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A survey of 165 residents in Saratoga County examines the link between distinct residential 

areas and environmental perceptions and behaviors.  Residents were divided into four groups by 

living location: urban, suburban, rural and streams (homeowners with streams running through 

their property).  While actions and opinions varied depending on location, the general trend is 

that most people in the county spend a fair amount of time recreating outdoors and are 

environmentally conscious.  

Introduction 

 As humanity changes through time, we have moved from being very connected to nature, 

being a part of it and understanding it, to mostly being separated from it.  Unfortunately 

throughout history humans have left an impression in the environment wherever they have gone.  

As we developed sophisticated technologies this impact grew while we slowly lost our 

connection to nature.  Many people of today spend most of their time indoors, occasionally 

taking walks and hikes but often times using cars to get from one indoor place to another.  With 

our advanced lifestyle, however, comes a price.  After driving countless species extinct and 

polluting the air and seas, the biosphere will not return to how it once was.  Some people ignore 

this fact, not wanting to give up the luxuries that this life can provide, but others fight strongly 

trying to save what is left.  Most remain somewhere in between: constrained by responsibilities 
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and what they deem realistic but still making decisions with the environment in mind.  Why does 

one person act more environmentally then another?  Perhaps they played in the woods as a child 

or enjoy canoeing and so value nature in that regard, or maybe they saw An Inconvenient Truth 

and it struck a chord in them as an important issue.  These are but a few of the myriad of 

influences which can influence an individual’s perception of nature and therefore how green they 

live. 

 Many efforts have also been made to create a general scale of how people feel about the 

environment.  In 1978 Dunlap and Van Liere came out with the New Environmental Paradigm 

(NEP).  This paradigm was an emergent way of thinking about the environment in a 

comprehensive and sustainable manner.  Dunlap and Van Liere also created a scale with which 

to measure people’s acceptance of these ideas.  The NEP scale is one of, if not the most 

ubiquitous scales of environmentalism and has generally been proven valid,  yet in 2000 Dunlap 

et al. created a new scale which they coined the New Ecological Paradigm.  The authors 

explained the changes as being due to the shift in prominent environmental issues.  Nisbet et al. 

(2009) attempted to create another such scale which would measure connectedness to nature.  

They took into account time spent outdoors, affinity towards nature, environmental behavior and 

many other factors in an effort to create a comprehensive scale.  The scale was broken into three 

aspects: self, or how connected one personally feels to nature, perspective concerning the overall 

issue of humans and the environment, and experiences outdoors.  Testing against other 

previously established measures showed that their scale did have validity.  No two scales match 

completely, however, and the variety of aspects included shows how multifaceted and complex 

of an issue this can be. 
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 Outdoor recreation has long thought to be associated with stronger environmental views 

(Cordell et al. 2002).  Peterson et al. (2008) examined this issue on a household and individual 

level, while dividing the activities between appreciative and non-appreciative forms of 

recreation. Appreciative forms were memberships in recreation clubs and organizations, walking, 

hiking and surfing, and these outdoor activities lead to appreciation of nature and environmental 

concern. Non-
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spaces will be developed.  Within this county is our research area: the Saratoga Lake Watershed.  

This watershed is 244 square miles and includes eleven townships, including the City of 

Saratoga Springs and the Village of Ballston Spa. The water included in the watershed must pass 

through one-third of Saratoga County and is therefore home to thousands of people in upstate 

New York due to its vast size (Saratoga Lake Watershed Plan, 2002).  The lake, streams and 

parks in the area offer various outdoor recreational activities, however the watershed does face 

environmental issues in addition to expansion pressures.  The surrounding areas are very 

agricultural and run-off of pesticides and fertilizers pose a problem to the ecosystem.  Saratoga 

Springs may face a water shortage if a drought occurs and  is  thus considering tapping Saratoga 

Lake despite disagreement from other towns as well as local residents and businesses invested in 

Saratoga Lake.  The area also consists of disparate living environments as the transition from 

downtown Saratoga Springs to rural countryside happens surprisingly quickly.  Taking all this 
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for doing these two activities. For all of the outdoor activities questions, we asked respondents if 

they participated a few times a week, a few times a month, a few times a year, one time or less a 

year, or never. 

 The second part of our survey asked respondents to agree or disagree with certain 

statements, and asked if they strongly agree, agree, are neutral, disagree, or strongly disagree. 

These questions asked if they feel it is important for children to play outside, to live within 

walking or biking distance of schools, parks, playgrounds, shops and downtown areas, and 

natural areas. Other questions asked if respondents feel guilty about harming the environment 

and if they would like more information on how to be more energy efficient and environmentally 

friendly (see Question 2 of the survey in Appendix A). 

 The third part of our survey asked respondents if they always, frequently, sometimes, or 

never engage in certain behaviors and actions. These regarded recycling, buying locally 

produced foods, donating time and money to environmental causes, drinking bottled water, using 

compact fluorescent light bulbs, and using re-usable shopping bags (see Question 3 of the survey 

in Appendix). 

 Other questions ask about composting (Questions 4 and 5 in Appendix A), commuting to 

work (Question 6 in Appendix A), home temperatures in the winter (Question 7 in Appendix A), 

and renewable home electricity (Question 8 in Appendix A). We included a fill-in question 

asking about critical environmental local issues (Question 9 in Appendix A). It is the only 

question which allows respondents to speak freely as all the other questions have given answers 
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children (Question 12) and if they are under the age of 18 (Question 13), gender (Question 14), 

age (Question 15) and registered political party (Question 16). All political parties that appear on 

the New York State ballot were included. 

 All of the questions asked were originally written by us with the aid of advisor Professor 

Josh Ness, though reading through the 2009 Survey of Kentuckians’ Environmental Knowledge, 

Attitudes and Behaviors, The Ninth Annual National Report Card on Environmental Attitudes, 

Knowledge, and Behaviors conducted by Roper Starch Worldwide and the Saratoga Lake 

Landowner Survey by Clinard et al. inspired us as well. 

 

Results 

 We sent out 486 surveys to residents in the Saratoga Lake watershed and 22 of those 

were sent back because of wrong addresses. Of the 464 surveys sent to homes, we received 165 

back, yielding a return rate of 35.5%. From the urbanite group we received 50 surveys (30.3% of 

return), from the suburbanite group we received 32 surveys (19.4% of return), from the ruralite 

group we received 41 surveys (24.8% of return) and from the streamers group we received 42 

surveys (25.5% of return).  

 Our results are divided into several categories: outdoor activities, agreeing or disagreeing 

with given statements regarding environmental beliefs, environmental actions and opinions, as 

well as demographics to get a sense of who is answering our surveys and who is most 

represented in Saratoga County. Our respondents were mostly female (62%), and in their forties 

or older (25% of responders were in their fifties). Republicans make up 44% of respondents who 

declared their registered political party. The remaining 56% is a mix of Democrats, 

Independence voters (not Independent-leaning voters, seeing as Independence is its own political 
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party), members of the Conservative Party, Working Families Party, or unregistered respondents. 

Most respondents in all groups (63%) hold a bachelors degree or higher. Our age range of 

respondents is 28 to 92. The average urbanite respondent is 58; the average suburbanite 

respondent is 55; the average ruralite respondent is 61; the average streamer respondent is 54.  In 

all groups most respondents had lived in the area for over 20 years and had children, though not 

always under the age of 18. 

In terms of outdoor recreation, all respondents generally recreate in experiential 

environments most frequently, though that can be a result of more experiential environment 

choices (four in total) while a constructed environment only contains two choices. Our 

constructed choices, golfing and downhill skiing, are seasonal whereas many of the experiential 

activities can be enjoyed year-round.  Hunting, boating and fishing are utilization activities and 

are more popular than constructed environment activities. Only one urban responder and one 

suburban responder hunt, and these two people hunt a few times a week. Hunting is a more 
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(84%), ruralites (66%), and streamers (71%). Ruralites are most likely to donate time and money 

to environmental causes (29% said “always” or “frequently”) and suburbanites are least likely 

(16% said “always” or “frequently”). All respondents sometimes drink bottled water as opposed 

to always or frequently drinking bottled water. Urbanites come in first place regarding the 

always usage of reusable shopping bags with ruralites coming in second place. 

 Questions four and five regard composting, and all respondents compost yard waste more 

than food waste (Figure 6). In the urban category, more than half (56%) do not compost at all, 

and 24% compost both food and yard waste while one person composts food waste only. the 

suburban category, 69% do not compost at all; 9% compost both food and yard waste and 22% 

compost yard waste only. Streamers mostly compost yard waste (55%), but 40% of respondents 

do not compost at all, and 21% of respondents compost both food and yard waste. Composting is 

most popular in the rural category; 76% of ruralites compost yard waste and 56% compost food 

waste with 54% composting both. Some even compost paper, ashes, and animal waste. A mere 

19.5% do not compost at all. Suburbanites and urbanites seem more interested in using a 

community composter than streamers and ruralites (Figure 7).   

 The one open-ended question gave respondents a platform for environmental issue 

discussion: we ask what survey takers feel is the most critical environmental issue in their area. 

While many responders left it blank, the responses are quite varied, though water quality, open 

spaces, and development are common themes. Streamers and ruralites are most concerned with 

land use and open spaces, and ruralites are most concerned about littering and pollution; many 

ruralites cited littering on the side of the road as their most critical environmental concern. 

Streamers were more concerned about recycling and energy than any of the other groups. 
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Springs’ future drinking water source and dredging in the Hudson River as common issues. One 

suburbanite merely stated “humans” as a critical environmental issue while a fellow suburbanite 

said “when environmental issues cause a tax increase”. Though there were plenty of critical 

issues, half of the respondents stating “energy” and “recycling” as the most critical issue are 

streamers.  

 Respondents were also asked to name the park or parks most frequently visited. Only 

eleven 
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there are exceptions.  The discrepancies are generally consistent with what we expected from the 

four living locations. 

 Our first question concerns outdoor activities.  Though some activities display little 

differences between the groups, there are a few activities which display a disparity. These largely 

fit with our predictions based on location.  Hunting is, for the most part, restricted to the ruralites 

and streamers, while those same groups are much less likely to golf.  One interesting result was 

that suburbanites were the least likely to nature watch, possibly signifying the relative separation 

between the suburbs and nature.  One result we did not expect was the much larger percentage of 

the streamers who partake in utilizing recreation.  This recreational category corresponds with 

the “non-appreciative” category that Peterson et al. (2008) uses except that we asked about 

boating instead of ATV use.  Assuming that this substitution is not significant, their study would 

indicate that our streamers have weaker environmental views.   l
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differently, and some may feel it is less important to live near designated natural areas since they 

live in the country already.  An alternative explanation is that ruralites simply value attributes we 

did not include in our survey such as plot size.   

 Owing to their proximity to downtown Saratoga Springs we predicted that the urbanites 

would rate it important to live near shops and downtown areas and probably also schools.  Our 

results found this to be true.  In fact the urbanites valued living near all three areas, including 

natural areas.  We did not expect urban residents to place importance on living near nature.  This 

could be influenced by what we chose as our "urban" area.  While Saratoga Springs is officially 

categorized as a city it hardly holds up as an urban area when compared with nearby Albany.  In 

fact, what might make Saratoga Springs appealing to many is that the downtown area quickly 

transitions into suburbs and then into open space.  Our data suggests that people living in 

downtown Saratoga Springs enjoy living near not only shops but also natural areas.  In the 
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interest in a community composter indicating that (especially in denser areas) there would be 

support for and use of one should it be established. 

 We asked two questions about whether or not the respondent would like more 

information on how to be more environmentally friendly or energy efficient.  A majority in each 

group agree that they would like information on efficiency.  The urbanites are the only group in 

which less than half want information on being environmental and the ruralites were the only 

group to rated each equally; each other group rated efficiency higher.  This shows that people are 

generally more receptive to information which not only shows a clear benefit for the 

environment, but for themselves as well.  The streamers actually show a large difference here, 

with the largest percent agreeing on both questions.  We are not sure if this is indicative of the 

streamers being more environmentally conscious, or simply less informed.   

 The streamers give an interesting set of results and do not simply correlate to any other 

group.  They stand out for recreation with the highest percent of utilization which might indicate 

a less environmental ethic.  On the other hand they are the most interested in receiving 

information on how to be green.  They also have the second highest rate of composting and the 

rural group may have been larger due to their bigger properties.  Though it seems that the 

streamers interact with the environment in unconventional ways they do seem to be on the more 

environmental side of the spectrum. 

 There are a number of possible confounds, biases and sources of error in our survey.  

There is a distinct age bias as the mean reported age is 57.  The 2008 estimate of Saratoga 

County by the US census bureau puts the percentage of people 65 and over at 12.3%.  Of 

respondents who gave their age 28.5% are 65 or older.  This bias could have occurred because 

older people are more likely to be homeowners or perhaps older people simply have more time 
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behaviorally.  Nevertheless, there is simply no possible way to avoid causing any harm to the 

environment. 

Taken as a whole our respondents were on the environmental side but still showed 

differences.  Due to the fact that the groups varied in different ways on different questions it is 

hard to single out a group as the most environmental.  We tentatively posit the suburban the least 

environmental.  We did not find any question on which they answered more environmentally 

than the other three groups, and yet were the least engaged in a few green behaviors.  We 

speculate that the suburbanites may be the most separated from nature, even more so than the 

urbanites since the distinction tends to be clearer in a city while the suburbs often poorly mimic 

nature. 

Our findings could be used to implement environmental programs to greater effect.  

Community composting efforts, particularly in urban and suburban areas would seemingly have 

a fair amount of support. The fact that respondents generally would like more information on 

how to be energy efficient rather than environmentally friendly could also be used; instead of 

environmental agencies and organizations advertising the importance of driving less or other 

ways to be environmentally friendly, efforts on what people can do to save money in terms of 

energy would be more helpful.  Future studies could examine how programs with the purpose of 

increasing environmental behaviors within the watershed could best be implemented.  
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3. When presented with the opportunity, how often do you engage in the following behaviors? (Mark an X in the box): 
 Always Frequently Sometimes Never 
Recycling household waste.      
Buying locally produced foods.     

Donating time and money to environmental causes.     
Drinking bottled water.     
Replacing light bulbs with compact fluorescent or other energy 
saving lights.     

Using re-useable shopping bags.     
 
4. Do you compost? (Circle all that apply.) 
 
     Food waste          Yard waste          None          Other______________ 
 
5. Would you use a community composter if one was available? (Circle one.)     Yes         No 
 
6. If you travel to work, how do you get there?  (Circle the most common way.) 
 
     Drive          Carpool          Walk          Bike          Public transportation          Other_______________ 
 
7. In the winter when you are home during the day you set your heat to: (Circle the closest approximation.) 
 
     Below 65°F          65°-68°          69°-72°          73°-75°          76°+ 
 
8. When you purchase home electricity do you choose renewable sources? (Circle one.)    Yes         No 
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SARATOGA COUNTY: OUTDOOR INTERACTIONS SURVEY 
Thank you for taking the time to complete our survey.  When you are done please remember to mail it back via the  

self-addressed envelope. 
 
1. How often do you participate in the following activities? (Please mark an X in the appropriate box, and for seasonal 
activities indicate how often during the season.) 

 A few times  
a week 

A few times  
a month 

A few times  
a year 

One time or 
less a year 

Never 

Boating 3 5 14 14 12 

Camping  1 2 9 13 22 
Canoeing/kayaking 1 9 8 12 18 
Downhill skiing/snowboarding 1 5 8 5 26 

Fishing 0 2 12 9 23 
Golfing 4 3 6 2 31 
Hiking/snowshoeing/cross country skiing 1 11 22 4 9 

Hunting 1 0 0 0 45 
Nature watching 13 12 13 3 7 

Walking/jogging/running outdoors 28 13 5 0 1 
How often do you visit parks?  6 19 16 4 4 
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SARATOGA COUNTY: OUTDOOR INTERACTIONS SURVEY
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3. When presented with the opportunity, how often do you engage in the following behaviors? (Mark an X in the box): 
 Always 
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SARATOGA COUNTY: OUTDOOR INTERACTIONS SURVEY
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3. When presented with the opportunity, how often do you engage in the following behaviors? (Mark an X in the box): 
 Always 
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SARATOGA COUNTY: OUTDOOR INTERACTIONS SURVEY 
Thank you for taking the time to complete our survey.  When you are done please remember to mail it back via the  

self-addressed envelope. 
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3. When presented with the opportunity, how often do you engage in the following behaviors? (Mark an X in the box): 
 Always Frequently Sometimes Never 
Recycling household waste.  34 6 1 0 
Buying locally produced foods. 7 23 11 1 

Donating time and money to environmental causes. 0 9 28 5 
Drinking bottled water. 5 6 17 12 
Replacing light bulbs with compact fluorescent or other energy 
saving lights. 8 13 16 5 

Using re-useable shopping bags. 8 15 10 9 
 
4. Do you compost? (Circle all that apply.) 
 
     Food waste    (10)      Yard waste   (21)       None   (17)       Other______________ 
 
5. Would you use a community composter if one was available? (Circle one.)     Yes (15)         No (25) 
 
6. If you travel to work, how do you get there?  (Circle the most common way.) 
 
     Drive          Carpool          Walk          Bike          Public transportation          Other_______________ 
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Appendix C: Figures 
 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of respondents who partake in experiential outdoor activities. Urbanites 
and ruralites are tied at 40% of respondents who go camping, canoeing/kayaking, 
hiking/snowshoeing/cross country skiing, and nature watching.  

 
 
Figure 2. Percentage of respondents who partake in constructed outdoor activities. Over 25% of 
urbanites and streamers golf and downhill ski/snowboard. 
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Figure 5. In almost all four groups with one exception in the urbanite group, more than half of 
respondents would like more information on how to be more environmentally friendly and 
energy efficient. All four groups would like more information on how to be more energy 
efficient than environmentally friendly, though ruralites want equally as much information.  

 
Figure 6. Ruralites and streamers compost the most because ruralites are on ten acres of land or 
greater, and many streamers live in rural areas as well. Only three respondents compost only 
food waste.  
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Figure 7. Urbanites and suburbanites are most likely to use a community composter because 
they are more likely to not own private composters, whereas ruralites and streamers are less 
likely to use a community composter because they tend to compost more privately. 
 
 


