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ABSTRACT 

 

In order to fully address environmental problems of our time, we need diverse perspectives to take 
on leadership roles. To do so, we need to prime young children and students to help them feel 
comfortable in environmental spaces. However, if young children and students of different cultural 
or ethnic backgrounds have different experiences in environmental spaces, we might not be 
generating a diverse pool of environmental stewards we are looking for. My thesis asks the 
question, “How do culture and ethnic identity influence a person’s relationship with environmental 
spaces?”. My study includes a survey that collected over 400 responses, as well as information 
from 11 interviews of environmental professionals to explore personal experiences in navigating 
these spaces. The combination of doing a survey and interviews allowed for a comprehensive 
collection of both quantitative and qualitative data. My data shows that people of all cultural 
backgrounds and ethnic identities experience a variety of challenges with entering environmental 
fields. However, my data also shows that BIPOC individuals experience lower feelings of 
belonging, feelings of comfort outside, feelings of community, enthusiasm for environmental 
issues, exposure to nature while young, and support from family. In order to address both general 
challenges and POC-specific challenges, we need to focus on environmental education 
programming, better funding for public lands, parks, and environmental organizations, investment 
into outdoor recreation opportunities for children, and DEIBJ initiatives in environmental spaces. 
 

KEYWORDS 

 

ethnic identity, culture, social science, environmental careers, outdoor recreation 

 

  



Ian S. Wang                   Identity & the Environment            Spring 2024 

2 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Humans have created significant environmental problems that affect natural and urban 

spaces alike, whether it be pollution, shrinking forests, heat islands, climate change, or our 

immense energy consumption. In response, professionals from the environmental sector have risen 

to the challenge to address these crises head on. In order to fully address environmental problems 

of our time, we need both a skilled and diverse workforce (Thomas et. al 1995). However, the 

workforce in many environmental fields in the United States, with leadership in particular, lacks 

adequate diversity. This comes from a difference in exposure to environmental spaces and ideas, 

which are important in generating interest for the environmental field (Sanvichith 2011, Thomas 

et. al 1995). 

 

In this paper, environmental spaces are referring to the environmental workforce, 

environmental academic disciplines, areas of outdoor recreation, and environmental community 

groups. 

 

 This lack of diversity in environmental spaces has been addressed in American academia, 

and significant research has been done on how relationships with environmental spaces are formed. 

For one, geographical location and physical space has been a thoroughly discussed topic. Natural 

spaces are valuable, but the access to quality green spaces today is unequally distributed—ethnic 

minorities have been shown to have less access to quality green spaces (Bryne et al. 2009, Jennings 

et al. 2012, Sister et al. 2010, Wilson et al. 2008). It is also known that socioeconomic status 

contributes significantly to a person’s exposure to environmental spaces and environmental ideas 

(Dai, 2011, Huang, 2023). However, current research does not cover the more complex and 

nuanced social dimensions. Although there are many social dimensions to frame one’s experience 

in environmental spaces, there is a particular gap in literature on how people’s cultural 

experiences, including experiences related to one’s ethnic identity, contribute to their relationship 

with environmental spaces. Culture and ethnic identity will be the foci of this paper. 

 Culture & ethnic identity extensively informs how we interact with the world. This identity 

interacts with past life experiences, individual values, behavior, knowledge, and future 

opportunities (Nguyen 2020, Tran 20218, Bitten 2018). In order to more easily understand how all 
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of these dimensions relate to ethnic identity, we can divide these dimensions across 3 distinct point 

in time—a person’s past (life experiences and upbringing), a person’s present (values, behaviors, 

knowledge), and a person’s future (job opportunities, relationship with the environment). By 

breaking down social experience into 3 different time scales, it becomes easier to understand their 

value and weight. 

In my thesis, I ask, “How do culture and ethnic identity influence a person’s relationship 

with environmental spaces?” To narrow the scope, I focused on California. For the survey, I 

focused on the UC Berkeley community—participants will have a shared experience in higher 

education, which is a variable I can keep constant while looking into differences in variables such 

as age and ethnicity. I will be focusing specifically on students in ESPM 50AC. For the interviews, 

I focused on two environmental non-profits—one in the Bay Area and one in Los Angeles. Three 

sub questions, temporally organized, will allow for a comprehensive review of these relationships. 

1. What are individuals’ past experiences? In other words, how were they raised in relation to 

environmental spaces? 2. What are an individual’s present experiences? In other words, what are 

their current values, behaviors, job positions, academic interests, and knowledge of environmental 

spaces? 3. What do individuals’ perceive to be their future experiences? In other words, where can 

they find themselves in the workforce in the future, and what barriers do they foresee when 

entering different fields? Both the survey and interviews will ask questions that address each of 

the 3 subquestions. subquestion 1, I anticipate that there will be statistically significant differences 

in both outdoor exposure and outdoor preferences between ethnic groups. For subquestion 2, I 

predict that values will be relatively similar, with deviations between different ethnic groups that 

are not statistically significant for values and knowledge, but statistically significant for behaviors 

and work they are involved in. I anticipate that pro-environmental behavior and outdoor 

involvement will be lower for ethnic minorities. For subquestion 3, the p-values of individual 

questions within the survey were used to identify statistically significant data. Looking at key 

questions and answers will help uncover trends that might be occurring in different ethnic 

communities. The interviews will be compared with each other and current literature. By using 

both research methods, I hope to gain a comprehensive understanding of what factors go into a 

person’s relationship with environmental spaces. 

 

EXTENDED INTRODUCTION 
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Connection to environmental spaces & The 3 Dominant Dimensions 

 

 The overall theme, which I will coin “connection to environmental spaces”, can be broken 

down into three dimensions in today’s research. First is the geospatial dimension. The research in 

this dimension is focused on the locality of physical environmental spaces, which are commonly 

referred to as “green” and “blue” spaces. Research here is concerned with accessibility and 

frequency of use. Academics have thoroughly explored this dimension (Bryne et al. 2009, Jennings 

et al. 2012, Sister et al. 2010, Wilson et al. 2008). It is relatively straightforward to find trends in 

use relative to distance. Generally speaking, the scholarly community has found that greater 

distances from green spaces have resulted in less use and exposure. It has also been found that 

ethnic minorities have disproportionately lower access to green spaces. 

 The second is the economic dimension. The research here is focused on environmental 

spaces that include educational access, green and blue space quality, and quality of environmental 

services. Dai, 2011 and Huang, 2023 have both displayed that higher economic status contributes 

positively to an individual’s access to green spaces and environmental education programs and 

classes. Structural inequalities often create monetary challenges for People of Color, thereby acting 

as another barrier to green spaces and spaces that can provide quality environmental education. 

 The third is the social dimension. This area of research is the most underdeveloped of the 

three. This dimension includes variables such as upbringing, family & friends, culture, and 

educational experience. It is much more challenging to systematically review how the social 

dimension influences a person’s relationship with environmental spaces, especially when 

compared to the first two dimensions, which deal with more rigid numerical data (distance, 

income). 

Today, the challenges that Communities of Color face are not as violent as struggles in 

the past, but still exist as a lived experience. As for environmental spaces, structural and 

institutional barriers to entry have excluded minority communities and People of Color (Warren, 

2021). Additionally, environmental spaces have unique cultures, attitudes, and practices that tend 

to contribute to this exclusion (Gibson-Wood, 2012). 
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 Many fields and organizations, as a whole, do not particularly have issues with diversity. 

The Forest Service, for example, has taken steps throughout the years to diversify their workforce, 

and has done so with decent success. However, this diversification has been skewed towards 

certain positions, such as administrative support positions, and not others, such as leadership 

positions (Thomas et al. 1995). This “diversification hire” does not solve anything, but rather 

perpetuates the reality in which minority communities do not get to make decisions and do not get 

to equally share power. 

 

Methodology 

 

 The information I am trying to collect is, by nature, qualitative. However, data is easier to 

viewed when visualized, and quantitative data is easily visualized through graphs. Some 

information can easily be converted into quantitative data, such as the frequency of recycling 

(instead of “do you recycle”?) Although both of these questions get at the larger question of “what 

actions do you do that support the environment”, the question regarding the frequency of recycling 

is a question that is quantitative in nature. These quantitatively answerable questions will be 

collected in a survey. 

For questions that cannot be easily translated to quantitative forms, I decided to conduct 

interviews. Questions such as “What role does your identity play in your relationship with 

environmental spaces and outdoor recreation?” and “Do you think there are/were any barriers to 

entry for your career, or careers in the environmental field in general?” are direct and personal, 

and allow for a deeper exploration of this topic. 

In summary, both methods aim to better understand individuals’ social connection to 

environmental spaces. The three subquestions help us focus on the important aspects of this topic. 

Later in this paper, I will share three dominant themes that apply to each of the 

subquestions. Figure 1 below visually describes the methodology of this paper. 
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Figure 1. Relationship between Methods, Dimensions, Subquestions, and Themes. 

 

Background 

 

The people 

 

 This study takes place across urban areas in California (that being Berkeley, CA, Palo Alto, 

CA, and Los Angeles County, CA).  

 For the survey, the UC Berkeley undergraduate student body was selected as the study 

population. Access to the population is one of the leading reasons for this selection. Ethnic 

diversity is also one of the reasons that makes UC Berkeley a particularly valuable study site. 

Many variables are also very similar. By keeping educational background and age constant, we 

can better isolate ethnic data to collect meaningful data on the impact of ethnicity on one’s 

relationship with environmental spaces. We can also control for variables that might differ, such 

Methods Survey Interview 

Dimensions Geographic Economic Social 

SRQs 

Themes Expos
 

Belongi
Leaders

 

1. What is an 
individual’s journey 

  

2. What are an 
individual's current 

  

3. What are an 
individual’s hopes and 

plans for the future, 
    

*Each subquestion is applied to 
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as economic status. By grouping data based on individuals’ economic status, we can greatly reduce 

the effect economic status has on relationship with environmental spaces. 

 For the interview, 2 environmental organizations and UC Berkeley faculty were selected 

as the study population. The first organization is TreePeople, an non-profit based in Beverly Hills, 

CA focused on tree planting, local restoration, and community engagement. The second is POST 

(Peninsula Open Space Trust), an land trust (non-profit organization) based in Palo Alto, CA 

focused on protecting open spaces in the South Bay Area and the San Francisco Peninsula. Access 

to these groups is one of the leading reasons for this selection—I worked at TreePeople as a 

AmeriCorps Member during the Summer 2023 season. As for POST, a mentorship program 

connected me with an employee a couple of years ago. 

 

The setting 

 

By being situated in the Bay Area of California, individuals who are and have been students 

have relatively easy access to outdoor spaces, from beaches to snowy mountains to dense forests. 

UC Berkeley is also a leader in environmental degree programs, which makes it a hub for 

people who want to go into careers. It is one of the top universities for forestry, environmental 

science, and environmental engineering (source) 

As for the 2 environmental organizations, TreePeople and POST are both well funded with 

diverse sets of employees. 

Like any study that seeks to narrow its scope, this study will not be able to describe or 

discuss topics related to the experiences of individuals not exposed to the same type of higher 

education, and individuals not between the ages of 15-45. 

 

Situation among other related studies on environmental relationships 

This study is extremely valuable because unlike most studies that have explored 

individuals’ relationship with the environment, this study focuses on lived experiences. We have 

the tools to think about opportunity and exposure from the lens of geography and economic access, 

but have yet to find significant information about identity, behavior, and background isolated from 

geography and economic data. 
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METHODS 

 

Study Organization 

 I have decided to use two methods. The first method is a survey, which I administered to 

gain valuable qualitative data and to visualize larger trends. I also conducted interviews to learn 

about people’s individual stories and to dive deeper into personal experiences. 

 

Survey 

 
Administration of Survey 

 

 Individuals were contacted through the class using bCourses, UC Berkeley’s official 

campus Learning Management System (LMS), using the open-source Canvas platform. As 

incentive, students were given extra credit for their completion of the survey. 

 The survey was created using Qualtrics, an experience management software. 
 

Study population 

 

 To gather information from a variety of perspectives and in order to get information from 

individuals interested in environmental spaces, I sent out a survey to UC Berkeley students 

enrolled in the class ESPM 50AC: Introduction to Culture and Natural Resource Management. 

 Because this group is fairly uniform in age and all come from a single university, more 

factors are able to be controlled which makes the results of my questions more sound given fewer 

demographic biases. 

 

Survey organization 

 

 The survey was broken down into 3 sections. The first section contained 3 questions, each 

of which contained 7, 13, and 13 sub-questions, respectively. The second section contained 6 

questions, each of which contained 6, 6, 14, 14, 0, and 0 sub-questions, respectively. The third 

section contained 2 questions, each of which contained 10 and 7 sub-questions, respectively. 

Survey responders were also given the opportunity to elaborate on their responses in separate text-
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box questions. Apart from questions requesting optional elaboration, the survey contained 11 

questions and 90 sub-questions in total. 

 Eight of the questions used a matrix-table format (see Figure 2), which allows for 

respondents to view a large list of sub-questions on one page, and to select from a list of 5 answers 

that apply for each of the sub-questions. Depending on the question, the 5 answers were either a) 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree, b) Not important, Not particularly 

important, Neutral, Important, Very Important, c) Never, Seldom, Sometimes, Often, Very Often, 

or d) Not confident, Slightly not confident, Neither confident or unconfident, Slightly Confident, 

Very confident. 

 One of the questions used a rank order format, which requested respondents to rank the 

importance they placed on 13 subjects. 

 Two of the questions used an open-ended text-entry format, which allowed respondents to 

freely answer questions in any way they chose. 

At the end of the survey, respondents were also asked 13 questions on demographics, which 

included questions on age, ethnicity/race, gender, year at UC Berkeley, major/minor, college, 

income, hours spent a week working a job for pay, household size, living situation, current zip 

code, longest place of residence before attending UC Berkeley, and main zip code from ages 10-

18.  See the Appendix for the full survey. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Matrix table example. 
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Visualization & Analysis 

 

 Survey data was visualized using Qualtrics software. The “Relate” function in “Stats iQ” 

within the “Data & Analysis” tool allowed for the visualization of important trends–demographic 

data applied to individual subquestions. In order to compare survey data between White people 

and POC, I related individual questions with the variable, “Caucasian”, a distinct answer in the 

“What is your ethnicity/race? (Mark all the apply)” question. There, Qualtrics was able to provide 

P-Values based on Chi-Sqared Testing, allowing for the measuring of statistical significance for 

the two variables in question (“Caucasian” and not Caucasian (POC)). Additionally, income data 

was compared to survey data in order to get a better understanding of other potential contributors 

to statistically significant survey data trends. 

 Because of the vast amount of data available due to the extensive number of questions, X 

subquestions have been highlighted in this paper. These X questions were chosen based on their 

statistical significance and their relative importance to this topic. At least 1 survey subquestion 

addresses each SRQ applied to each theme. 

 

Interview 
 

Administration of Survey 

 

 Individuals were contacted over email. A mentor and a previous job were sources for 

acquiring emails. All interviews were recorded. Notes were taken during the interview. 
 

Interview population 

 

 From the available pool of interviewees (TreePeople employees, POST employees, UC 

Berkeley professors), I sought a collection of interviewees that a) was made up of leaders in their 

respective fields, b) was diverse, including men and women from a variety of ethnic identities, and 

c) I perceived as passionate about their work. I aimed to conduct somewhere between 10 and 20 

interviews. 
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Interview organization 

 

 The interview was divided into 5 distinct sections.  

 

1) A disclaimer and introduction, where I introduce myself–who I am, what school I go to, 

what I study, and why this project is important to me. I then talk about how the interview is 

structured (questions have been written down, but with hopes of having a relatively freely flowing 

conversation). I then go on to state that the individual will remain anonymous, and that I will be 

sharing my thesis after completion. After asking permission to record and if the interviewee has 

any questions, the interview starts.  

 

2) Here, recording software (Zoom recording function or the Voice Memo app on iPhone) 

is turned on, and the first set of questions is asked. Coded 1a and 1b in Table X, interviewees are 

asked a set of preliminary questions, from asking the interviewee to introduce themselves and to 

share details about their workplace and current job position. 

 

3) After a natural completion of this question, the second set of questions is asked (noted 

as 2a and 2b in Table X. 2a and 2b seek to understand an individual’s involvement in and path to 

environmental spaces. It allows us to orient ourselves and to start painting a picture of a new 

character who might teach us something new. 

 

4) The interview then enters the main questions I am interested in exploring in this thesis, 

which includes if culture and ethnic identity play a role in one’s relationship with environmental 

spaces and if there are and/or were any barriers to entry for their career, or careers in the 

environmental field in general (3a and 3b). 

 

5) For the fifth section (coded 4), interviewees were asked about their hopes for the future 

with their careers and the relationship with environmental spaces. 

 

For each interview, notes were taken live either on a document online (10 interviews) or a 

notebook (1 interview). Recordings allowed for repeat listens. 



Ian S. Wang                   Identity & the Environment            Spring 2024 

12 

 
 

Visualization & Analysis 

 

Interview notes and recordings were reviewed to collect data. Online audio speeding 

websites quickened the process. Interview data was visualized in 2 ways: thematic coding, as seen 

in Table x, and a snapshot of select quotes, as seen in Table x. 

For thematic coding, themes, subthemes, and common topics within the subthemes were 

defined. Each individual was assigned a number for anonymity. An “x” was noted next to a theme 

that an individual talked about. Numbers were also recorded next to a theme that an individual 

talked about—a number was associated with the impact the topic had on the speaker on a scale of 

1 to 5. For example, If an individual explicitly talked about their parents spending time outside or 

   Q  



Ian S. Wang                   Identity & the Environment            Spring 2024 

13 

in environmental careers, a number would be assigned depending on how involved the parents 

were. 

 

 
 

RESULTS 

 

Survey 

Administration of Survey 

 

Responses were recorded over a 20 day period, with the vast majority of responses recorded 

over the first 10 days after release.  

 

Study population 

 

Out of 471 students who received the survey, 437 students completed. Out of the students 

that took the survey, 335 out of 364 who answered the question, “What is your age?” answered 

between 18 and 22. 409 answers were recorded for the question, “What is your ethnicity/race? 

(Mark all that apply)”. 61% (222 answers) were “Asian”, 25.5% (93 answers) were “Caucasian”, 

17% (62 answers) were “Hispanic or Latino”, 3.8% (14 responses) were “Black or African 

American”, 3% (11 responses) were “Other”, 1.1% (4 responses) were “Native Hawaiian or Other 
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Pacific Islander”, and 0.8% (3 responses) were “Native American or American Indian”. 370 

answers were recorded for the question, “What gender do you identify with? (Mark all that apply)”. 

51.4% (187 answers) were “Female”, 46.2% (168 answers) were “Male”, 2.5% (9 answers) were 

“Non-binary”, and 1.6% (6 answers) were “prefer not to answer”. 338 people responded to the 

question, “What is your income (if you are supported by your parents, combine your and your 

parents’ income)”. Distribution was relatively uniform: 19.5% (66 people) had incomes of “Less 

than $25,000”, 8.3% (28 people) had incomes of “$25,000 to $49,999”, 10.7% (36 people) had 

incomes of “$50,000 to $74,999”, 9.2% (31 people) had incomes of “$75,000 to $99,999”, 10.7% 

(36 people) had incomes of “$100,000 to $149,999”, 9.8% (33 people) had incomes of “$150,000 

to $199,999”, 11.5% (39 people) had incomes of “$200,000 to $299,999”, 6.2% (21 people) had 

incomes of “$300,000 to $399,999”, 5.3% (18 people) had incomes of “$400,000 to $499,999”, 

and 8.9% (30 people) had incomes of “$500,00+”. 

 

Visualization & Analysis: Highlighted data (Table 1b). 

 

 Each of the following questions had statistically significant results, using chi-squared 

testing: “My family would understand me if I went into an environmental career.” (p-value 

<0.00001), “How frequently do you CURRENTLY participate in the following activities? Other 

outdoor recreational activities not listed above (skiing, climbing, mountain biking, kayaking, 

canoeing, surfing, etc)” (p-value <0.00001), “I feel comfortable and confident in nature and the 

outdoors.” (p-value <0.00001), “My identity is well represented in environmental careers.” (p-

value 0.0000230) “How frequently did you participate in the following activities BEFORE the age 

of 18? Other outdoor recreational activities not listed above (skiing, climbing, mountain biking, 

kayaking, canoeing, surfing, etc)” (p-value 0.0000297), “I feel empowered to affect change 

towards a sustainable & environmentally just future.” (p-value 0.000508), “Environmental issues 

are important to me” (p-value 0.000786), “How frequently do you CURRENTLY participate in 

the following activities? Visiting a local park” (p-value 0.000994), “Environmental issues are 

important to my family.” (p-value 0.00131), “How frequently do you CURRENTLY participate 

in the following activities? Hiking” (p-value 0.00417). 
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Interview 

 

Interview process 

 

 The interviews were conducted over the course of 29 days. Interviews took place over 

Zoom (7 meetings), In-person (2 meetings), Google Meet (1 meeting), and the phone (1 meeting). 

Meetings were recorded using the Zoom recording function (8 meetings) and the Voice Memos 

app on iPhone (3 meetings) (after being given permission to record). All interviews were between 

30 minutes and 70 minutes in length, with most interviews between 45 minutes and 60 minutes in 

length. 

 

Study population 

 

Table 1b. Selected Survey Subquestions 
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 A combination of individuals who volunteered to be interviewed and individuals who were 

hand-picked made up the collection of interviewees. 11 interviews were conducted. 7 POC 

individuals were interviewed and 4 white individuals were interviewed (including one European 

immigrant). All interviewees were leaders in their field, including Chief Officers, Department 

Chairs, Directors, Senior Managers, general managers, and professors. 

 

Analysis 

 

On average, a little under 5 topics (4.73) surfaced per interviewee. On average, little under 

3 people (2.79) addressed each theme. Many individuals spoke about how they were exposed to 

environmental spaces as a child, how their parents were supportive and understanding of them 

going into an environmental career, and their desire to share knowledge and mentor others moving 

forward. 

A table of select quotes (Table 4 in the RESULTS section) was created to see the real ways 

in which each of the three themes: exposure, belonging, and leadership manifest in lived 

experiences. Each theme contains 3-4 quotes from a variety of interviewees. 
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Table 4. Selected Quotes. 
 

 
 

DISCUSSION 

 

 Three main themes arise from the survey and interview data, each of which make up a 

significant part of a person’s lived experience in and around environmental spaces. The three 

themes for a relationship with environmental spaces are prior exposure, one’s comfort, confidence, 

and feelings of belonging, and exposure to and participation with leadership.  

The results demonstrate that with each of these themes, POC disproportionately experience 

more barriers. However, this is not to say that all individuals experience challenges, and that ethnic 

identity isn’t the only factor. Rather, many social experiences define a relationship with 

environmental spaces, and ethnic identity is an important one. 
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The following paragraphs will address these three themes. The subquestions defined in 

earlier paragraphs will help comprehensively frame each theme. 

 

Theme 1: Exposure 

 

 There are always challenges to recreating outside. POC participate less frequently in 

environmental spaces. By mainly exploring the social dimension, we notice that POC families care 

less about these spaces, thereby exposing their children to them less. Many families simply don’t 

see the value and have a different set of priorities, often due to the fact that families of POC often 

have immigrant backgrounds and cultures rooted in other countries. 

 Exposure to environmental spaces poses as one of the greatest challenges to adequate 

diversity in the environmental field, as described by Haynes in their 2015 publication, “A life-

cycle analysis of minority underrepresentation in natural resource fields”. 

 

Theme 2: Belonging 

 

 The most statistically striking of the 3 themes, it is very clear that POC feel less represented 

in environmental spaces and that environmental issues are not as important to POC individuals or 

their families. When interested in environmental spaces, are less encouraged and understood by 

their families. Being a POC in environmental spaces is often lonely—many struggle with the 

isolation. It is discouraging to young People of Color who are seeking jobs—why would a person 

pick a job that doesn’t have a workforce they can identify with? 

 This is a reality also explored by Armitano Warren in their dissertation, “‘There’s Not 

Many Times Where People Ask For Your Story’: Toward a More Complete Narrative Reflecting 

Experiences of Environmental Professionals of Color” who describe this loneliness in an 

“Othering” framework, which is a term used to describe when one is treated as not part of the 

group or different in some way. 
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Theme 3: Leadership 

 

 POC individuals also have fewer leaders to look up to, whether it be family that doesn’t 

participate as much in actions that address environmental issues, feeling comfortable and confident 

in environmental careers and spaces, and feeling empowered to affect environmental changes. This 

extends into adulthood—through lack of exposure to POC-identifying environmental leaders, few 

POC youth become leaders themselves. For those that do, it is a lonely experience. Many hope to 

“provide mentorship, leadership, and learning opportunities, as someone who didn’t have that”, 

but feel overwhelmed by the sense of responsibility and obligation. This note is similar to Theme 

2, in which fewer POC individuals in these spaces make these careers challenging (Armitano 

Warren 2021). 

 It is also important to note the a lack of POC leadership stems from systemic barriers and 

inadequate recruitment of all communities (Taylor 2015). 

  

Synthesis 

 

Understanding Culture & Ethnic Identity Holistically 

 

Both survey and interview data reveal that individuals from all ethnic backgrounds 

experience barriers to environmental spaces across all three themes. It is important to address this 

as reality and to not minimize the challenges that are faced by individuals of all ethnic identities. 

 

Commentary on Ethnic Identity 

 

Nevertheless, ethnic identity drastically affects many people’s relationship with 

environmental spaces. In some situations, other factors such as economic status or community 

culture have a stronger impact on a person’s experience in these spaces. That being said, it is 

extraordinarily difficult to separate these factors from one another, since they mix, overlap, and 

influence one another. In any case, ethnic identity has a strong effect on most people’s 

experiences—it was strikingly clear that the relational strength with the environment for White 

individuals and POC individuals were different. 
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Limitations 

 

 Despite the depth of data collected from both the survey and interviews, a few factors create 

limitations on the application of this information to certain communities. For one, both the survey 

and interviews collected data from individuals residing in urban populations in California (that 

being the Bay Area and Los Angeles County). Relatively speaking, the Bay Area and Los Angeles 

County are liberal communities with a variety of natural spaces that are nearby, two factors that 

alter an individual’s relationship with environmental spaces and their stewardship. 

 

Survey demographics 

 

 Survey data was exclusively collected from one class (ESPM 50AC: Introduction to 

Culture and Natural Resource Management) at the University of California, Berkeley. As 

environmental coursework, this class attracts a demographic that has exposure to higher education 

and that has a relatively strong interest or connection to environmental spaces, which results in the 

survey population having a relatively higher connection to outdoor spaces when compared to the 

general population. With most students aged 18-22, there is also a smaller range of life experiences. 

All of these factors contribute to survey data that only reflects a very specific population. 

 

Survey distribution method 

 

 All students in ESPM 50AC were given around 2 weeks to complete the survey. Due to 

the length of the survey, time frame students were asked to complete the survey in, and the fact 

that the survey was offered exclusively online, students might have had difficulty completing the 

survey, or completing the survey with fully developed thoughts. Additionally, each survey 

question was not required to be completed, so almost all of the questions had around a 80% 

response rate. 

 Because survey data is based on voluntary sampling, survey data might have been skewed 

towards the extremes, as people who cared to answer the survey likely had more opinions on the 

topic. 
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Interviews 

 

 Interview data was collected from organizations based in two cities—Beverly Hills, CA 

and Palo Alto, CA. With a Median household income of $116,771 and $214,118, respectively 

(source), Beverly Hills and Palo Alto dwarf the Median household income of California ($91,905) 

and the United States ($75,149). Although the organizations contacted serve more than just these 

cities, their location is reflective of the fact that these organizations are well funded. Relative to 

other environmental organizations, specifically environmental non-profit organizations, the 

resources, support, and capacity are great. Because of this, often overlooked aspects of an 

organization, such as DEI and Social Media & Communication departments also have more 

resources and support. This allows for teams and staff to be more diverse and inclusive of a variety 

of backgrounds, perspectives, and experiences. This might allow for a more diverse workspace 

relative to other environmental organizations, which would change individuals’ experiences. 

 

Future directions 

 

 There is great potential for studying this topic, and an opportunity to learn more. Both the 

survey and interview can be given to a wider variety of individuals.  

For one, the survey could be given to students in non-environmental classes, or to 

community members in parks and farmer’s markets. The survey could also be administered to non-

California residents, who would be able to offer perspectives that are even more different. This 

would yield data that has participants of a greater age range from a greater variety of backgrounds, 

which is more reflective of the demographic of the state and country as a whole. 

The interview could similarly be administered to a wider range of professionals, whether 

they be out of state or out of the environmental field in general. College students as well as young 

kids can also be interviewed to see how they perceive outdoor spaces and future careers. 

It is important to note that different communities have different experiences, and ways they 

relate to environmental spaces. In order to be respectful and conscious of these differences, the 

wording for some or all of the questions in my survey and interviews will need to be changed or 

reworded. 
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Broader Implications 

 

 This study is important because it is one of the few projects to systematically and 

comprehensively look at the social factors that influence a person’s relationship with 

environmental spaces. By collecting both strong quantitative data and personal qualitative data, 

this study was able to confidently identify how different communities have dissimilar experiences 

with each of the three themes.  

 Environmental spaces are filled with incredibly passionate people. People shape their lives 

and values around their careers and hobbies outside. It is a special space that often is distinguished 

from others—people in these spaces are often labeled as “granola”, in contrast to “normal”. As 

we’ve seen from the results, there are significant barriers to entering this field for people of all 

backgrounds. And POC experience even more—from recreation groups to environmental 

leadership, why must one have to feel alone, different? Why must one feel like their community 

is underrepresented? 

 

Practical applications of the Research & Next Steps 

 

For general improvements for people’s interaction with environmental spaces, 3 key actions 

surface. Note that some of these actions are economic solutions to social problems. As stated in 

earlier parts of this paper, it is extraordinarily difficult to separate the 3 themes of one’s 

relationship to environmental spaces (that being geographic, economic, and social). 

 

1. Requiring environmental coursework in grade school and universities 

2. Better funding for public lands and parks 

3. Investment into outdoor recreation for children 

 

 We must make a change and in order to do so, we must make these spaces ours. 
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APPENDIX 

 
Table 1. Survey Questions. 

Section Main 
Questions 

Sub questions/Minor questions Answer Option Additional 
questions 

1 1.1: What 
is your 
level of 
agreement 
with the 
following 
statements? 

- I am interested in 
environmental careers. 

- Spending time in nature is 
important to me. 

- Environmental issues are 
important to me 

- I participate in actions that 
address environmental 
issues. 

- Environmental issues are 
important to my family. 

- Spending time in nature is 
important to my family. 

- My family participates in 
actions that address 
environmental issues. 

Agreement (Strongly 
disagree, Disagree, Neutral, 
Agree, Strongly Agree) 

If you 
answered 
"Agree" or 
"Strongly 
Agree" to 
the 
question, "I 
am 
interested in 
environment
al careers." 
above, what 
environment
al careers 
are you 
interested 
in? (List all 
below.) 
 
If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 
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1 1.2a: How 
important 
to you is 
addressing 
each of the 
following 
environme
ntal issues? 

- Climate change 
- Loss of biodiversity 
- Deforestation 
- Water scarcity 
- Pollution 
- Ocean acidification 
- Resource depletion 
- Land degradation 
- Air quality 
- Waste management 
- Toxic waste site 

management 
- Unequal access to green 

spaces 
- Chemicals in the 

environment 

Importance (Not important, 
Not particularly important, 
Neutral, Important, Very 
Important) 

/ 

1 1.2b: Rank 
how 
important 
each of 
these 
environme
ntal issues 
are to you. 

- Climate change 
- Loss of biodiversity 
- Deforestation 
- Water scarcity 
- Pollution 
- Ocean acidification 
- Resource depletion 
- Land degradation 
- Air quality 
- Waste management 
- Toxic waste site 

management 
- Unequal access to green 

spaces 
- Chemicals in the 

environment 

Ranking system If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 

2 2.1a: How 
frequently 
do you 
CURRENT
LY 
participate 
in the 
following 
activities? 

- Visiting a local park 
- Visiting a national or state 

park 
- Gardening 
- Hiking 
- Camping 
- Other outdoor recreational 

activities not listed above 
(skiing, climbing, 
mountain biking, 
kayaking, canoeing, 
surfing, etc) 

Frequency (Never, seldom, 
Sometimes, Often, Always) 

If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 
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2 2.1b: How 
frequently 
did you 
participate 
in the 
following 
activities 
BEFORE 
the age of 
18? 

- Visiting a local park 
- Visiting a national or state 

park 
- Gardening 
- Hiking 
- Camping 
- Other outdoor recreational 

activities not listed above 
(skiing, climbing, 
mountain biking, 
kayaking, canoeing, 
surfing, etc) 

Frequency (Never, seldom, 
Sometimes, Often, Always) 

If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 

2 2.2: How 
frequently 
do you 
participate 
in the 
following 
activities? 

- Sorting my trash in the 
appropriate receptacles. 

- Unplugging cords when 
they are not in use. 

- Carrying reusable 
utensils/dishes/containers 
when purchasing 
food/drinks. 

- Bringing your own bags 
when you go shopping. 

- Supporting politicians and 
legislation that address 
environmental issues. 

- Buying locally grown 
produce. 

- Buying organic produce. 
- Fixing a belonging before 

buying a new one. 
- Reading articles or 

watching videos related to 
climate change (not for 
school work). 

- Avoiding buying products 
that are landfill material. 

- Composting. 
- Recycling. 
- Monetarily supporting 

environmental 
organizations. 

- Volunteering your time to 
support environmental 
organizations. 

Frequency (Never, seldom, 
Sometimes, Often, Always) 

If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 
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2 2.3: How 
confident 
would you 
be in 
clearly 
explaining 
the 
following 
topics to a 
college 
student? 

- Where my home’s energy 
comes from 

- Key processes in the waste 
management system 

- Key processes in climate 
change 

- What environmental 
justice is 

- What environmental ethics 
are 

- Where my city’s energy 
comes from 

- Where my city’s water 
comes from 

- Common biogeochemical 
processes 

- What biodiversity is 
- What renewable energy is 

and how it works 
- My city’s waste 

management system 
- What can be composted 

and what cannot be 
composted 

- What can be recycled and 
what cannot be recycled 

- How pollution affects my 
city 

Confidence (Not confident, 
Slightly not confident, 
Neither confident nor 
unconfident, Slightly 
confident, Very confident) 

If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 

2 2.4: Are 
you 
engaged in 
any clubs, 
organizatio
ns, and/or 
institutions 
related to 
the 
environme
nt and/or 
outdoor 
recreation? 
If so, 
please 
elaborate. 

/ Free response / 
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2 2.5: Are 
you 
engaged 
with any 
environme
ntal issues? 
If so, 
please 
elaborate 

/ Free response / 

3 3.1: What 
is your 
level of 
agreement 
with the 
following 
statements? 

- My high school had strong 
environmental science 
programs and classes. 

- My parents actively take 
care of the environment. 

 
- BEFORE the age of 18, 

my family could easily 
afford to do activities in 
nature. 

- BEFORE the age of 18, 
natural spaces and the 
outdoors were close by. 

- BEFORE the age of 18, I 
had easy access to outdoor 
activities I was curious 
about. 

- BEFORE the age of 18, I 
had easy access to 
environmental educational 
materials I was curious 
about. 

 
- CURRENTLY, I can 

easily afford to do 
activities in nature. 

- CURRENTLY, natural 
spaces and the outdoors 
are close by. 

- CURRENTLY, I have 
easy access to outdoor 
activities I am curious 
about. 

- CURRENTLY, I have 
easy access to 
environmental educational 

Agreement (Strongly 
disagree, Disagree, Neutral, 
Agree, Strongly Agree) 

If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 
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materials related to the 
environment. 

3 3.2: What 
is your 
level of 
agreement 
with the 
following 
statements? 

- I feel empowered to affect 
change towards a 
sustainable & 
environmentally just 
future. 

- My identity is well 
represented in 
environmental careers. 

- My family would 
understand me if I were to 
go into an environmental 
career. 

- I feel comfortable and 
confident in nature and the 
outdoors. 

- I feel comfortable and 
confident in environmental 
careers and spaces. 

- My ethnic identity makes 
it hard to feel comfortable 
in outdoor spaces and the 
environmental field. 

- My cultural background 
makes it hard to feel 
comfortable in outdoor 
spaces and the 
environmental field. 

Agreement (Strongly 
disagree, Disagree, Neutral, 
Agree, Strongly Agree) 

If you 
would like 
to elaborate 
on any of 
your 
answers 
above, 
please do so 
here. 

Demogr
aphics 

/ 1. What is your age? 
2. What is your 

ethnicity/race? (Mark all 
that apply) 

3. What gender do you 
identify with? 

4. What year are you at UC 
Berkeley? 

5. What is/are your major(s) 
and minor(s)? 

6. Which college(s) are you 
in? 

7. What is your income (if 
you are supported by your 
parents, combine you and 

1. Under 18, 19, 20, 
21, 22, 23, 24-29, 
30-39, 40-49, 50+ 

2. Caucasian, Black or 
African American, 
Hispanic or Latino, 
Native American or 
American Indian, 
Asian, Native 
Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander, 
Other please specify 

3. Female, Male, Non-
binary, Prefer not to 
answer 

/ 
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your parents’ income) 
8. About how many hours a 

week do you usually spend 
working a job for pay? 

9. What is your household 
size? (Please include 
yourself) 

10. What best describes where 
you currently live? 

11. What is your current zip 
code? 

12. What is your place of 
longest residence before 
coming to UC Berkeley? 
(If you are a U.S. resident, 
identify by city, state, and 
zipcode. If you are an 
international student, 
please enter the city and 
country). 

13. What was your main zip 
code from ages 10-18? 

4. Freshman, 
Sophomore, Junior, 
Senior, Transfer 
student–junior 
status, Transfer 
student–senior 
status, Graduate 
student, Other 

5. Free response 
6. Free response 
7. Less than $25000, 

$25000 to $49999, 
$50000 to $74999, 
$75000 to $99999, 
$100000 to 
$149999, $150000 
to $199999, 
$200000 to 
$299999, $300000 
to $399999, 
$400000 to 
$499999, $500000+ 

8. I don’t have a job, 1 
to 5 hours a week, 5 
to 10 hours, 10 to 20 
hours, 20 to 30 
hours, More than 30 
hours 

9. Free response 
10. Student dormitory, 

Off-campus 
housing, Living at 
home with family, 
Other please specify 

11. Free response 
12. Free response 
13. Free response 
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