 

Protesting and demographics 
 

To test whether the demographic variables were related to protesting, 

Spearman’s Rho correlations were conducted. These revealed no relationships between 

protesting and gender, age, income or education (all p > .05).  

3.5 Relationships between place attachment, the theory of planned behaviour and 

protesting 

The mean score on the place identity subscale (M = 24.11, SD = 5.32, 6 - 30) 

was high with scores significantly deviating from normality, D (115) = .13, p < .05. The 

mean on the place dependence subscale was closer to the middle of the range (M = 

17.89, SD = 5.28, 5- 25) but scores on this scale also deviated from normality, D (115) 

= .09, p < .05. Therefore non-parametric tests were used.  

To test the hypothesis that place attachment along with the theory of planned 

behaviour variables would predict protesting, a binary logistic regression was 

conducted. Of the 130 participants, 85 (65.4%) did not protest and 45 (34.6%) did 
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protest. There were 35 people who thought that the proposed changes to their local 

government boundaries would have a positive outcome. Despite thinking they would be 

positive, 2 of these people reported protesting. A further 14 of the participants were not 

sure if the proposed changes would be positive or negative, of these 2 protested. Most 

participants (81), thought the proposed changes would have a negative impact on the 

area, however, only half (41) of these people reported protesting. Spearman’s Rho 

correlations revealed positive relationships between protesting and: place identity, place 

dependence, attitudes, subjective norms, perceived behavioural control (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Spearman’s Rho correlations between place attachment, TPB and protesting 
 
 Protesting PI PD Attitudes Norms PBC 
Protesting 1.00 .29** .28** .45** .48** .29** 
PI  1.00 .71** .30** .36** .31** 
PD   1.00 .38** .27** .19* 
Attitudes    1.00 .57** .21* 
Norms     1.00 .12 
PBC      1.00 
**p < .01, *p < .05 

A logistic regression was conducted with protesting as the binary outcome 

variable and place identity, place dependence, attitudes, subjective norms and perceived 

behavioural control as predictor variables.  The assumptions of linearity of the logit, 

independence of errors and collinearity were checked and none were violated. The TPB 

variables significantly predicted protesting while the place attachment variables did not 

significantly predict protesting (note that in Table 2 the confidence intervals cross one, 

indicating unstable results for the place attachment variables). 
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Table 2. Logistic regression with protesting as the outcome variable. 

 B  SE Odds ratio 95% CI 
Constant -14.14  3.21   
PI .06  .09 1.06 .80, 1.25 
PD .02  .08 1.02 .88, 1.18 
Attitudes .38 * .19 1.46 1.01, 2.11 
Norms .19 ** .06 1.21 1.07, 1.37 
PBC .29 * .14 1.34 1.01, 1.78 
*p < .05, **p < .01 

R2 = .34 (Cox and Snell), .46 (Nagelkerke). Model χ2 (5) = 44.58, p < .001. 

Part Two 
 

Almost one year after the first round of data collection the State Government 

announced their final decisions on local government changes. Protestors in the City of 

Vincent were told that they had been successful in their campaign and that their LGA 

not be split between two LGAs, but would be amalgamated into another LGA as a 

whole. However, details of new legislation controlling the amalgamation had not been 

made public which led to feelings of uncertainty about equal representation within the 

newly formed LGA. The protestors in the City of Fremantle were also successful. The 

original proposal to merge the left-leaning LGA with a nearby conservative area was 

abandoned, instead, it was decided that the LGA would stay intact and a smaller, similar 

LGA and smaller surrounding suburbs would be added to it. 

Stability of place attachment 
 

There have not been many longitudinal studies of place attachment (Scannell & 

Gifford, 2014), although place attachment is positively correlated with length of 

residence suggesting that it increases overtime (Anton & Lawrence, 2014; Bonaiuto, 

Aiello, Perugini, Bonnes, & Ercolani, 1999; G. Brown & Raymond, 2007; Hernandez, 

Hidalgo, Salazar-Laplace, & Hess, 2007; Lewicka, 2005, 2010; McCool & Martin, 

1994; Raymond, Brown, & Weber, 2010; Stedman, 2006). One study found that there 
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were no significant differences in place attachment strength between an initial study 

time and ten months later, indicating that place attachment may be stable over short 

periods of time (Korpela, Ylen, Tyrvainen, & Silvennoinen, 2009). It has been theorised 

that place attachment changes as people and places change (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 

1992). If places are disrupted then place attachment may also be disrupted. One study of 

adolescents living in a place with poor economic prospects found that the number of 

people who desired to remain in the local community when they left school halved 

between 8th and 11th grade (Elder, King, & Conger, 1996). This could signal a 

weakening of attachment as economic uncertainty and lack of job prospects meant that 

the place was no longer able to meet people’s needs. Indeed, the theory behind place 

dependence states that people only remain attached to a place as long as that place 

meets their needs and is judged as better than viable alternative places (Shumaker & 

Taylor, 1983). As a result, when places change people’s attachments may weaken.  

The second round of data collection allows for a comparison of place attachment 

scores a year apart and after a threat has been successfully thwarted. As the places were 

no longer going to change it was hypothesised that place attachment would have 

remained stable. 

Study Two – Method 
 

Participants 
 

A second round of surveys was sent out to the same people from the initial 

study, minus the ones that had been returned as undeliverable. There were a total of 

1274 surveys mailed, 27 were returned as non-deliverable, and 159 were returned 

completed for a response rate of 12.75%. Of the 159 respondents in the follow up study, 

46 had taken part in the first round of data collection. The mean age was 61.23 years, 
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with a standard deviation of 14.61, ranging from 31.67 to 108 years. There were 74 

males, 84 females and one who did not indicate their gender. 

Materials 
 

Place attachment was measured with the same scale used in the initial study. 

Respondents were also asked whether they thought the new decisions would affect the 

identities of their local areas. Responses to this question were divided into people who 

thought that the decisions who have a positive effect, a negative effect or no effect. Two 

additional questions were asked using a 7-point differential scale ranging from 

extremely likely (1) to extremely unlikely (7). The first was “How likely do you think it 

was that the decision by the State Government not to go ahead with the reforms was 

made because of the strong community response to the proposal?” The second was 

“How likely do you think it is that you will protest any future proposals that you feel 

will not benefit your local area?” 

Procedure 
 

 Questionnaires were sent by regular mail in November 2014. Participants 

completed them in their own time and mailed them back in reply-paid envelopes. All 

responses were treated confidentially. 

Results 
 

Is place attachment still threatened? 
 

Due to the uncertainty about what would happen to the City of Vincent under 

new legislation controlling their amalgamation with the capital city, Perth, 40 people 

still interpreted the government reform as threatening to the identity of the local area. 
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The remaining 15 respondents who answered the question thought that the new changes 

would not affect the identity of the area or would improve it.  

Due to the protestors in the City of Fremantle’s success, the majority of 

respondents no longer viewed the local government reforms as threatening to the place’s 

identity. There were 68 respondents from Fremantle who answered that the identity of 

the area would not change or would be improved by the new plan. Ten respondents 

thought that the new changes would be bad for the local area. This is not surprising, as 

seen in part one of the study, some of the respondents did not like the area and were 

hoping that the original plan would change it for the better.  

Collective-efficacy and future plans 
 

Results were not normally distributed so Spearman’s Rho correlations were 

used. Believing that the government changed its plans in response to members of the 

community protesting was correlated with plans to protest any future proposals that 

respondents feel will not benefit their local areas, rs (152) = .49, p < .01. Protesting was 

also correlated with intentions to protest in the future, rs (152) = .51, p < .01.  

Stability of place attachment 
 

Place identity (M = 24.17, SD = 5.30), D (150) = .15, p < .05 and place 

dependence (M = 18.49, SD = 4.78), D (153) = .09, p < .05 were not normally 

distributed so Spearman’s Rho correlations were used. Place attachment scores at Time 

1 and Time 2 were highly correlated, place identity, rs (44) = .69, p < .01 and place 

dependence, rs (44) = .66, p < .01. Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests showed no differences 

in place identity between Time 1 (Mdn = 24) and Time 2 (Mdn = 24), z = .19, p > .05, r 

= .03 and place dependence between Time 1 (Mdn = 18) and Time 2 (Mdn = 18), z = 

1.09, p > .05, r = .16, indicating the stability of place attachment over one year. 
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Discussion 
 

People who evaluated the possible outcome of the proposed changes as negative 

had significantly stronger place dependence than people who evaluated the proposed 

changes as positive. This supported the hypothesis and suggests that people who are 

dependent on their local areas and view them as better than viable alternatives are less 

open to change. The two place attachment variables were correlated with protesting 

although they did not significantly predict protesting behaviour while the TPB variables 

did. This only partially supports the second hypothesis that both place attachment and 

the TPB would be related to, and predict, protesting. The results of the follow-up study 

revealed that place attachment remained stable across the two studies, possibly because 

the threat of place change diminished. In addition, people who felt that they had made a 

difference were more likely to intend to engage in place-protective actions in the future. 

Place attachment and protesting 
 

Devine-Wright (2009, 2014), in his framework for psychological response to 

place change, argues that, after becoming aware of place change, people will interpret 

and evaluate the implications that the place change will have for both a place and the 

people within a place. After deciding that the change will be positive or negative (or 

have no effect) people must then decide how they will cope with the change and what is 

the best course of action. Devine-Wright (2009) further argues that people with strong 

place attachments are more likely to attend and respond to place change. In this study, 

the mean score on the place identity subscale was high, which suggests that people with 

strong place identities responded to the survey. This provides some support for the 

argument that people with stronger place attachment are more likely to attend to place 

change. People who did not care about the change or did not know about it probably 

would not have been bothered to respond. 
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Respondents with stronger place dependence were more likely to evaluate the 

outcome of the proposed government reforms as negative. This supports Vorkinn and 

Riese (2001) who found that people with stronger attachment were more likely to have 

a negative attitude to a proposed hydropower development in their local area. It suggests 

that people who have a functional attachment to their LGA, viewing it as a better place 

to live than any other area, are more likely to evaluate any proposed changes to the 

structure of the government and the way things are run as negative and threatening to 

their attachment. This may be because changes can make people feel as though they are 

losing control of a place. Control is central to developing bonds with a place (B. B. 

Brown, 1987) and immense change can threaten this sense of control. In this study, 

people who believed that the government listened to them and that the protesting 

resulted in changes to the government’s proposals were more likely to want to protest in 

the future. This appeared to restore their feelings of control and give them faith in their 

collective-efficacy, defined as a “shared belief in their collective power to produce 

desired results” (Bandura, 2000, p.75). Respondents’ beliefs that they had controlled the 

situation may have been why the majority of people at Time 2 reported that the threat to 

their place’s identities had lifted.  

Those who evaluated the place change as positive had significantly lower place 

dependence than respondents who evaluated the change as negative. Lower place 

dependence indicates that these respondents feel that their local areas are not meeting 

their needs and that there are better areas in which they could live. This could account 

for why they thought the changes would be positive. They may have hoped that the 

changes would lead to a place that better catered for their wants and needs.  

Differences in place identity scores between people with positive and negative 

evaluations were not significant after Bonferroni corrections were applied (the alpha 
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level was .04). This could be a result of the skew of the sample. Most respondents 

scored highly on the place identity measure which would have reduced variance. With 

more diverse scores on the measure, the variance would have increased, making the 

likelihood of finding a significant effect higher.  Therefore, the lack of significance in 

this result does not mean that we can rule out the possibility of change threatening 

residents’ place identities. 

In line with steps four and five of Devine-Wright’s framework (2009), it was 

hypothesised that people with stronger place attachment would also be more likely to 

respond to place change. It was therefore predicted that people who protested would 

have higher levels of place attachment;  a prediction confirmed by the significant 

correlations between protesting and both place identity and place dependence in this 

study . This result extends Stedman’s (2002) finding that place identity predicted 

intentions to protect the area from outside threats, showing that people with strong place 

identity do not just intend to engage in place-protective actions but that there is a 

relationship between place identity and actual place-protective behaviours. The 

correlations between the two place attachment variables and protesting also support 

Devine-Wright and Howes (2010) who found a modest correlation (.22) between place 

attachment and opposition to an offshore windfarm. 

Furthermore, the correlations between place attachment and protesting support 

the finding that people with stronger place attachment are more politically involved in 

their communities (Mesch & Manor, 1998) and are more likely to participate in 

campaigns against developments that threaten their attachment and the social and 

physical features that characterise their neighbourhoods (Lin & Lockwood, 2014; 

Mesch & Manor, 1998). However, as shown in Table 1, the place attachment measures 

shared variance with the measures of attitudes, subjective norms and perceived 
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behavioural control. When place identity and place dependence were added to the 

regression model with these variables, they did not predict protesting behaviour. This is 

similar to Read et al’s (2013) finding that while place attachment, identity and 

dependence were correlated with opposing windfarms, when added to a regression 

model with the TPB, they were not significant predictors of intended oppositional 

behaviour.    

The TPB and protesting 
 

In the TPB, intentions to act are predicted by people’s attitudes, subjective 

norms and perceived behavioural control (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2009). The present study 

found that all three of these variables predicted protesting. Respondents that reported 

positive attitudes towards the value of protesting, who felt that it was expected of them 

to protest, and who reported greater perceived behavioural control, were more likely to 

protest. This suggests that while people with stronger place attachment might be more 

likely to attend to place change, and interpret the change as negative, it is those who 

value civic participation, feel social pressure to protest and believe that it is within their 

control, that are more likely to protest. These findings support and add to previous 

studies which also found relationships between the TPB and civic engagement (Jugert et 

al., 2013; Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995; Read et al., 2013).  

In the current study, the attitudes variable was the strongest predictor of 

behaviour. This finding supports Kelly and Breinlinger (1995), who found that attitudes 

were the strongest predictors of women’s political involvement in women’s rights 

movements, and Jugert et al. (2013) who found attitudes, to have the strongest 

relationship with civic engagement. The current study suggests that believing in the 

value of protesting was the strongest motivator to partake in protesting. The current 

results contrast with Read et al’s (2013) study on opposition to windfarms which, like 
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the current study, was conducted in Australia and also had an older sample. In their 

study norms was the strongest predictor of intention to engage in oppositional 

behaviour. The similarities between the samples in the two studies suggest that factors 

other than country of residence and age cohort are influencing which variables are the 

strongest predictors of civic participation. It could be that the variables of the TPB that 

most strongly predict civic engagement change according to the community being 

sampled or the type of engagement or threat being measured.  

It is not all that surprising that the subjective norms variable was the weakest 

predictor of behaviour since a meta-analysis of the TPB found that subjective norms 

were consistently weaker at predicting behavioural intentions than attitudes and 

perceived behavioural control (Armitage & Conner, 2001). Similarly, Ajzen (1991) 

notes that the strength of subjective norms in predicting intentions is not always clear; 

some studies find that they make a significant contribution while others do not. It could 

be the case, as Smith and Louis (2009) point out, that subjective norms, as measured by 

the TPB, are not as important as group norms. It might be that what family and friends 

expected of respondents was less of an influence on their behaviour than group norms - 

what other residents of their local areas expected and were doing. For example, if a 

resident’s neighbours were protesting they might feel that it was also expected of them 

to protest.  

Stability of place attachment over time 
 

 Median scores on the place attachment scale did not change from Time 1 to 

Time 2, demonstrating the stability of attachment over a one-year period. This may be 

due to the success of the protestors. Had the protests not been successful, attachment 

may have waned as the threat continued and the places began to change. This finding 

supports Korpela et al. (2009), who found no significant differences in place attachment 

strength between an initial study time and ten months later. It also adds much needed 
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empirical evidence to the theory of place attachment being stable over time if it is not 

disrupted, something that is often assumed but rarely measured (Devine-Wright, 2014; 

Scannell & Gifford, 2014).  

Limitations 
 

 Both studies had limitations. The response rates were quite low; the first study 

had a 10% response rate and the follow-up, 12%. This response rate may be typical of 

Australian samples. One report which sent mail questionnaires to samples across 

Australia had a response rate of 14.47%, with some areas as low as 8% (Morrison, 

Lawrence, & Oehmen, 2014). One possibility for the low response rate is the omission 

of a return date. A return date may have created a sense of urgency, increasing the 

response rate.  

Funds did not allow for follow-up surveys or reminders to be mailed to 

participants. However, a study examining the general problem of declining response 

rates to surveys concluded that pursing participants that are difficult to reach provides 

limited, if any, benefits to the demographic representativeness of the survey (Keeter, 

Kennedy, Dimock, Best, & Craighill, 2006). Repeated attempts to encourage 

participation also have the possibility of being construed as harassment and could lead 

to untruthful responses.  

Without knowing the reasons for the relatively low response rate, we do not 

know how generalizable the results are to the broader population. However, 

examination of the income and education levels revealed that in these respects the 

samples were representative of the population areas sampled. However, the mean age 

across both studies was 61.19 years which is older than population norms. The mean 

ages of people over 18 in Fremantle and Vincent are 48 and 38 respectively (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2014). One reason for the older-than-average sample could be that 

surveys were addressed to the heads of households, which is usually the oldest member. 
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Older people are also more likely to be home-owners (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2013) and, therefore, might be more invested in the local community and more greatly 

affected by local government reform. As such they may self-select to take part in the 

research more than younger people or renters and be more willing to spend time 

responding to surveys due to retirement. Furthermore, the mode of survey delivery may 

have had an influence on the age of respondents. Mail-out surveys tend to attract older 

participants than online surveys, although the content of the answers has been found to 

be similar (Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004). Due to the low response rate and 

skew towards home-owners and older members of the population, the results may not 

be generalizable to younger residents or renters.  

Only 46 people responded to both surveys, despite them being mailed to the 

same people. Reasons for this are not known. As a result, the stability of place 

attachment results had a much smaller sample than the other analyses. Future 

longitudinal studies of place attachment are needed to confirm the results found here, 

although the results are in line with theory. 

Implications 
 

This study has both practical and theoretical implications. It has used place 

attachment and the TPB to inform the framework for the psychological response to 

place change. To the authors’ knowledge this is the first study that has combined these 

different models and theories. The results indicate that place attachment, particularly 

place dependence may have an effect on how people interpret and evaluate place change 

(steps two and three of the framework) and that attitudes, norms, and perceived 

behavioural control are related to whether people act to stop the change from occurring 

(steps four and five). These findings show the potential importance of recognising 

residents’ place attachment when planning place change. If people who are planning 

changes to a community do not consult with the residents they may be viewed as a 
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threat. This has the potential to create ill will between the people responsible for the 

change and local residents, which could motivate people to try to stop the change.  

This study also shows the importance of promoting collective-efficacy when it 

comes to civic engagement, so that people have positive attitudes about civic behaviour 

and have the perceived behavioural control to think that they can make a difference. 

People who felt that they had achieved what they set out to were more likely to intend to 

protest in the future, thus remaining civically engaged. The more people in an area are 

civically engaged, the closer it comes to being the norm which, in turn, has the potential 

to encourage people to continue engagement.  

Future studies could also examine the relationship between place attachment, 

political orientation and interpretation of place change, assessing whether place 

attachment overrides political persuasion. For example, in this study the changes were 

being proposed by a conservative government and it is possible that people’s political 

orientation might have had an effect on how they interpreted the proposed changes. 

Conservatives may have been more likely to support the changes introduced by a 

government they normally supported; however, it could also be the case that the desire 

to protect a place to which we are attached overrides political identity. 

The findings also have theoretical implications. Despite most theories of place 

attachment stating that it remains stable over time, very few longitudinal studies have 

actually been conducted (Devine-Wright, 2014; Scannell & Gifford, 2014). The current 

study found strong correlations between attachment scores over an 11-month period. 

This adds empirical evidence to the theory of attachment stability. Had the proposed 

reforms gone ahead, this attachment may have dwindled as the place stopped meeting 

residents’ needs (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; Stokols & Shumaker, 1982). More 

longitudinal studies comparing place attachments that are disrupted with those that are 
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not are required to further understand how attachment to place grows and wanes over 

time. 

This study also has implications for the framework for psychological response to 

place change. It supports the idea that place change is not always viewed as threatening 

(Devine-Wright, 2014); 27% of the sample viewed the proposed changes as positive and 

a further 11% were ambivalent about the changes. Devine-Wright (2009) proposed that 

people with strong place attachment would be more likely to attend to and respond to 

changes. The current results only somewhat support this. Place attachment, in particular 

place identity, was high amongst respondents, which suggests that those who identify 

with their local areas are more likely to be aware of imminent place change. Place 

attachment did not, however, predict protesting in the regression model, although they 

were moderately correlated.  

Devine-Wright (2014) argued that opposition to changes is most likely when 

individuals are attached to place and feel control over how decisions are made. The 

results from this study support the second half of this assertion. Participations who 

perceived that they had control over their actions and felt that protesting was valuable 

were more likely to protest. Furthermore, those that felt that the protesting had been 

successful were more likely to intend to protest in the future against place changes that 

they did not like. The results therefore provide broad support to the model of 

psychological response to place change. 

This study also extends use of the TPB. As stated in section 1.5, the TPB has 

rarely been used to measure civic engagement. When it has been employed, attitudes, 

subjective norms and perceived behavioural control are used to predict behavioural 

intentions (as was intended by the model’s creators) but not actual behaviours. As noted 

by many researchers, there is often an inconsistency between stated intentions and 

actual behaviour, referred to as the intention-behaviour gap (see Fishbein & Ajzen, 



 
 

169 

2009, pp. 53-63 for a detailed discussion). In this study, as the behaviour (protesting) 

had already been performed, attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural 

control were used to predict actual behaviour rather than the weaker outcome variable 

of  intention to protest. The finding that these three variables predict actual behaviour 

extends use of the theory beyond just predicting intentions. 

Conclusion 
 

This study adds to our understanding of how people interpret and respond to 

place change. For the first time, it brought together the construct of place attachment 

and the TPB to examine aspects of the framework for psychological response to place 

change. It was found that people’s attachment to place, in particular their place 

dependence, may affect the interpretation and evaluation of proposed place change. 

People who viewed the proposed changes as negative had stronger place dependence. It 

also found that while place attachment was associated with engaging in place-protective 

action, the TPB was better at predicting this behaviour. From this we can conclude that 

while people with strong place attachment might evaluate proposed changes negatively, 

it is those who also have positive attitudes about the value and importance of protesting, 

who perceive civic action as the norm amongst their friends and family, and who 

perceive that they have control over their actions that may be more likely to actively 

oppose place change. 
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Chapter 5: General Discussion 

Review of main findings 
 

It has been theorised that people become more aware of their place attachment 

when places are threatened or at times of loss or hardship (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 

1992; Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976; C. C. Taylor & Townsend, 1976). Previous 

research has found that threats to place can result in “place-protective” behaviours such 

as the two studied in this thesis: campaigning against place change and bushfire 

mitigation (Devine-Wright, 2009; Jakes et al., 2007; Kyle et al., 2010; Lin & 

Lockwood, 2014; Vorkinn & Riese, 2001). The aims of this thesis were to investigate 

the relationship between place threat and place attachment and to examine the extent to 

which place-protective behaviours could be predicted by place attachment.  

The study presented in Chapter Two examined the relationship between place 

attachment and fire mitigation and preparedness. Australia is the most fire-prone 

country in the world, with over 50,000 bushfires responded to in a single year (Bryant, 

2008; Steering Group for the Review of Service Provision, 2008). Severe fires are 

predicted to increase as a consequence of climate change (Liu et al., 2010). This will 

mean that more people are at risk of losing their homes, which, for many people are 

seen as extensions of themselves and unique in providing for their needs. When people 

lose places that they are attached to, physical and mental health effects ensue (Albrecht 

et al., 2007; Fried, 2000). To avoid these negative ramifications it is important to 

encourage people to protect their homes from bushfire as much as possible. The aim of 

this study was to investigate whether place attachment predicted bushfire mitigation and 

preparedness.  
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Place attachment was found to predict mitigation and preparedness in rural areas 

but not urban-fringe ones, despite there being no significant differences in place 

attachment between the two samples. It would seem that place attachment only 

motivates people to protect their homes if they live in rural areas. This partially 

supported previous studies which found a positive relationship between place 

attachment and disaster mitigation and preparedness (Jakes et al., 2007; Kyle et al., 

2010; Mishra et al., 2010). Reasons for place attachment not predicting mitigation on 

the urban-fringe are not clear. As hypothesised in Chapter Two, it could be that living 

on the edge of urban areas, close to professional emergency services, gave people a 

false sense of security. These residents may have not fully perceived the risk to their 

homes and as a result did not feel that their homes were threatened. Without the feeling 

of threat, residents on the urban-fringe may not have been reminded of their attachment, 

therefore not being motivated to engage in place-protective action. 

In Chapter Two it was also found that not owning one’s home could be a barrier 

to implementing mitigation measures. People living on the urban-fringe who did not 

own their homes had implemented less mitigation and preparedness measures. This is 

most likely because landlords are renting out homes without making sure that structural 

changes have been made to the properties to reduce the risk of losing them in a fire. 

This leaves renters with little protection as they are often not legally allowed to make 

structural changes to the homes they rent without the landlord’s agreement. From the 

results it appears that this is not a problem in rural areas, the threat of bushfires may be 

more salient in the minds of rural landlords. Alternatively, people who rent in rural 

areas may be more educated about bushfires and therefore know what to check for 

before they rent a home. 
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Building upon Chapter Two, in which no significant differences in attachment 

between urban-fringe dwellers and rural dwellers was found; the aim of Chapter Three 

was to explore whether this was because both were living in places threatened by 

bushfire. In line with the proposal that people become more aware of their attachment 

when the place they are attached to is threatened (Proshansky et al., 1983), it was 

hypothesised that people living in bushfire-prone areas would report stronger 

attachment levels than people living in non-bushfire-prone places. This hypothesis was 

partially supported. People who lived rurally and on the urban-fringe reported higher 

place dependence than people who lived in inner-city urban areas. Living in a 

threatened place may have reminded people of their dependence on their homes; that is, 

that their homes meet their needs and are better at doing so than other places.  

Place identity scores were significantly higher in the rural sample than the 

urban-fringe and inner-city urban samples. It could be that people choose to live in rural 

areas due to feeling an affinity with the countryside and because they feel that being a 

“country-person” is part of their identities. Rural residents have made a conscious 

decision to live in the country, far from most jobs and amenities. Conversely, urban 

residents may live in urban areas by default as this is where the majority of the 

population lives and where most jobs are located. This could explain why urban 

dwellers did not identify as strongly with their place of residence; they have never had 

to make a decision to leave behind the comforts of urban living. Rural residents might 

not mind that their treasured place has the potential to be threatened by fire as that is 

part of living in the country. They may also accept that there are hardships that come 

with distance from jobs and amenities as this is all part of the rural place identity which 

they have chosen to take on.  
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 The second part of the study presented in Chapter Three found that rural people 

were more likely to belong to local clubs and organisations. The results also showed 

that attachment to the home and attachment to the local area were predicted by different 

demographic factors, as were place identity and place dependence. The only 

demographic variable that predicted both components (place identity and place 

dependence) to both spatial scales was length of residence. It appears that the longer we 

reside in a place the more it becomes part of our identities and we evaluate it as better 

than all alternatives. Besides length of residence the only other predictor of home place 

identity was home-ownership and the only other predictor of home place dependence 

was education, a relationship which was negative.  

Socio-demographic variables were stronger predictors of local area place 

attachment than home place attachment, supporting Lewicka (2010) who found that 

socio-demographic variables best predicted attachment to mid-range areas. The same 

variables predicted both place identity and place dependence with the exception of 

education, which negatively predicted place dependence, and gender, which predicted 

place identity; women reported greater local area place identity than men. The variables 

that predicted both place identity and place dependence were belonging to local clubs, 

choosing to live in a place for its physical attributes and still living where one was born.  

Attachment to home and local area were predicted by different demographic 

variables. Place identity and place dependence were also predicted by different 

variables. These findings can be used to direct fire education and mitigation initiatives 

towards certain groups. As found in Chapter Two, in rural areas place attachment 

predicted preparation and mitigation. If fire authorities want to increase preparedness 

and mitigation by emphasising people’s bonds to their homes it is important to know 

which groups should be targeted and what messages to use. Messages reminding people 
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of how much their home means to their sense of self and thus the importance of 

protecting it are best directed at home-owners and people who have lived in an area for 

a long time as they are the ones with stronger home place identities. Alternatively, 

messages emphasising people’s dependence on their homes for meeting their needs and 

providing their preferred environment might be most effective on people with less 

education and a long history of residence in the area. To try and increase collective 

community action to protect the local area as a whole, it might be best to target people 

who belong to local clubs and organisations, less educated people and women. 

Chapter Four examined the relationship between a different type of place threat 

and place attachment. The threat examined in this chapter was changes to local 

government boundaries. This threat was less severe than bushfires. Bushfires are 

unpredictable, can drastically change the landscape and can result in the loss of homes. 

Local government reform was not unpredictable and would not likely result in major 

environmental changes. However, unlike bushfires which cannot be stopped, only 

mitigated, local government changes could potentially be stopped. The aims of this 

study were to investigate the relationships between place attachment and residents’ 

evaluation of and responses to, place change. It was predicted that people with stronger 

place attachment would be more likely to evaluate place change as negative and protest 

against it. 

The results showed that people with higher levels of place dependence were 

more likely to interpret place change as threatening to the identity of the local area and, 

as a result, were more likely to evaluate the proposed changes negatively. This 

supported a previous study which found a relationship between place attachment and 

negative attitudes towards place change (Vorkinn & Riese, 2001). However, while place 

attachment was correlated with protesting against the changes it did not significantly 
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predict protesting once the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) variables were added to 

the regression model. These findings contrast those found in Chapter Two. In that study 

place attachment predicted actions to protect individual homes from bushfire. In 

Chapter Four attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control were better 

predictors of local-area place-protective action than place attachment. These results 

support Read et al (2013) who similarly found that while place attachment, identity and 

dependence were correlated with opposing windfarms, they did not significantly predict 

opposition above the TPB.  

The second part of the study presented in Chapter Four found that if people felt 

that protesting had been effective they were more likely to intend to take part in place-

protective actions in the future. Success may have heightened their feelings of 

collective-efficacy. Furthermore, the second part of the study found that place 

attachment was stable over a one year period, something that is often assumed but rarely 

tested (Scannell & Gifford, 2014). Had the protests not been successful, residents may 

have begun to consciously or unconsciously disassociate themselves from the place so 

as to try to maintain the four identity principles (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000).  

Drawing the three studies together 
 

Place attachment, in particular the place dependence component, was found to 

be stronger in people who lived in places threatened by bushfires (Chapter Three) and in 

people who viewed changes to local government boundaries as negative (Chapter Four). 

These findings provide support for the proposal that people become more aware of their 

place attachment when it is threatened or disrupted (B. B. Brown & Perkins, 1992; 

Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976).  
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The relationship between place attachment and place-protective actions was not 

as straightforward. Place attachment was related to opposition in Chapter Four but was 

found to not be as important as the TPB when it came to predicting opposition. In 

Chapter Two place attachment predicted place-protective actions (bushfire mitigation) 

in a rural sample but not in an urban-fringe sample, despite their being no significant 

difference in attachment levels between the two samples. These differing results suggest 

that while place attachment seems to affect how people interpret place change it may 

not always be enough to encourage place-protective actions.  

The conflicting findings could be due to the fact that different place-protective 

actions were required. In Chapter Two (Anton & Lawrence, 2015) it was up to the 

individual to implement mitigation measures to their own homes and properties. In 

contrast, in Chapter Four opposition required collective action, as the place being 

protected was the local area rather than the home. It could be that people felt more in 

control of protecting their homes than their local areas, which is why attachment to 

home had a stronger relationship with mitigation than attachment to local areas had with 

protesting. As found in Chapter Three (Anton & Lawrence, 2014) and in previous 

research (Lewicka, 2010), people are more attached to their homes than their local 

areas. However, attachment levels to the local area in Chapter Four were similar to the 

attachment levels respondents’ in Chapter Two felt for their homes. Further research 

examining individual compared to collective place-protective actions to protect both the 

home and the local area is required. 

Theoretical implications 
 

As mentioned in Chapter One, and throughout this thesis, many measures of 

place attachment have been created which can make it difficult to compare findings 

between studies. Rather than adding to the plethora of measures of place attachment this 
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thesis uses one measure in a variety of situations which allows for easy comparisons 

between the studies. It also demonstrates that a measure initially designed for use in 

recreational settings (Williams, Patterson, Roggenbuck, & Watson, 1992) can also 

capture the attachment that people feel for their homes and local areas.  

In Chapter One I noted that place attachment research often suffers from the lack 

of a theoretical base. I provided evidence in that chapter that Bowlby and Ainsworth’s 

attachment theory (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991) could be used to explain people’s 

emotional bonds with their environments. The thesis’ findings support this. Attachment 

theory describes attachment as a desire to maintain close contact with the person to 

whom we are attached (Bowlby, 1988), with the object of affection seen as unique and 

unchangeable (Ainsworth, 1989). A similar relationship was reflected in the measure of 

place dependence, which asked if the place of residence provided for respondents’ 

needs and goals better than any other place and if the place was incomparable to others. 

The results of these studies showed that people who were place dependent were more 

likely to interpret place change as negative (Chapter Four), and more likely to prepare 

their homes so that there was less risk of losing them in a fire (Chapter Two). This 

demonstrates that, possibly due to the uniqueness that people who are place dependent 

attribute to their homes and local areas, people do not wish to see these places changed 

in such a way that they would no longer satisfy needs and wants.  

While place identity was not measured by asking specific questions about 

feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, self-efficacy and self-esteem, (as there is not yet 

a valid and reliable quantitative measure) the findings did provide support for these four 

principles as behaviour motivators as theorised in Identity Process Theory (IPT) 

(Breakwell, 1993). Place identity, while not a predictor of place protesting behaviour in 

Chapter Four, was correlated with protesting against changes to the local area. This 
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could be indicative of an attempt to maintain continuity and distinctiveness from other 

areas. Place identity also predicted bushfire mitigation and preparation in rural areas 

(Chapter Two) and was higher in people living in rural areas than urban-fringe ones 

(Chapter Three). Feeling that one’s home is part of a broader sense of self appears to 

motivate people to protect their homes. This is possibly because homes are often 

decorated and designed to reflect ourselves, giving us feelings of distinctiveness. Homes 

are also full of memories of our past which provides us with continuity as our lives 

change. Additionally, homes can provide feelings of security and be places of sanctuary 

which can make people feel that they are in control of their environments, possibly 

boosting self-esteem and self-efficacy.  

This thesis also provides support for the distinction between place dependence 

and place identity. The two were found to be highly correlated, but they affected 

behaviours in different ways and were related to different variables. Both place identity 

and place dependence predicted bushfire mitigation and preparation. However, people 

who lived in bushfire prone urban-fringe and rural areas were found to have similar 

levels of place dependence but significantly different levels of place identity. Also, in 

Chapter Four, place dependence had an effect on how people interpreted place change 

but place identity did not. These findings support other studies which have similarly 

found that the two components are predicted by, and predict, different behaviours 

(Bricker & Kerstetter, 2005; Kyle et al., 2003; Kyle et al., 2004; Moore & Graefe, 

1994). These findings provide further support for the conceptualisation of place 

attachment as a two-dimensional construct composed of an emotional/symbolic 

dimension and a functional dimension (Lin & Lockwood, 2014; Schreyer et al., 1981). 

This thesis has focused on attachment to a place as distinct from attachment to 

the people in a place. As mentioned in Chapter One, some researchers use place 
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attachment and community attachment interchangeably, while others add a social 

bonding dimension to place attachment (Kyle et al., 2005; Trentelman, 2009). While 

both are important and there is undoubtedly much overlap between the two, they are 

different things and a distinction between them is needed. People can be attached to a 

place, feeling dependent on it and drawing a sense of identity from it, regardless of 

whether they share the place with others. Conceptualising place attachment as a two-

factor model that is grounded in IPT and attachment theory, related to but distinct from 

community attachment, presents a way forward for future studies of place attachment. It 

also addresses one of the broader problems with environmental psychology identified in 

Chapter One, namely the lack of a clear framework through which findings can be 

woven together. 

This thesis also provides support for Devine-Wright’s (2009) re-framing of 

opposition to place change as being a form of place-protective action grounded in 

attachment. In Chapter Two attached residents tried to protect their homes from 

bushfires by implementing fire mitigation measures and in Chapter Four attached 

residents were more likely to view place change as negative to the identities of their 

local areas. In both of these cases, respondent’s opinions and actions were driven by a 

desire to preserve places that meet their needs and are part of their identities. Their 

actions were most likely attempts to avoid the feelings of distress that come from 

staying in a place as it changes into something unrecognisable (solastalgia; Albrecht et 

al., 2007) or being forced to leave a place before one’s time (Fried, 2000). 

Finally, Chapters Three and Four support the theory that people become more 

aware of their attachment when it is threatened (Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976). 

Threats appear to remind people of their attachment, as found in Chapter Three where 

people living in threatened places reported significantly stronger place dependence than 
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people living in less threatened places. Reminding people of how dependent they are on 

a place appears to make them less open to place change, perhaps because the outcomes 

of change are often unknown and could reduce the place’s ability to meet residents’ 

needs. This was found in Chapter Four, people with stronger place dependence were 

more likely to evaluate place change negatively. Conversely, those who had less place 

dependence were more likely to evaluate the changes positively. Less dependent people 

may be more open to change as change has the possibility of increasing the capacity of a 

place to meet wants and needs. 

Practical Implications 
 

 The work presented in this thesis has practical implications for public policy. 

Considerable time and financial resources have been spent on efforts to increase 

people’s mitigation and preparedness (Paton et al, 2010). In Chapter Two, place 

attachment predicted bushfire mitigation in the rural sample. Framing communication 

about mitigation from a place attachment perspective may increase people’s mitigation 

efforts. For example, reminding people that their homes provide for their needs and of 

the memories that they have created in their homes may motivate them to take efforts to 

protect their homes from bushfires.  

Two years after the study in Chapter Two was conducted, a qualitative study 

reported a disconnect between place attachment and perception of bushfire risk (Beilin 

& Reid, 2015). The participants in the study failed to make the link between bushfire 

threat and the effects that bushfires could have on the places to which they were 

connected. If people in bushfire-prone areas are failing to make the connection 

themselves, perhaps authorities should help make the connection for them by framing 

bushfires as a threat to place attachment. Accompanying this communication could be 

practical advice on how implement mitigation measures.  
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 In addition to individual preparedness, it is important for entire communities to 

prepare for bushfires (Morrison, Lawrence, & Oehmen, 2014). In Chapter Two it was 

reported that people who have greater attachment to their homes, implement more 

mitigation measures. Increasing people’s attachment to their local areas might therefore 

result in an increase in community preparedness. Factors found to be associated with 

local area place attachment in Chapter Three were: living in an area for its physical 

attributes and belonging to clubs in the local area. Efforts by local councils to make 

places more physically appealing may increase local area place attachment, which in 

turn may promote mitigation. Extending home place attachment to local area place 

attachment may not be difficult. A recent study found that people living in bushfire-

prone areas often extend the concept of home to include the landscape of the local area 

(Reid & Beilin, 2015). This suggests that some people have already broadened the 

definition of home to include surrounding areas.  

As mentioned in the above paragraph, belonging to clubs in the local area may 

increase local area attachment. The creation of local community bushfire safety groups 

could increase residents’ attachment to their local areas and provide a venue for people 

to discuss mitigation measures with their neighbours and receive help in implementing 

them. Older residents often use their memories of previous bushfire events to guide 

their bushfire plans and mitigation efforts (Reid & Beilin, 2014). Community groups 

could provide a medium for this local knowledge to be passed on to new community 

members.   

 Chapter Four demonstrated that it is important for policy makers to be aware of, 

and understand, place attachment. In this study people who were highly dependent on 

their local areas opposed enforced place change. Had the state government understood 

the attachments that people can have to their local areas, they may have taken a different 
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approach when announcing and implementing their policy of local council 

amalgamations. When contemplating place change, authorities should consult with the 

local community to garner whether there is support for their plans. Consultation should 

be an open and transparent process and, if change will occur, community members 

should play an active role in designing how it will proceed (IAP2, 2014). If residents 

feel that they were part of creating the place change they may be less likely to see it as a 

threat to the identity of their local area. Furthermore, if residents view change as place 

enhancing they are more likely to support it (Devine-Wright, 2009). As shown in 

Chapter Four, failing to engage with the community may result in negative evaluations 

of place change and protests against it. 

Strengths and Limitations 
  

Human interactions with place are studied by many disciplines; a sign of the 

important role place plays in many facets of life. This work adds to the growing number 

of studies that examine how place attachment affects behaviours. The work cited in this 

thesis spans psychology, sociology, human geography, leisure sciences and urban 

planning. Trying to bring together these separate traditions was not easy, but grounding 

research in cross-disciplinary work is important. Doing so allows for a broader 

understanding of how people interact with place. Grounding this research in cross-

disciplinary studies and basing it in our wider understanding of attachment theory 

provides a clear theoretical framework which allows for ease of interpretation by people 

from different research backgrounds. It also makes it easier to see where place 

attachment fits into more general studies of people-environment relations, overcoming 

some of the problems identified in the introduction.  

The methodology adopted in this thesis has a number of strengths. Recruiting 

participants from the areas of interest, rather than conducting experiments using 
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undergraduate students as is often the case in psychology (Henrich, Heine, & 

Norenzayan, 2010), adds strength to the research findings. We can be assured that the 

attitudes expressed in the studies are present within the communities in which the 

research is designed to be applied. Another strength of the research is the consistent use 

of an existing place attachment measure. Adopting a measure of place attachment that 

has previously been used in other countries and place settings (for example, its use in 

studies of outdoor recreation in the United States, see Williams et al., 1992), allows for 

the findings in this thesis to be compared to a wide-range of previous research. This 

overcomes some of the criticisms raised in Chapter One about the plethora of measures 

available which hinders ease of understanding across studies and often results in 

disparate research traditions often broken down along disciplinary lines. In addition, the 

methodology adopted also allows for quantitative analysis of the ways in which place 

attachment may motivate people to engage in certain behaviours such as bushfire 

mitigation and protesting. Had a qualitative approach been adopted, we would not be 

able to generalise the results to broader populations, or have been able to quantify place 

attachment’s relationship with the behaviours under analysis. 

 The methodology adopted also contained limitations. Overall, respondents’ 

levels of place attachment, particularly place identity, were high. This could indicate 

that place attachment is prevalent in the community but it might also mean that people 

who were not very attached were less likely to participate in the studies. Random 

sampling was used to try and ensure that this did not happen. However, people who felt 

more strongly attached may have been more likely to self-select to take part in the 

studies, especially in Chapters Three and Four where mail-out questionnaires were used. 

These surveys had a response rate of around 10%. Had the budget allowed for 

reminders to be sent to people who had not initially responded, or to offer a prize for 
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completing the questionnaire, there may have been a higher response rate and greater 

incentive for people with lower place attachment to take part in the research. 

A further limitation that may hinder the applicability of the findings is that the 

mean ages in all three studies were high. This could also explain the higher levels of 

place attachment reported since age is often found to be related to place attachment, 

although this might be confounded with length of residence (Bonaiuto et al., 1999; 

Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Lewicka, 2010; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Rollero & De 

Piccoli, 2010a; Sampson, 1988).  There was also an under-representation of renters in 

all three studies which could similarly account for the high levels of place attachment. 

Home-owners are often found to be more attached, probably due to having made a 

decision to stay and invest in an area, rather than more transient renters (Anton & 

Lawrence, 2014; B. B. Brown et al., 2003; Lewicka, 2010). Future studies should take 

greater efforts to recruit younger people and renters. Mail-out surveys often attract older 

respondents than online surveys (Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004), perhaps mixed-

method approaches should be utilised in future research to ensure a more even 

distribution of ages. 

Future research directions 
 

There has been an increase over the last five years in research investigating the 

link between place attachment and fire mitigation (McCaffrey, 2015).  It is good that 

researchers in the disaster mitigation area are beginning to realise the importance of 

bonds with the environment as a driver of human behaviour. Encouraging behaviour 

change so that people increase their mitigation and preparedness is more important than 

ever. Due to urban sprawl, and people seeking alternative lifestyles, increasing numbers 

of people are living in bushfire-prone areas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014b; 

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2014; Bryant, 2008; G. Kelly & Hosking, 2008) where 
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fires are predicted to become more frequent and severe as the climate changes (Liu et 

al., 2010). Further research is needed into how place attachment might clash with other 

values and identities when it comes to mitigating potential threats. For example, 

mitigation efforts to help protect the home, like controlled burning and thinning trees, 

might clash with environmental identities and values about protecting the natural 

environment or with the reasons why people chose to live in areas surrounded by 

bushland (Brenkert-Smith, 2006; Brenkert-Smith et al., 2006). This clash might lead to 

inaction and people not fully mitigating and preparing. 

 Future longitudinal studies measuring base rates of place attachment in bushfire-

prone areas and then measuring again after a fire occurs would enable a better 

understanding of the effect of living in a threatened place on place attachment. In 

addition, assessing the risk perceived by individuals in threatened places could add 

another dimension to the relationship between threatened places and place attachment. 

Previous research has found that place attachment can hinder people from leaving a 

threatened or unmanageable place and can also lower their risk perceptions (Billig, 

2006; McLennan et al., 2013; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). This possibility requires 

further research. Chapter Three found that threat may increase people’s feelings of 

attachment, but if more attached people are less likely to perceive risk, these attached 

people may stay in threatened places when it is unsafe for them to do so.  

As has been begun in this thesis, more research is required comparing types of 

threats and the resulting place-protective actions. Some threats may be more disruptive 

to place attachment and inspire greater place-protective actions, while others may not be 

seen as threatening enough to warrant action to stop them. Similarly, more research into 

the types of place change that are welcomed by residents would be useful. Place 

changes have the potential to enhance place attachment by creating places that better 
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cater for residents’ needs and wants and enhance feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, 

self-efficacy and self-esteem. If efforts are made to promote these things, residents are 

more likely to respond favourably to place change. 

Conclusion 
 

 This thesis provides theoretical support for place attachment as similar in nature 

to the attachment bond described by Bowlby and Ainsworth (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 

1991). It examines how threats to place can affect perceptions of attachment to homes 

and local areas and how we might then respond to protect our treasured places from 

those threats. In doing so it draws together two theories within environmental 

psychology; that we become more aware of our attachment when it is threatened (B. B. 

Brown & Perkins, 1992; Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976) and that when the places 

to which we are attached are threatened we will respond by engaging in place-protective 

actions (Devine-Wright, 2009). This thesis found support for the first proposition but 

mixed results for the second. Future research investigating the difference between place-

protective actions of an individual nature and collective place-protective actions and 

between protecting homes and local areas will help us to further understand this issue. 

 The work in this thesis can be used to inform public education efforts to increase 

disaster mitigation and preparedness. Trying to increase mitigation and preparedness by 

invoking people’s attachment to place may work for certain demographics, particularly 

people who are most attached to their homes, which seem to be people who have lived 

there for a long time, less educated people and home-owners. Alternatively, if we want 

to increase collective community behaviours it might be useful to target people who are 

most attached to their local areas. These people tend to be women, less educated, 

residing where they were born, members of clubs in their areas and people who moved 

to an area for its physical attributes. 
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 Emotional attachments to places are central to the human experience, 

contributing to the formation, maintenance and preservation of identity (Low & Altman, 

1992). All actions take place within a physical setting and are shaped by the setting, 

making place identity an important component of self-identity (Proshansky, 1978). 

People often identify with and become dependent on a place for their emotional and 

physical needs (Stokols, 1978). In an ever mobile world where people are increasingly 

displaced by war, natural disasters and lack of opportunity, it is more important than 

ever to understand the importance of place attachment, how it can motivate behaviour 

and the long-lasting effects that disruption to attachment can have. This thesis adds to 

our understanding of the nature of place attachment and how it relates to place change 

and place-protective actions. Strongly attached people were found to be more likely to 

notice place change, interpret change as threatening and work to minimise the effects of 

change. This shows the importance of where we reside on our conceptions of ourselves 

and our willingness to fight to protect these places. 
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