
Many ways to say 'no', different ways to say 'yes': Applying Q-
Methodology to understand public acceptance of wind farm
proposals
Ellis, G., Barry, J., & Robinson, C. (2007). Many ways to say 'no', different ways to say 'yes': Applying Q-
Methodology to understand public acceptance of wind farm proposals. Journal of Environmental Planning and
Management, 50 (4)(4), 517-551. DOI: 10.1080/09640560701402075

Published in:
Journal of Environmental Planning and Management

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Download date:15. Feb. 2017

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Queen's University Research Portal

https://core.ac.uk/display/10048510?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://pure.qub.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/many-ways-to-say-no-different-ways-to-say-yes-applying-qmethodology-to-understand-public-acceptance-of-wind-farm-proposals(10e1eb73-5b40-4d00-852c-25d9b4945c97).html


This article was downloaded by:[Queen's University]
[Queen's University]

On: 5 July 2007
Access Details: [subscription number 769847520]
Publisher: Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954
Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

Journal of Environmental Planning
and Management
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713429786

Many ways to say 'no', different ways to say 'yes':
Applying Q-Methodology to understand public
acceptance of wind farm proposals

Online Publication Date: 01 July 2007
To cite this Article: Ellis, Geraint, Barry, John and Robinson, Clive , (2007) 'Many
ways to say 'no', different ways to say 'yes': Applying Q-Methodology to understand
public acceptance of wind farm proposals', Journal of Environmental Planning and
Management, 50:4, 517 - 551
To link to this article: DOI: 10.1080/09640560701402075
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09640560701402075

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf

This article maybe used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or systematic reproduction,
re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or distribution in any form to anyone is expressly
forbidden.

The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents will be
complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses should be
independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss, actions, claims, proceedings,
demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection with or
arising out of the use of this material.

© Taylor and Francis 2007

http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713429786
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09640560701402075
http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf


D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [Q
ue

en
's

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] A

t: 
16

:1
0 

5 
Ju

ly
 2

00
7 

Many Ways to Say ‘No’, Different Ways
to Say ‘Yes’: Applying Q-Methodology to
Understand Public Acceptance of Wind
Farm Proposals

GERAINT ELLIS*, JOHN BARRY** & CLIVE ROBINSON*
*School of Planning, Architecture and Civil Engineering, Queen’s University, Belfast, UK

**School of Politics and International Studies, Queen’s University, Belfast

(Received September 2006; revised February 2007)

ABSTRACT This paper explores the nature of public acceptance of wind farms by investigating
the discourses of support and objection to a proposed offshore scheme. It reviews research into
opposition to wind farms, noting previous criticisms that this has tended to provide descriptive
rather than explanatory insights and as a result, has not effectively informed the policy debate.
One explanation is that much of this research has been conceived within an unreflective positivist
research frame, which is inadequate in dealing with the subjectivity and value-basis of public
acceptance of wind farm development. The paper takes a case study of an offshore wind farm
proposal in Northern Ireland and applies Q-Methodology to identify the dominant discourses of
support and objection. It is argued that this provides new insights into the nature of wind farm
conflicts, points to a number of recommendations for policy, and functions as an example of how
this methodology can act as a potential bridge between positivist and post-positivist approaches to
policy analysis.

Introduction

The UK Government’s recent Energy Review (Department of Trade and Industry
(DTI), 2006) expands and consolidates its previous commitments to renewable
energy. The review reaffirms the earlier target of 20% of electricity to come from
renewable sources by 2020 and proposes an increase in the level of the Renewables
Obligation. The Review also reflects previous policy in recognising that barriers still
remain to the expansion of renewables in the form of fiscal arrangements, dis-
tribution networks and the planning system. The Review proposes new consenting
procedures for major energy projects, prompted by the spectre of mass opposition to
future nuclear proposals, releases some micro-generation projects from planning
control and committed to a Planning Policy Statement on climate change, which was
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7 published for consultation in December 2006. In so doing, the Review highlighted

the critical influence the planning system holds on the energy sector, which is
particularly pertinent for wind power, where difficulties in reconciling local and
national concerns have been identified as being key impediments to the expansion of
renewables (DTI, 2003; Beddoe & Chamberlain, 2003; Kellet, 2004; Sustainable
Development Commission, 2005; Strachan et al., 2006). Indeed, it is now generally
accepted that some of the most limiting factors in the growth of wind power capacity
are socio-political factors such as institutional arrangements (Wolsink, 2000), public
acceptance of specific schemes (e.g. Walker, 1995; Bell et al., 2005; Devine-Wright,
2005a, 2005b; Wolsink, 2006a) or other dimensions of the local politics of planning
(Toke, 2005).

As a consequence, public opinion and the portrayal of opposition have become
key areas of argumentation between regulator, developer and objector interests, each
using different portrayals of wind energy and varied claims of public support to
endorse their respective positions in public debate (Haggett & Smith, 2004; Szarka,
2004; Devine-Wright & Devine-Wright, 2006; Barry et al., forthcoming). Informing
this discourse is an emerging body of academic work that has evaluated
the constitutive elements of public acceptance and perception of wind energy. This
research has adopted a range of methodological strategies and has varied in the
degree to which it has critically engaged with conventional explanations of local
opposition to wind farms. This paper aims to extend this analysis by exploring the
discourses of support and objection in the case of an offshore wind farm in Northern
Ireland. Although understanding of public reaction to offshore schemes is less
developed than that of onshore projects, the research that does exist (e.g. Kempton
et al., 2005) suggests that while controversy around the two focuses on slightly
different issues (e.g. ownership of the oceans), the underlying concerns appear to be
shared. Therefore, the paper seeks to extend the understanding of public acceptance
of offshore schemes, while making some general observations of relevance to both
onshore and offshore schemes.

Unlike previous analyses of either type of wind farm, this paper applies
Q-Methodology to explore issues of public acceptance and in so doing, provides
an example of how this research method can be used as a way of bridging the divide
between traditional (or positivist) and post-positivist approaches to policy research
(Durning, 1999).

The paper briefly reviews the literature on public attitudes to wind farms,
highlighting a number of conceptual and theoretical weaknesses in how the
conventional understanding of opposition is constructed. It then introduces the case
study of the Tunes Plateau in Northern Ireland, explains the adopted methodology
and discusses how both the discourses of support and objection are constituted from
a range of sub-discourses. The paper ends by considering what this tells us about
public acceptance of wind energy schemes, how it relates to potential policy
responses and evaluates the role of Q-Methodology in this type of policy research.

Public Acceptance of Wind Farms: The Limits to Existing Research

As wind energy has emerged as a pressing policy issue, it has had a heightened profile
in both public discourse and as a research topic. Indeed, it has attracted attention
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7 from a multitude of disciplinary perspectives, covering topics such as the distribution

of wind resources (Sinden, 2007), the efficiency of turbine design (e.g. Dale et al.,
2004), impact on biodiversity (e.g. Barrios & Rodriguez, 2004), and comparative
studies of differing regulatory regimes and policy contexts (e.g. Junginger et al., 2004;
Bird et al., 2005; Menz & Vachon, 2006; Breukers & Wolsink, 2007).

However, it can be argued that the dominant topic of social science research is the
nature of public acceptance of wind farms and the search for comprehensive
explanations of the dynamics of ensuring debates (Szarka, 2006). This has been
approached from a variety of perspectives, with Devine-Wright (2005a, 2005b) and
Wolsink (2000) both providing useful overviews of this material, leaving the need for
only a cursory review here. Devine-Wright (2005a) notes that research into public
attitudes to wind energy has been undertaken in a wide range of geographic contexts
(e.g. Thayer & Freeman, 1987; Krohn & Damborg, 1999; Álvarez-Farizo & Hanley,
2002; Pasqualetti et al., 2002; Ek, 2005; Kaldellis, 2005), and has generally attempted
to identify the barriers to public acceptance of wind farms, focusing on the
perception of specific impacts (acoustic, visual etc). With the exception of Kempton
et al. (2005), this work has been focused on onshore wind farms and has been almost
entirely empirically-driven and, as such, has tended to deploy two main types of
methodology—opinion polls and case studies of specific wind farm developments,
with the latter also usually using market research-type questionnaires. Such studies
are now replete (and of varying quality, Dudleston, 2000), with Braunholtz (2003)
and Sustainable Energy Ireland (2003) providing policy-orientated examples of the
opinion poll approach and Ek (2005) being characteristic of such studies undertaken
in an academic context. Warren et al. (2005), Devine-Wright (2005b) and Kaldellis
(2005) provide examples of attitudinal studies drawn from specific case studies.
Devine-Wright, (2005a) notes that this body of research has generated some useful
(but fragmented) insights and has established that public perception of wind farms is
a multi-dimensional phenomena constituted through a range of complex cultural,
contextual, socio-economic, political and physical factors.

Existing research also confirms that the strongest impacts on attitudes to wind
farm proposals are the projected aesthetic value of turbines and the perceived impact
on landscape (e.g. Pasqualetti et al., 2002; Burrall, 2004), followed by concerns about
noise pollution and hazards to birds (Wolsink, 2000). Toke (2005) has provided a
further valuable explanation of how different components of public opinion (i.e.
those held by politicians, interests groups and residents) actually influence the
outcomes of the planning process in England and Wales. He suggests that strong
associations exist between the success of planning applications for wind farms and
opinions of local planning officers, parish councils and landscape protection
organisations, but the most important influence is the attitude of those that live in
the immediate vicinity of a proposed wind farm.

Indeed, most attitudinal research in this field has focused on the communities
surrounding wind farm proposals and almost all highlight the tension between the
opposition from these residents and the high levels of support for wind power
amongst the general public. The logic that has often been applied to explain this
phenomenon is that it represents an ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ (Blake, 1999; Haggett,
2004), which suggests contradictory values amongst the public. This has been further
explored by Haggett & Smith (2004) and Bell et al. (2005), with the latter

Applying Q-Methodology to Understand Public Acceptance of Wind Farms 519
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7 hypothesising three potential explanations of this ‘gap’,1 leading to a range of

possible policy responses. Other researchers have constructed the difference of public
opinion and local opposition as an enigma that can only be explained in terms of the
‘deviant’ behaviour on the part of objectors,2 who can then be neatly labelled as
NIMBYs (e.g. Righter, 1996; Elliot, 1997; Kahn, 2000; Short, 2002; Warren et al.,
2005). Indeed, despite a large body of literature that undermines the concept of
NIMBYism as a credible theoretical construct,3 and the strong arguments presented
by Wolsink (1994, 2000, 2006b, 2007) specifically in relation to wind farms, the term
continues to be given credence in academic and public discourse over wind farm
conflicts, despite an absence of supporting evidence.

Such issues are not just a matter of academic conjecture, as the reification of such
concepts has led to real outcomes; for example Dryzek (2000) has noted how the use
of unreflective public opinion surveying reinforces dominant power relationships.
Indeed, such an approach has tended to project monolithic notions of opposition
(Pendall, 1999) which fail to grasp the intricacies of local disputes and tend to just
focus on objectors as being the key obstacle to wind farm development, rather than
encouraging an understanding of the complete dynamic of the dispute (Smith &
Marquez, 2000), upon which more deliberative solutions could emerge. A clear
example of this is the assumption commonly made in policy documents (e.g. RCEP,
2000; DTI, 2002) and some academic texts (e.g. Strachan et al., 2006) that the main
strategy for overcoming opposition is through education or ‘awareness-raising’ to
raise objectors out of their state of oblivion. This is characteristic of the wider
‘public-deficit’ account of hostility to scientific developments, which has attracted
widespread criticisms (e.g. Irwin & Wynne, 1996; Yearley, 2005). This is
encapsulated by the view of Short (2002), who suggests that ‘‘opinion is formed
not by experience, but rather by ignorance, misinformation, prejudice and fashion’’
(p. 53), a position readily supported by Warren et al. (2005), who prioritise the need
for disseminating ‘reliable’ information (p. 872). This is clearly a rather naive
assumption (Cowell, 2006, footnote 1) and in fact there is little evidence of any
correlation between knowledge of wind power and its acceptance. Indeed, many
objectors appear extremely well informed about these issues (e.g. Etherington, 2006).
Furthermore, by contrast the positions held by supporters of wind power have not
been subject to equal scrutiny, yet there are many examples of supporter discourses
that are evangelical and ideologically committed to wind power to the point that
they defy any constraints on the deployment of renewables. It is suggested here that
such views reflect both poor research and a pro-development bias, neither of which
will prove to be in the long-term interests of the sector.

Therefore, it appears that the most commonly applied research framework is
inadequate for moving the debate beyond entrenched positions of support and
objection. This is not a particularly new observation, with Devine-Wright (2005a)
suggesting that most research into public acceptance of wind farms has been
undertaken without reference to a deeper theoretical framework and as such is
devoid of conceptual foundation. This has resulted in what he believes to be a rather
incoherent body of research that has struggled to develop a cumulative under-
standing of this issue, noting that ‘‘the literature has been more successful in
describing perceptions of wind farms rather than providing explanations of these’’
(Devine-Wright, 2005a, p. 136). While there are some notable exceptions to this,

520 G. Ellis et al.
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7 such as Wolsink’s (2000, p. 57) development of a typology of ‘resistance’ types4 of

those opposing wind farms, Devine-Wright uses this well-founded critique to call for
more theoretically-supported research and the deployment of greater methodological
diversity. Indeed, it is suggested here that those studies that portray objectors as a
monolithic block of ‘deviants’ imply inadequacies, not so much in the psychological
make up of those opposing wind farms, but in the capabilities of the research
framework that leads to such conclusions. While Devine-Wright has hinted at this,
he falls short of explicitly addressing the deeper epistemological (and indeed,
ideological) reasons why the dominant research approach should have such
shortcomings. Therefore, in addition to flaws in the formulation of specific research
questions on wind farm conflicts, the failure to provide a fuller explanation should
also be understood in terms of general weaknesses of the wider positivist paradigm in
which this research is located. This clearly raises issues of profound depth that have
very wide political and epistemological implications that cannot be given proper
justice within the scope of this paper (see for example, Fischer, 2003; Lejano, 2006),
but which have direct relevance to understanding environmental disputes such as
those arising over wind farms.

Positivism, Discourse Analysis and the Wind Farm Debate

Policy research that solely employs empirical-derived insights to generate under-
standing of complex social phenomena has attracted a wide-ranging critical
comment (for example, Dryzek, 2000; Fischer, 2003; Lejano, 2006). Key criticisms
have been aimed at the neglect of context, the folly of the search for seeking a single
discoverable objective ‘truth’ and the belief in value-free research. Although most
social scientists recognise that the reality transcends simple objectivity, Fischer
(2003, p. 119) is correct in suggesting that many of positivism’s basic tenets are, in
fact, embedded in most research practices, such as the separation of facts and values,
value neutrality and dominant emphasis on empirical proof. Durning (1999)
highlights two key consequences of this; it offers poor analysis of complex issues; and
by wielding complex quantitative methods over the insights of ordinary citizens, it
tends to prioritise the knowledge of experts and researchers above more socially-
derived explanations (also Fischer, 1990). Both these arguments appear to be valid in
the case of research on public acceptance of wind farms, the former has been
highlighted by Devine-Wright (2005a, see above), while the fixation with
NIMBYism, opinion polling and the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ appears to be evidence
for the second. In contrast, it appears that the key issues facing wind farm
development are not ‘objective’ policy blockages, but clashes of values related to
inter alia, governance, technology, landscape aesthetics, issues of participation and
power inequalities, i.e. precisely those that defy rational, quantifiable explanation.

Therefore, this suggests that research that can unpick the dynamic subjectivities
that frame wind farm disputes may offer insights capable of overcoming the current
policy impasse. Indeed, there is a small (and largely very recent) body of work that
has begun to explore these issues using different forms of discourse analysis,
including papers by Haggett & Smith (2004), Haggett & Toke (2006) and Devine-
Wright & Devine-Wright (2006). For example, Woods (2003) explores the impact of
a wind farm proposal in mid-Wales through differing conceptual understanding and

Applying Q-Methodology to Understand Public Acceptance of Wind Farms 521
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should not focus on the motivations of participants or the way in which coalitions
and campaigns are constructed, but on ‘‘. . . the complex negotiation of discourses of
nature, landscape, environment and rurality which frame collective and individual
actions’’ (p. 287).

Using a similar approach, Haggett & Smith (2004) assess more general themes and
claims used in the discourse of wind farm debates. They highlight the range of
perspectives held by stakeholders, implicitly suggesting (but not fully exploring) the
different values projected through such debate. Much of the paper is devoted to a
persuasive argument for incorporating discourse analysis in the debate on wind farm
disputes, succinctly noting that: ‘‘. . . claims-making and counter claim-making
constitutes the debate itself. In this way the claims are the conflict; there is not other
means to access or study it’’ (Haggett & Smith, 2004, p. 14).

A further example is a paper by Devine-Wright & Devine-Wright (2006), who
review the specific way in which the issue of intermittency of wind power is
represented on websites of groups identified as being supportive and sceptical of
wind energy. This goes beyond an objective analysis of the ‘facts’ of reliability to
show how this issue is used as part of broader debates on wind energy and how it is
framed in relation to wider concepts such as the authority of science and human
relationships to nature. This highlights how discourses on this specific topic are
reflective of the wider worldviews and values of those engaged in wind power debates
and importantly, suggests that these should be taken into account when
communicating public policy on such issues.

This group of papers mark a shift in research into how and why the public may or
may not accept wind farm proposals and begin to generate insights from which new
policy approaches could be developed. Collectively, this research shows how
positions of support and objection are not constructed just from a lack of awareness
of the benefits of wind power, scepticism of the technology or the location of specific
proposals, but also reflect deeper values, wider cultural and institutional contexts
and claims over objectivity and truth. While this suggests an amorphous world of
subjectivity, impervious to rational explanation, the research undertaken so far is
beginning to identify recurring patterns of values at the core of objection. This
appears to include; the ‘proper’ use and relationship to specific landscapes/
environments; the relative rights of local communities and ‘outsiders’ to decide this
relationship; identifying the legitimate ‘voice’ of a local community; a breakdown in
trust between local citizens and non-local institutions of governance; different
perceptions of the local impact of, and response to, national and global dynamics,
such as climate change; and the relationship between expert versus lay knowledge in
problem definition and decision making.

This research also represents a major shift in the conception and validity of the
wind farm debate itself. Thus, instead of seeing it as an unnecessary battle of good
vs. evil, progressive vs. conservative or self-interest vs. altruism, such differences are
seen as a feature of discursive practice (e.g. Schön & Rein, 1995; Fischer, 2003),
which may provide positive benefits in itself. From this perspective it is not the
‘truth’ that wins the debate, but those who are able to best assert their narrative into
public discourse emerge as dominant parties. This suggests that if government is to
influence the level of public acceptance of wind farms, it must engage in a

522 G. Ellis et al.
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7 sophisticated and carefully initiated deliberative process that takes cognisance of

underlying worldviews and values of those involved (Bell et al., 2005; Kempton et al.,
2005). One of the precursors of this approach is a well-developed understanding of
support, as well as objection, so that the dynamics of the whole debate can be
assessed. It is argued here that this should be priority for researchers in this field.

Given that research based on discourse analysis has shown its ability in delivering
novel, if undeveloped, perspectives on what most commentators see as a key issue for
the wind energy sector, it is curious that it has not been more widely adopted. One
reason for this is that discourse analysis, subjectivist epistemology and the wider
post-positivist5 paradigm to which they belong have faced widespread resistance
from the mainstream world of policy analysis due to intellectual inertia, client
expectation of objectivity and its politico-organisational implications (Durning,
1999). While offering a variety of perspectives, the post-positivist approach is unified
in suggesting that it is not possible to interpret the world from a single objective
point of view, but emphasises a world of complexity, with no single truth to be
discovered, but a myriad of perspectives to be understood. This suggests that
scientific rationality and objectivity should be displaced by fragmentation, plurality,
subjectivity and interpretation (Allmendinger, 2002). Durning (1999) goes on to
suggest that the tension between post-positivist and more traditional outlooks is
likely to be resolved by a slow, incremental evolution that will increasingly reflect
post-positivist theory as the most effective analytic tools are put to use on policy
problems.

Following from this, Durning (1999) encourages the use of Q-Methodology, which
he claims can ‘‘subtly subvert the premises of positivist policy analysis’’ and which
will represent ‘‘a significant step in the evolution to a new paradigm’’ (p. 403).
Indeed, Q can be seen to be a bridge between the positivist and post-positivist
schools of policy analysis as it features replicability and empirical rigour that is
demanded by the former, yet is focused on the subjective, self-referential opinions of
participants that are required by the latter. Furthermore, this methodology has been
shown to offer effective insights into competing claims of objection (Ellis, 2004) and
drawing on the tradition of discourse analysis, it would appear to have potential in
the case of researching wind farm disputes.

Therefore, it is suggested that use of Q-Methodology can add to the understanding
of how public acceptance is constructed with respect to wind farm proposals and
in so doing also test Durning’s (1999) claims for the approach. As a consequence,
this approach was deployed in an examination of the controversy surrounding the
first offshore wind farm in Northern Ireland, the Tunes Plateau proposal.

The Tunes Plateau Case Study

Context

In 2002 a development consortia comprising B9 Energy Offshore Development Ltd,
Renewable Energy Systems Ltd and Powergen Renewables Development Ltd were
appointed by the Crown Estates to take forward proposals for a wind farm of 50 – 85
turbines (150 – 250 MW) on the Tunes Plateau,6 5 – 10 km off the North Antrim
(Northern Ireland) and Donegal (Republic of Ireland) coasts. At the time of writing

Applying Q-Methodology to Understand Public Acceptance of Wind Farms 523
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7 (February 2007), the proposal is still subject to a range of feasibility studies into the

potential impact on biodiversity, shipping, fisheries etc., in line with consents
required under the Electricity (Northern Ireland) Order 1992 and the Food and
Environment Protection Act 1985. The proposal is also stalled due to an
idiosyncratic constitutional question over the ownership of the Northern Irish
seabed.

Offshore schemes provide a strategic opportunity for the wind energy business, yet
are under-researched, particularly in terms of the types of public reaction they elicit,
with Kempton et al. (2005) providing perhaps the only other comparable study.
However, there are a number of reasons why the Tunes Plateau makes an interesting
case study. Like other examples of wind farms, this proposal displays a number of
apparently tautological characteristics in terms of the pattern of support and
objection. Thus, the Northern Ireland population has been quoted as being the most
supportive of wind farm projects within the UK (DTI, 2003) and until recently
onshore proposals have attracted little opposition in the region. Yet in the case of
this offshore proposal, which conventional wisdom would suggest should attract less
objections because of its relatively remote location (Scott, 2006; Strachan et al.,
2006), there has been considerable opposition from a range of individuals and
organisations in both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and in so doing
remarkable parallels with the situation in Cape Cod in the US have been exhibited
(Kempton et al., 2005). In the case of Northern Ireland, opposition has been led by a
group founded specifically to object to the proposal (COAST SOS) and a high profile
campaign run by Coleraine Borough Council,7 which dedicated £80 000 of
ratepayer’s money to stop the scheme. These funds have been used to produce
100 000 leaflets, develop a website and secure endorsement of the campaign by local
celebrities such as actor James Nesbitt and golfer Darren Clarke.

As with examples of other onshore and offshore wind farm disputes, this proposal
has generated a rich and varied discourse of claims and counter-claims over its merits
and costs. These can be explored to generate further insights into the values and
worldviews projected by the different participants in the debate, with the aim of
understanding the dynamic of the conflict and the potential for deliberative
engagement in such disputes. As noted above, one of the research strategies deployed
in this analysis has been the use of Q-Methodology.

Q-Methodology

Q-Methodology is a study of human subjectivity that attempts to combine the
qualitative study of attitudes with the statistical rigour of quantitative research
techniques (McKeown & Thomas, 1988). It is named ‘Q-Methodology’ as a means of
distinguishing it from the more familiar ‘R-methodology’ that comprises ‘objective’
research in the social science, such as surveys and opinion polling. Supporters claim
that Q-Methodology is not just another research technique, but represents a different
philosophical approach to social science. It thus avoids the pre-specification of
concepts by the researcher and does not require large numbers of participants to
produce valid results as it aims to uncover patterns within and across ‘individuals’
rather than across ‘traits’ such as gender, age etc. and is thus based on the
assumption of ‘finite diversity’ because there are not generally as many discourses as

524 G. Ellis et al.
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identified by Dryzek & Berejikian (1993) as being ‘‘explicit, publicly constrained by
statistical results, and replicable in its reconstructions and measurement of subjects’
orientations, thus affording less interpretative latitude to the analyst’’ (p. 50).
Despite once being described as having ‘‘somewhat fugitive status’’ within the social
science community (McKeown & Thomas, 1988, p. 11), it is the subject of growing
academic interest in the wake of the wider ‘post-positivist turn’ and is being used in
an increasing number of research areas, including environmental politics (e.g. Barry
& Proops 2000), environmental policy areas (Addams & Proops, 2000), planning
(e.g. Ellis, 2004), geography (e.g. Eden et al., 2005), and also been used in a
comparative study of the institutional capacity for wind power development
(Wolsink & Breukers, 2007).

Despite its growing application, the process of applying Q-Methodology remains
poorly understood and in the interests of clarity, a step-by-step explanation of how it
was applied in this case is given in Table 1.8 The result of this process is the
identification of a series of distinctive factors (or discourses), reflecting clusters of
participants that appear to share a similar view of the proposed development. These
are discussed in detail below.

It should be noted that when objectors and supporters were jointly analysed using
the PQMethod software, as described in Table 1, only two factors were identifiable,
which corresponded almost entirely with objectors and supporters.9 This in itself is
significant as it suggests that the views of self-ascribed supporters and objectors are
distinct, implying that these are based on very different language, values, interests
and world views. This clearly has major implications for any deliberative process
aimed to promote debate between the two groups.

Tunes Plateau: Discourses of Objection

Analysis of the Q-sorts completed by those describing themselves as objectors to the
Tunes Plateau proposal suggested that they were best represented by four factors,
which cumulatively explain 62% of the total variance within the data. The overall
ranking of each statement is given in Appendix 1 and each discourse briefly described
below10 and summarised in Table 2.

Factor A: Anti-Wind Power—Local Resister (17% of total variance). This discourse
is characterised by strong anti-wind power sentiments, a concern with the broader
local impacts of the scheme and shows a determination and confidence that the
project can be resisted through local activism.

On the one hand the discourse emphasises its awareness and willingness to tackle
climate change (6, 3), but on the other hand it highlights a strong scepticism of wind
power to meet this challenge (15). Indeed, it views wind power as being a poor
financial investment (16), which may have an overall negative economic impact on
the area (33) and which provides wrong signals for how the region cares for its
environment. Opposition to the Tunes Plateau is informed by scepticism of the
technology of wind power, rather than more specific concern with siting (24). The
general mistrust in the concept of wind power appears to be linked to a suspicion of
the motivation of the developers (5, 25, 50). The discourse does not see a place for
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wind farms anywhere off the coast of Northern Ireland (26) and does not entertain
compromise on the design or location of the proposal.

This discourse expresses concern over suggestions that opponents to the Tunes
Plateau project are focused on the short term (2, 20) and that visual quality should
not be regarded as a legitimate environmental issue. Indeed, it appears that those
associated with this discourse believe opposition to the scheme is based on sound
environmental grounds and this is used to further legitimate their argument. One
participant associated with the discourse was keen to point out that ‘‘. . . many green
campaigners are anti-windfarm’’.

Table 1. Application of Q-Methodology in the case of the Tunes Plateau

1. Key contributors to the discourse surrounding the debates over the Tunes Plateau
proposal were identified through an analysis of press cuttings and membership of
the key organisations involved. Eleven semi-structured interviews were undertaken
with these individuals, involving both objectors and supporters.

2. Transcriptions of the interviews were produced and reviewed by two researchers, with
the aim of identifying the most significant statements made in the series of
interviews and in comments made in the press. A total of 458 statements were
initially selected and then allocated to a matrix based on that used by Dryzek &
Berejikian (1993). A final list of 50 statements were then selected, using the matrix
to ensure that at least one was included from distinctive perspective on the topic.

3. A total of 71 people agreed to take part in the next stage of the research which
included sorting the 50 selected statements according to an 8-scale ranking in a
quasi-normal distribution from ‘most agreement’ (þ4) to ‘most disagreement’ (74).
With all Q-sorts, participants are forced to limit the number of statements that they
can allocate to each ranking, in this case only being allowed to ‘most agree’ or ‘most
disagree’ with two statements each, while they had to allocate 8 statements to the
neutral column (i.e. 0). This has the effect of forcing relative judgments on those
statements at the extreme and which then facilitate more subtle understandings of
the subjectivities applied in each case. The resulting array of statements is known as
a ‘Q-sort’. As part of this process, participants were requested to self-identify their
position on the scheme, as being strong supporters, weak supporters, neutral, weak
objectors or strong objectors and each participant interviewed to further probe the
significance of the sort. Thirteen sorts were not adequately completed and had to be
rejected. While a similar number of supposed objectors and supporters were invited
to take part in the Q-sort, a number of presumed objectors actually self-identified as
supporters while a higher proportion of objectors returned inadequately completed
sorts. As a result, the final data set included sorts from 20 objectors, 33 supporters
and one ‘neutral’. It is noted that Kempton et al. (2005) encountered similar relative
responses from objectors and supporters.

4. The Q-sorts were then processed using PQMethod software, initially as two distinctive
groups (i.e. objectors and supporters), which using statistical correlation and factor
analysis identifies clusters of participants (‘factors’) who sorted the statements
in a similar way. As a final stage and to identify any similarities between the two
groups, all Q-sorts were processed together.

5. The resulting statistical analysis is then interpreted by the researcher, using the
distinctive ranking (or ‘loading’) of particular statements for each factor, plus the
notes of the post-sort interviews. The result is a profile of each factor or discourse,
characterised by allocating each discourse a distinctive name.

6. Once the key clusters of support and objection were identified, the interpretation
of the researchers were discussed and elaborated in three focus groups consisting of
objectors, supporters and a mixed group.
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Another key strand of this discourse is an expression of ‘resistance’, seeing public
silence to be a sign of weakness (42), a belief that local opinion has been sidelined
and an annoyance that concerns about the damage to the seascape may be trivialised
(38). It is suggested that the discourse displays high awareness of potential
accusations of NIMBYism and is resentful that opposition should be seen as
implying a general anti-renewable opinion (1) or a denial of climate change. The

Table 2. Summary of idealised objector discourses

Factor Statements with most agreement Statements with most disagreement

A: Anti-Wind
Power—Local
Resister

. Wind farms are not the
solution to the energy
problem.

. Objection to this scheme does
not imply an anti-renewables
outlook.

. Awareness of climate change
and the need for action.

. Trivialisation of concerns over
visual impacts.

. World Heritage site must not
be compromised at any cost.

. Offshore wind farms are a
waste of money.

. Ratepayers money should not

be used to fund a campaign of
opposition to the Tunes Plateau
project

. Wind farms are nothing more
than a fashionable toy.

B: Wind Power-
Supporter—Siting
Sheriff

. Siting is the critical issue.

. Awareness of climate change
and the need for action.

. Objection to this scheme does
not imply an anti-renewables
outlook.

. Both sides of the dispute have
engaged in misinformation and
scaremongering.

. There is no place for offshore
wind turbines off the NI coast.

. One windmill would spoil the
area as much as 90.

C: Anti-Developer—
Local Pragmatist

. The scheme will result in
negative local economic
impacts.

. Objection to this scheme does
not imply an anti-renewables
outlook.

. The developers had good PR
but little substance.

. There is only a small vocal
group opposing this project.

. Concerns over the long-term
responsibility for the site.

. It is not possible to know the
full impacts of the scheme.

. Both sides have engaged in
misinformation and
scaremongering.

D: Economic
Sceptic—Siting
Compromiser

. The scheme will result in
negative local economic
impacts.

. Objection to this scheme does
not imply an anti-renewables
outlook.

. The project will have to
be imposed on the local
population.

. Other pressing local issues
need as much attention.

. Trivialisation of concerns over
visual impacts.

. People are not taken in by the
developer’s public meetings and
impact studies.

. The local landscape and
horizon are dominated by
man-made activity and
structures.

Note: The statements in italics are those identified as being distinguishing characteristics of the
factors.
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the area (35), perhaps because of a faith in the strength of the local resistance (6, 40,
42).

Factor B: Wind Power-Supporter—Siting Sheriff (21% of total variance). This
discourse is characterised by more support for the idea of wind power than expressed
by other discourses of objection, coupled with strong site-specific concerns related to
this particular proposal.

The support for wind power (15, 16, 17) underlies a belief that with a suitable fiscal
environment, it could meet with wider acceptance (11). The factor concedes that
Northern Ireland has suitable sites for wind turbines (26) and like other objector
perspectives, disagrees very strongly with the claim that objection to the Tunes
Plateau proposal implies opposition to all renewables (1). Like other objector
discourses, this refutes claims of climate change denial and recognises the need for
action on this issue and the wider energy challenges (4, 7).

In the context of the support for wind power, opposition to Tunes Plateau
proposal is informed by site specific concerns, exemplified by a high positive ranking
on statement 24 (‘‘Siting is the critical thing’’). The discourse expresses particular
concern of impacts on the natural quality of the Northern Irish coast, recognising
more than others the therapeutic value of the seascape (31) and the unique character
of this stretch of coastline (34).

This discourse also expresses a greater willingness than other objector factors to
consider alternative locations or scale of the proposal which may make it more
acceptable, as illustrated by the following quotes from participants associated with
this discourse:

It may be an engineers dream but it impacts on our visible environment. There
may be other more suitable locations.

Alternative sites in the area immediately further offshore would be superior for
generations, clear of fishing grounds and navigation channels and have reduced
visual impact.

Like other objector discourses, this views developers with mistrust—it sees them as
being primarily motivated by profit (5) and strongly believes that they have a
different agenda than the rest of society (50). As a result, it sees that both sides have
engaged in a process of misinformation (41).

Factor C: Anti-Developer—Pragmatic Localist (14% of total variance). The
discourse is characterised by a strong anti-developer perspective that is informed
by concerns over tangible local impacts of the Tunes Plateau scheme, with low
priority given to strategic issues such as climate change and energy security.

Of all the objector discourses, this places least emphasis on climate change issues
(6, 3). Similarly, it is relatively neutral on other strategic issues, such as energy and
environmental concerns (4, 7, 11, 43, 46, 23), discounting wider benefits that may
accrue as a result of the wind farm proposal (13, 15, 33). It appears to be most
motivated by the local consequences of the scheme (21) and concerns over long-term
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more overt promotion of local benefits (44) and this appears to prioritise more
tangible, local issues, as noted by one participant closely associated with this
discourse:

If there were local benefits the wind farm wouldn’t be much of a problem but
the fact is they’re not bringing local benefits, they’re costing the locals jobs and
money.

Other distinguishing features of this discourse relate to the political dimension of the
wind farm proposal, in particular, the consultation process, (27, 40, 50), the
reputation of the developers (5, 25) and sensitivity over how objectors are perceived
(18, 21, 38, 35). The discourse also expresses a suspicion of government in its
promotion of wind energy (35), while supporting the use of ratepayers’ money to
oppose the project (37).

While Factors B and D focus on the siting of the Tunes Plateau proposal (24), this
is neutral on this statement, suggesting it is the suspicion of the developers and the
very principle of wind farms that primarily motivate its objection. Indeed, like
Factor A, this does not engage with any statements that suggest ways in which
offshore wind farms could be better accommodated (24, 14).

Factor D: Economic Sceptic—Siting Compromiser (10% of total variance). This
discourse is characterised by concerns over shorter term, more focused impacts of the
scheme and it expresses a more reasoned, economic rationale to evaluate the
proposal and is prepared to consider alternative locations for the wind farm.

This discourse stresses negative local environmental impacts of the scheme (33),
objects to the trivialisation of concerns of its visual impact (38) and disagrees with
the suggestion that opposition to this particular scheme implies a broader anti-
renewable position (1). Like discourse C, it expresses less concern over projecting its
awareness of climate change (6), does not place a great emphasis on wider energy
issues (4, 7, 15) nor appears concerned about long-term issues related to the turbines
(20). The discourse has a distinctive and strongly positive response to statement 30,
which argues that attention should be equally put into tackling other pressing local
issues, such as litter and pollution (12).

In terms of the development and consenting process, the discourse suggests that,
on the one hand, the local public are misled by impact studies and meetings with the
developer (40) and, on the other, believes the scheme will have to be imposed on the
local population against their will (35). This implies that it believes that there is
widespread opposition to the proposal (21), yet is neutral over the use of ratepayers’
money to fund a campaign of opposition.

This discourse uses more techno-rational reasoning to evaluate the scheme, for
example, it is the only objector discourse that believes that all the impacts can be
assessed in advance of construction (27). The discourse expresses a high priority on
the economic implications of the proposal and believes that key decisions should
have a strong financial basis (11, 33), while social criteria are ranked lower than
other discourses (49). A more economic perspective is also projected on to the
developers (5), who are seen as promoting the scheme primarily for financial gain
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factor seems to agree with more emotive statements, such as the romantic quality of
the coastline (23) it is rationalised using market-based language, with one participant
associated with the discourse noting that: ‘‘Seascape views are not in plentiful
supply’’.

While the above highlights the distinctive characteristics of each of the objector
discourses, it is also useful to draw out those issues over which there was most
disagreement11 between objectors. This suggests that while some objectors appear to
oppose the project primarily over its specific location, others are more motivated
over the very principle of wind farms (26, 13). Furthermore, while some objectors are
most concerned about potential visual impacts, others are motivated by a wider
range of reasons, such as local economic concerns (33). There also appears to be a
difference of timescales applied, with some objectors most concerned about long-
term impacts, and others more focused on more immediate effects (20). In terms of
process, some objectors appear more sensitive than others on how they are perceived
by the wider public (48, 21) and while some objectors accept that both sides of the
argument will resort to propaganda, others see this as a tactic used by the developers
alone (41). A further difference amongst the objectors is the way they engage with the
broader types of environmental discourse (e.g. Dryzek, 2005), with some stressing
economic rationalism, while others engage in more aesthetic or emotive language
(see Barry et al., forthcoming, for further discussion of this issue).

While this clarifies the factors that differentially influence how objectors have
responded to this wind farm proposal, it is also possible to highlight those statements
on which there was relative consensus amongst objectors.12 These suggest that those
opposing the scheme are very aware that the aim of expanding renewable energy is a
progressive one and that it may hinder the campaign against this particular scheme
to be seen as anti-renewable (1) or climate change deniers (3)—all objector discourses
strongly stress this. Indeed, the pattern of responses suggests that this is not merely
rhetorical and it must be assumed most objectors are genuinely pro-renewable,
although clearly not all pro-wind. There is also consensus on the need to be vocal
about opposition to the wind farm (42), suggesting they see the conventional view,
and the key shapers of the mainstream (government, environmental NGOs and
energy companies) as being pro-wind and pro-renewable. All objectors seem to agree
that that wind power is not an adequate cause to sacrifice the visual quality of the
north coast (9), with most objectors valuing the seascape as a thing of beauty
endowed with spiritual worth (31).

It is also clear that most objectors view opposition to the Tunes Plateau as a
matter of principle, shunning the notion that objection is socially constructed (14).
Indeed, if objection is a matter of principle, objectors see little scope for compromise
(e.g. 44), at least in the absence of any extended deliberative process. Indeed, some
objectors are primarily motivated by wanting to protect what they see as a pristine,
natural environment from any encroachment, while for others it is their overall
scepticism of wind power that appears to be the main reason for objecting to this
particular project. In terms of the specific characteristics of the proposal, it is the
proximity of the project to the shore that appears to attract most concern (32), an
issue exacerbated by the developer’s photomontages (29). In general objectors have a
poor perception of the developers and appear particularly aggrieved by the way the
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promoted as a scheme for private profit, presenting the issue in such a way as an
‘either/or’ choice between the scheme being in the public interest or private profit,
and not in terms of ‘both/and’, i.e. having elements of public interest and private
gain.

These observations align themselves with some findings of previous research on
the nature of objection to wind farms, including those derived from a positivist
research frame. For example, the discourses described above show some parallels to
the four ‘resistance types’ identified by Wolsink (2000), in terms of how the
perceptions of the broad concept of wind power, the nature of the local debate and
site specific characteristics are important elements that all contribute to the
construction of different positions towards this proposal. However, it is suggested
here that the detail of these discourses revealed using Q-Methodology takes the
analysis a step further. For example, Wolsink identifies one of these types as
reflecting a ‘‘NIMBY standpoint’’13 (Wolsink, 2000, p. 57), yet the finer grained
appreciation of discourses of objection highlighted through the use of Q-
Methodology tends to highlight that objectors do not actually hold the contradictory
views implied by NIMBYism concept. Indeed, it shows that each objector discourse
is constructed from a combination of different elements, which, if analysed in
sufficient detail, can be seen to be internally consistent and exhibiting a differing
intensity of opposition. It also highlights how these positions are informed by deeper
values that reflect wider ideological positions and worldviews that go way beyond
narrow wind farm concerns.

This brief discussion therefore suggests that an appropriate response to wind farm
objection is not to just increase the amount of consultation or awareness-raising, but
that a more sophisticated approach is needed that reflect particular local
circumstances. A prerequisite to this will be a detailed understanding of opposition
in each case. Furthermore, it should be clear that information-giving on its own is
unlikely to persuade many objectors to drop their opposition to such schemes, but
that, as a minimum, it should include some form of deliberation between the
antagonists in the debate. The implications for this will be explored below, but
clearly needs to also be accompanied with an analysis of support for the proposal so
that an understanding of the whole dynamic of the debate can be appreciated.

Tunes Plateau: Discourses of Support

Analysis of the Q-sorts by those ascribing themselves as supporters of the Tunes
Plateau proposal suggested that they were best represented by four factors (or
discourses), which cumulatively explain 64% of the total variance within the data.
The overall ranking of each statement is given in Appendix 2, the four discourses
briefly described below and summarised in Table 3.

Factor A: Rationalising Globally—Sacrificing Locally (17% of total variance). This
discourse is characterised by an application of scientific rationality to the challenge
of climate change and while it recognises the landscape value of the Northern Ireland
coast, it accepts any impacts on this as a necessary sacrifice to achieve greater goals
of sustainability.
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This discourse perceives climate change and the action needed to tackle it as a
key issue (3, 6) and takes exception (far more than other discourses) to the
suggestion that environmentalists should be seen as dogmatic or emotive (46).
Support for the Tunes Plateau proposal is primarily motivated by the need to
tackle climate change, rather than other strategic issues such as energy security (4,
7). This is associated with a more positive opinion of the developers (5) and the
view that the goal of expanding renewables is more important than who is
developing it (28). Indeed, the emphasis on these aspects of renewable energy
suggests a more rational, scientific understanding of environment and society (11).
This recognises there may be costs arising from the scheme (26, 9), such as loss of
the naturalistic and aesthetic qualities of the coastline (31, 43), but these are
acceptable in light of climate change. This idea of trade-off between global and

Table 3. Summary of idealised supporter discourses

Factor Statements with most agreement Statements with most disagreement

A: Rationalising
Globally—
Sacrificing
Locally

. Willingness to sacrifice
pristine views for more
sustainable lifestyles.

. Awareness of climate change
and the need for action.

. Compensation for local
impacts of wind farms.

. Scientific doubt over existence of
global warming.

. Wind turbines not appropriate
for NI coast.

. Concerns over local impacts.

. Environmentalists as emotive and
dogmatic.

B: Local
Pastoralist—
Developer
Sceptic

. Rural people have better
understanding of
environmental issues.

. Awareness of climate change
and the need for action.

. Developers more interested in
profit than saving the planet.

. The Tunes Plateau may have
detrimental local economic
impacts.

. Scientific doubt over existence of
global warming.

. Shared interests of developers and
the public.

. It would not make a difference if
there were local benefits.

. The concept of a view is not a
legitimate environmental issue.

C: Embrace
Wind

. Awareness of climate change
and the need for action.

. Wind turbines not appropriate
for NI coast.

. People will embrace
renewables when it becomes
more financially attractive.

. Wind energy has important
symbolic value in signalling the
environmental credentials of
Northern Ireland.

. Offshore wind farms are a poor
economic investment.

. The availability of wind farms
is dependent on appropriate
locations.

. Better to invest in energy use in
the developing world.

D: Site Specific
Supporter—
Energy
Pragmatist

. The most powerful thing you
can do is control energy.

. Wind turbines not appropriate for
NI coast.

. Seascapes are beautiful and
have therapeutic value.

. Better to build smaller wind farms
in more locations.

. Environmentalists are
dogmatic and emotive.

. Siting issues are critical.

Note: The statements in italics are those identified as being distinguishing characteristics of the
factor.
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costs, they should be compensated for it (19, 44) and social impacts should be
minimised (49).

Despite this position, the discourse is surprisingly neutral on the general virtues of
wind power (15, 17), although it appears convinced of the investment benefits of
offshore wind (16, 33) and the broader messages this may bring about how the
region is tackling environmental issues (13). The discourse places little emphasis on
issues of process (20, 36, 40, 41, 42), presumably seeing the end result justifying any
means.

Factor B: Local Pastoralist—Developer Sceptic (7% of total variance). This
discourse can be regarded as a reluctant supporter of the Tunes Plateau scheme,
harbouring concerns over the potential impacts on the Northern Irish coast, but
ultimately recognising that this may be necessary for the pursuit of sustainable
development. This is based on a rather traditional, pastoral environmental outlook,
a belief in local needs/community activism and a strong level of scepticism over the
intention of the wind farm developers.

The factor expresses very different views from all other supporter discourses, so
that while sharing the awareness and concern over climate change, it is sceptical of
the economic implications of wind farms (16) and this scheme in particular (11), and
also stresses that wind energy on its own is not the solution to climate change (15).
This is the only supporter discourse that supports the idea of tackling energy use in
the developing world (10).

The factor gives the visual element of the environment much higher priority than
other supporter discourses (9, 34), seeing it as a legitimate environmental issue (43)
and expresses a more romantic notion of landscape (23). Indeed, it has a rather
pastoral dimension, privileging rural people in terms of them having a better sense of
the importance of the environment than (presumably non-rural) people who sit in
their cars and look out at the sea (8). Perhaps this belies an opinion that rural people
are ‘closer’ to nature and have (relatively) unmediated and therefore authentic
experiences of nature. It is the only supporter discourse that does not think it
appropriate to trade pristine views for an expansion of renewable energy (9).

This discourse loads more heavily on local and social issues rather than those
related to the globe (44, 49). Here it may be suspected that this discourse holds
concerns about local people having a significant decision-making role and respect for
open local political debate, giving rise to a surprisingly positive view of opposition to
the project (21, 37, 42). This is complemented by a strong anti-developer sentiment
(5, 50). Nevertheless, it should be remembered that this is a supporter discourse and
the reasoning applied to explain this anti-developer view is expressed in its agreement
with statement 28: ‘‘The company behind the project is not as important as the
objectives of the project’’.

Factor C: Embrace Wind (28% of total variance). This discourse is characterised by
a strong belief in wind power, it is future-orientated and holds the developers in a
very positive light. It is disparaging of objectors and appears very uncritical of the
proposal, and for this reason it has been named after the British Wind Energy
Association’s promotional campaign, ‘Embrace Wind’.
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this with a concern over energy issues (4). The positive view of wind power is
transferred to a good opinion of the developers (5, 50). It sees wind farms as value
for money, a necessary form of investment (16) and appropriate to the coast of
Northern Ireland (26). The discourse sees wind farms as having very positive
symbolic (13) and economic value for the region (16, 33). It expresses a view that
visual impact should not be regarded as a legitimate environmental issue (43) and
that it is acceptable to sacrifice landscape value in return for more renewable energy
(9) and is insensitive to siting issues (14, 18). Unlike Factor B, this discourse does not
engage with the potential impacts on the local area (22, 27, 33, 34) or community (19,
44) and appears to have little concern over the consent process (27, 35, 36, 38, 48).

This discourse is almost evangelistic in support of wind energy, firmly based on the
idea that they present a very important opportunity for Northern Ireland to tackle
climate change (15). Indeed, some participants associated with this discourse noted
that:

. . . we need to be in a position where we are ‘thankful’ to the natural resources
of wind, wave, tidal for providing us with electricity.

This faith in wind power also means that those aligning with this discourse see the
actual form of turbines as a positive feature of the landscape:

I am all for windmills. I think it gives movement to the land and sea, summer
and winter, and it is said by the local rod and line fishermen that it will stop the
big boats netting in the bay at night and maybe the fish will get a chance to come
back again.

This is complemented by a negative view of the campaign against the wind farm (37),
seeing objectors, as short-termist (2) and rejecting of all renewable energy (1) and as
one participant noted:

Something has to be done, why can’t more people embrace change?

Factor D: Site Specific Supporter—Energy Pragmatist (12% of total variance). This
discourse is characterised by its high level of concern with energy issues, a pragmatic
approach and its site-specific support for the Tunes Plateau scheme.

This discourse rates energy issues higher than the other supporter discourses,
believing most strongly that one of the most powerful things you can do is control
energy supply (4) and agrees that energy is a privilege not a right (7). It is concerned
about climate change and the need to do something about it (6) (but not as much as
supporting Factors A and C). Indeed, it appears to put climate and energy issues
above almost every other issue (12) and offers a pragmatic approach to expanding
the wind sector (14, 45, 32).

The discourse is an advocate of the concept of wind energy, believing the scheme is
appropriate in terms of location and scale (26, 45, 30, 32). The discourse expresses
support for fiscal policy that encourages renewable energy (11) and sees those that
oppose such schemes as focusing on the short term (2). It views offshore wind farms
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7 as being value for money (16), but not the only solution to energy and climate change

issues (15).
Of the supporting discourses, it is the one that places the greatest value on the

seascape and the therapeutic benefits this may bring (23, 31). This does not give
rise to any conflict with support for the scheme, as wind turbines are seen as being
complementary to the natural environment (30), with one participant associated
with this discourse noting that ‘‘Seascapes are very beautiful, wind farms can be
visually attractive’’. Indeed, the discourse does not seem to be concerned about
other impacts of the scheme, such as noise (22) or the consequences for the local
community (19, 44). It is not drawn into debates regarding the veracity of the
developers (5, 50) but sees the project as being more important than those
associated with it (28).

Therefore, the supporter discourses appear just as differentiated as those of the
objectors, with the key differences most marked in the case of 10 statements.14 This
suggests that while some supporter discourses express suspicion of the developers,
others see them as ‘the good guys’ (5, 50). There also appears to be a division
amongst supporters in how they perceive the environment—some take a very
naturalistic, romantic perspective (23) or adopt a bucolic ideal (8), which appears to
be related to a reluctant support for the wind farm. Other supporters exhibit a more
pragmatic and scientific view of the environment, some even seeing beauty in the
aesthetics of the turbine machinery and for these, support appears less contested.
There also appears to be a difference in the scale at which supporters wish to see
wind power expanded, some seeing the large scale of the Tunes Plateau scheme as a
virtue, while others believe renewables should be expanded at a smaller, more
devolved scale (45).

As with the objector discourses, the differences between the supporter factors are
also underlain by a degree of consensus on some statements.15 These suggest that
most supporters are strongly motivated by their awareness of climate change and
the need to take action against it (6) and want Northern Ireland to play its part in
accommodating an expansion of renewable energy (26). Most, but not all, see
developers as acting in good faith and behaving in an open and honest way (25,
29). In contrast, supporters view objectors as a minority focused on short-term
issues and acting contrary to the public interest (47, 42).

Almost all previous research into the public acceptance of wind farms has
focused on those objecting to such schemes, so that the way in which support is
constructed has been rather neglected. The analysis presented here, developed using
Q-Methodology, highlights a number of important points. Until now, while the
monolithic appreciation of objection has been much criticised, little effort has been
made in developing a more sophisticated understanding in the value-basis of
support. Indeed, as the above shows, the backing of self-ascribed supporters is not
always absolute, with some clearly reluctantly taking this position and who may
under slightly different circumstances withdraw such support. However, the
importance of developing a more sophisticated understanding of the construction
of support is not just required to inform how these can be kept ‘on-side’, but
is necessary in order to develop any deliberative process through which
the differences between supporters and objectors can be more productively
explored.
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The analysis of the discourses of objection and support in the case of the Tunes
Plateau provides a number of insights into how public acceptance of wind farms can
be understood and what this implies for the policy responses to opposition.

Subjective Understanding of Public Acceptance

An opening comment in this section is related to the fact that while most previous
studies of wind farm objection have focused on onshore schemes, this case is unusual
because it involves an offshore proposal. Until now it has been assumed that while
offshore schemes face unique difficulties in terms of the physical and regulatory
environment (see Gray et al., 2005; Scott, 2006), they will avoid the ‘obstacle’ of
public opposition. In the case of the Tunes Plateau (and corroborated by Kempton
et al., 2005), this clearly does not apply and the small number of offshore proposals
make it difficult to judge how representative this case may be. While there are
certainly a number of unique features of this proposal that may have heightened
opposition in this particular case,16 it does suggest that coastal communities are just
as sensitive to threats to seascapes as rural society is to visual disturbance in highland
areas. This implies that developers of offshore proposals should recognise the
potential for objection and adopt processes that are sensitive to such a context.

As noted earlier in the paper, there has been much academic and policy-orientated
research on public attitudes to wind farms, with a particular emphasis on
understanding the ‘problem’ of objection, to the neglect of exploring the basis of
support. The ideological (i.e. unreflectively pro-wind) and epistemological (i.e.
unreflectively positivist) bias has led to poor explanatory findings, which in turn has
resulted in ineffective policy. The deployment of Q-Methodology in the case of the
Tunes Plateau has been able to corroborate some elements of the previous research
in this field, but also raises some fresh questions about how we understand public
acceptance of wind farms, and indeed, other sustainable technologies.

This has added to the body of work that has highlighted the inadequacy of the
NIMBY explanation of objection, which overlooks the complexity of why people
may object to a wind farm proposal, fuels conflict because of its derogatory
implications and contributes to poor responses to such disputes. There is a tendency
to marginalise and denigrate oppositional voices to schemes that are portrayed as
being environmentally progressive, failing to acknowledge that each individual’s
position is informed by personal and collective values that are deeply held,
aspirational and often well intentioned. This suggests that even some of the more
sophisticated explorations of objection to wind farms may be conceptually flawed.
Thus from the Tunes Plateau case, Bell et al.’s (2005) considered discussion of the
‘gap’ between an individual’s support for the idea of wind power and their
opposition to an individual scheme, appears to apply to only a small proportion of
objectors. Even when these two views are consecutively held, it appears to be as a
result of a rationally-derived consideration of costs, benefits and risks in relation to
particular circumstances. In other words, this view is not the result of a ‘gap’ at all,
but a position as logically coherent and normatively robust as that offered in support
of the scheme.
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7 Unlike previous analyses, the case study of the Tunes Plateau examined the views

of supporters, as well as objectors. This has found, rather unsurprisingly, that
supporters as well as objectors display complex reasons for their respective positions
and, importantly for facilitating further expansion of this renewables sector. This
confirms the view of previous commentators (e.g. Walker, 1995; Wolsink, 2000; Bell
et al., 2005) that for many support is not absolute, but qualified. This suggests that
developers and regulators need to focus as much on the neglected views of supporters
as on trying to change the minds of objectors and as such points to a need for
different and varied forms of communication in such disputes.

The Tunes Plateau case study also highlights that while there are clearly
gradations of support and objection, for the most part these two groups engage in
very different discourses. This appears to be constitutive of very different (but
differentiated) outlooks, so that any discursive exchange between them will be
subject to the use of different metaphors, language and values, potentially
exasperating the division between them as they talk past rather than to one another.
For example, while the majority of supporters appear primarily motivated by climate
change, this ranks much lower in the order of concern for objectors, who
acknowledge climate change but are far more likely to stress the effects (economic
and aesthetic) of the visual impacts. These discursive divisions are played out in
debate, not just in respect to the Tunes Plateau scheme, but in other local and
national arenas (e.g. see Barry et al., forthcoming; Haggett & Smith, 2004; Devine-
Wright & Devine-Wright, 2006) and with both sides contributing with a lack of
sensitivity that does much to further fuel conflict. This appears to have resulted in a
situation where to objectors, supporters are often perceived as being self-righteous
and evangelical, while on the other hand, supporters see objectors as self-interested,
overly defensive and dogmatic.

This clearly poses difficulties in constructing a meaningful debate amongst the two
groups, which appears to be further frustrated by the apparent lack of sources of
trusted information (Bell et al., 2005). There is also a shortage of parties who are
regarded as being neutral umpires for such exchanges, with objectors generally
viewing the government as tantamount to promoters of individual wind farm
schemes. Indeed, the discourses of objection in relation to the Tunes Plateau
proposal highlight the fact that opposition is often aimed at the developers of wind
farms, rather then the turbines themselves (Wolsink, 2000), a fact that may also form
the basis for a more productive deliberative engagement.

Implications for Participation

Previous policy research has indicated a range of difficulties with the way in which
wind energy is planned and authorised, pointing to a number of areas of potential
reform, such as the need for a clearer and stronger policy framework (e.g. Beddoe &
Chamberlain, 2003; Strachan et al., 2006), better institutional design (e.g. Cowell,
2006), expanding community ownership (e.g. Hinselwood, 2001) and improved fiscal
arrangements (e.g. Toke, 2006). However, the most commonly articulated planning
response has been to call for more public consultation and/or awareness-raising,
seemingly based on the understanding that this will lead to significant reductions in
public opposition (e.g. Kahn, 2003; Strachan & Lal, 2004; Strachan et al., 2006). On
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7 evidence from the Tunes Plateau, these claims must be treated with some

circumspection as it appears they are based on a number of questionable
assumptions. The first is that the more information given to the public on a specific
scheme, the less opposition. This presumably implies that those who oppose wind
farm schemes do so out of ignorance, a condescending approach which may be seen
as such by objectors, thus exacerbating conflict (see Irwin & Wynne, 1996; Yearley,
2005), Furthermore, it presumes that the public will be won over by persuasive
information on a scheme, but in the case of the Tunes Plateau, information released
by the developers seems to have entrenched views of objection. This example has also
shown that a proportion of supporters take such a position reluctantly and indeed,
there is as much to suggest that increased debate is as likely to shift their view to one
of opposition as objectors are to modify their position.

The idea that the aim of participation is to overcome opposition is also neglectful
of the dynamic nature of such debates, with some actions of regulators and
developers seemingly inflaming positions of objection. Public engagement should be
viewed as an interactive, rather than one-way, process, with the aim of changing the
attitude of developers as much as objectors. This is noted by Wolsink (2000): ‘‘Policy
actors and wind power developers should direct themselves towards building up
institutional capacity for wind power and other renewable resources, instead of
complaining about public attitudes’’ (p. 63). He suggests that this will only be
possible if the arrogance of developers and regulators is somehow reduced.

The view that consultation offers a relatively simple solution to overcoming public
scepticism of wind power also overlooks the fact that public participation is a
complex process through which different motivations, power differentials and other
social attributes are played out, with consequences that do not always align
themselves with the outcomes desired by normative theory or regulatory agents (e.g.
Campbell & Marshall, 2000; Davies, 2001; Hillier, 2003a). It is necessary to recall
that democratic participation is an open-ended process, the end results of which
cannot be determined in advance. Thus, while participative processes are seen here to
be essential to the governance of spatial planning and in specifically addressing
difficulties in wind energy, findings from the Tunes Plateau do suggest that a far
more nuanced concept of participation should be applied in such cases and indicate a
number of issues that should be taken into account in developing this.

The first point to make here is that public acceptance and opposition to any
specific proposal is clearly context-dependent and any participation exercise needs to
pay cognisance to issues such as predominant local concerns (economic, cultural, etc)
and levels of trust between different stakeholders and regulatory agencies. The case
of the Tunes Plateau indicates that while there are a few key issues upon which there
is some common concern, many basic facts relevant to the proposal are framed in
very varied ways by different stakeholders. It is quite clear that those supporting and
objecting the proposal have very different views of their social world. Effective
engagement with key stakeholders should therefore use carefully chosen language to
tentatively explore the issues as perceived by different groupings and predicated on a
detailed recognition of local subjectivities.

Second, there has to be a clear idea of the purpose of any public participation.
From the above, it would seem a simple information-giving exercise is unlikely to
dissolve local opposition and that, as a minimum, some form of deliberative process
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7 will be required through which antagonists could develop a better mutual

understanding of their respective positions. In relation to wind energy, this has
been suggested, at differing levels of complexity, by a number of commentators (e.g.
Hull, 1995; Elliot, 1997; Bell et al., 2005; Cowell, 2006; Szarka, 2006), in line with the
dominant normative paradigm of collaborative planning (Healey, 1997, 2003). In its
most idealised form, this aims to achieve consensus through communicative
rationality, an issue that has faced criticism when faced with the realpolitik of
planning practice (e.g. Flyvbjerg, 1998; Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 1998;
Huxley, 2000). This has meant that a growing number of researchers have suggested
that in a great proportion of planning disputes, it is more appropriate to strive for
‘settlement’ of differences, rather than ‘resolution’ and that, theoretically this is best
framed as ‘agonism’, rather than ‘consensus’ (e.g. Mouffe, 1999; Hillier, 2003b;
Pløger, 2004). This would seem applicable in the case of the Tunes Plateau (and
arguably similar wind farm disputes), where the relative positions appear to be based
on deep values informed by principle. In such cases, it may make a difference to
construct and facilitate a participative process aimed at recognising and living with
difference of opinion rather than chasing an unachievable consensus or persuasion
through ‘awareness-raising’.17 It is argued that this would still be a valuable process,
which may have potential to overcome the opposition-supporter impasse that
currently exists. Indeed, is critical to recognise that people of good faith should be
allowed to disagree and that a process that best facilitates critical engagement
amongst key stakeholders is at the root of a more sustainable form of environmental
governance.

If effective agonistic methods of engagement can be formulated, an exploration of
the tensions between supporters and objectors may inch towards a common
settlement on those issues over which concern is shared and a better mutual
understanding on those issues upon which they may remain opposed. Such a process
may break down the simple derogatory notion each side seems to hold for the other,
with the overall process gaining from self-reflection on the positions held. If the
different views are effectively engaged, it may lead to either constructive criticism and
amendment of a scheme, or an onus on objectors to identify more locally acceptable
means of addressing recognised problems, such as, for example, community
ownership of renewable infrastructure, energy conservation initiatives or suggestions
for other forms of renewable energy production locally. From this perspective,
objection could evolve from being seen as the ‘problem’ to a virtue, leading to better
conceived schemes or alternative means of tackling climate change at the local level.

The explicit recognition of the value-basis of opposition will mean that the
normative ‘high ground’ is shared, rather than monopolised by the supporter
position, leading to the conditions for both sides to respect one another, each being
made aware of the deeper values, worldviews, fears and interests/drivers of
opposition and support. It is suggested that the establishment of this common
ground of respect is a pre-condition for more productive and effective forms of
dialogue and resolution.18

While this notion requires far more elaboration, particularly in terms of practical
methods of engagement to be used in such a process, it does suggest an alternative
means of constructing a more empathetic policy climate that can better facilitate the
transition to a sustainable society.
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7 Conclusion

This paper has used Q-Methodology to explore the discourses of support and
objection in the case of an offshore wind farm proposal in Northern Ireland. It has
generated a number of insights into the understanding of how different elements of
local wind farm disputes are constructed and how they may interact to provide a
dynamic conflict. One obvious conclusion from this research is that the
understanding of the motivation to either object or support a wind farm proposal
defies simple explanation, yet much previous work in this area has aspired to
locating precise and quantifiable answers to what are, ultimately, matters that
reflect deep values and conviction. Unfortunately, these less complicated concepts,
particularly of the nature of objection, have come to implicitly and explicitly
mould the dominant policy responses to this issue, with the result being
unsuccessful—even counter productive—attempts to subdue opposition to wind
farm proposals. The insights developed from this research suggest that this is likely
to continue unless there is a fundamental shift in the research questions and even
the epistemological frames applied to the human dimension in policy issues. It is
suggested that the most popularly deployed methodology, the opinion poll, has
contributed to the impasse in understanding public perception of wind farms and
pointed to the need for much deeper understanding of all sides of such conflicts.

However, there is an emerging body of research, broadly classed as post-positivist,
that is being applied to public acceptance of wind farms, principally using discourse
analysis, which has stimulated fresh insights into this topic. This paper follows that
path and has attempted to make a contribution by exploring the epistemological
issues that arise in this research field, particularly highlighting the use of
Q-Methodology. This has specifically taken up the claim of Durning (1999) that
the attributes of this research approach can contribute to the wider transition in
the paradigms governing policy. The effectiveness of this methodology as applied
in this case suggests that it not only contributes to these wider aims, but can also
deliver the prerequisite knowledge for developing more deliberative responses that
may contribute to a settlement of differences in such disputes. However, there is
further research needed on the facilitative methods that can best be deployed in such
a context.

Notes

1 These are: (i) a problem of democracy as the planning process is dominated by an unrepresentative

minority; (ii) that support for wind power is qualified and specific proposals engage such qualifications;

and (iii) individuals are in favour of wind power but not prepared to sacrifice their self-interest in the

case of a specific proposal.

2 The idea of oppositional ‘deviancy’ is based on the notion that their views and action do not

immediately appear to be consistent, rational or objective—key assumptions that underlie most

empirical studies.

3 For example, Lake, 1993; Burningham, 2000; Ellis, 2004; Wolsink, 1994; 2000, 2006a. Kemp (1990)

goes so far as to suggest that NIMBYism is ‘‘an oversimplification of strongly held environmental,

political, and moral views of deceptively fecund breadth and depth’’ (p. 1247).

4 Wolsink (2000) identifies these as being Resistance Type A (a positive attitude to wind power

but resistance to more local facilities; Resistance Type B (rejection of local turbines because of a

general rejection of turbine technology); Resistance Type C (a positive attitude to wind power,

540 G. Ellis et al.
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which turns negative during local debates); Resistance Type D (resistance created by project specific

faults).

5 This encompasses a broad range of intellectual traditions that includes, Freire, Foucault and the

Frankfurt School. Space does not permit a full account of this perspective here, but see Fischer (2003)

and Lejano (2006).

6 This is sometimes referred to as the ‘Tunnes’ Plateau.

7 See http://www.colerainebc.gov.uk/stopthewindfarm/

8 See also the more extensive research report of the research available at http://www.qub.ac.uk/research-

centres/REDOWelcome/

9 Only three individual sorts, out of 53, did not fit this pattern—two individuals self-ascribed as

objectors were identified by Q-Method as sharing broad characteristics with most supporters, while

one individual self-ascribed as a supporter was identified as sharing characteristics with objectors.

10 Numbers shown in parenthesis in all sections below refer to statement numbers, as shown in Appendix

1 and 2.

11 Those statements which showed most disagreement among objectors, in descending order of difference

are: Statement 26 (74 to þ2); Statement 35 (71 to þ4); Statement 33 (0 to þ4); Statement 40 (72 to

þ3); Statement 48 (74 to þ1); Statement 20 (71 to þ3); Statement 21 (72 to þ2); Statement 41 (72

to þ3); Statement 13 (73 to þ1); Statement 15 (0 to þ4).
12 Those statements which showed most agreement among objectors, in descending order of consensus

are: **Statement 1 (all 74); **Statement 42 (þ1 to þ2); *Statement 14 (72 to 71); *Statement 44

(73 to71); *Statement 46 (0 to þ1); *Statement 32 (0 to þ2); *Statement 28 (0 to þ1); *Statement 43

(72 to 0); Statement 31 (þ1 to þ3); *Statement 29 (0 to þ2); *Statement 9 (72 to 73). Those flagged

here and in other footnotes with *are non-significant at p4 0.01, and those flagged with a **are also

non-significant at p4 0.05.

13 However, later papers by Wolsink have disputed the use of the terms as a valid concept, for example

2006a.

14 Those statements which showed most disagreement among supporters, in descending order of

difference are: Statement 9 (73 to þ4); Statement 5 (72 to þ3); Statement 37 (73 to þ3); Statement 8

(72 to þ4); Statement 46 (73 to þ2); Statement 50 (74 to þ1); Statement 23 (72 to þ3); Statement

45 (74 to þ1); Statement 33 (72 to þ2); Statement 31 (71 to þ3).
15 Those statements which showed most agreement among supporters, in descending order of consensus

are: **Statement 25 (71); **Statement 47 (0 to þ1); **Statement 29 (71 to 0); **Statement 2 (þ2 to

þ3); *Statement 6 (þ3 to þ4); **Statement 20 (71 to 0); Statement 42 (0 to þ1); *Statement 28 (þ1 to
þ2); *Statement 26 (73 to 74); *Statement 40 (0 to þ2); *Statement 48 (71 to þ1).

16 This includes cross-border issues, the fact that the North Antrim coast attracts a high number of

tourists and the symbolic significance of the wind farms being visible form the Giant’s Causeway, a

UNESCO World Heritage site.

17 It is worth noting that the Sustainable Development Commission’s report into Wind Energy in the UK

is perhaps unique amongst ‘official/state’ pro-wind documents in explicitly recognising that: ‘‘Out of all

the issues surrounding wind power development, landscape and visual impact concerns are the only

ones that are primarily subjective. As the effect cannot be measured or calculated and mitigation

options are limited, it is unlikely that these issues can ever be resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. It

therefore seems inevitable that some people will always be objectors to wind farms in rural locations,

and as UK wind resources correlate strongly with remote and rural areas, disagreement is

unavoidable’’ (SDC, 2005, p. 63; emphasis added).

18 Space precludes the further elaboration of this point which it is suggested moves the authors in the

direction of exploring the literature, experiences and practices of ‘conflict resolution’ for innovative

and new ways of addressing the issue of public objection to wind farms. This point is owed to Dr. Peter

Doran.
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Appendix 1. Idealised discourses of objectors to the Tunes Plateau wind farm proposal

A B C D

1 If you say you are against the proposal that means you
are anti renewables

74 74 74 74

2 Those who oppose renewables are focused on the
present day and short term impacts

73 1 72 71

3 Climatologists and scientists from all walks of life that
have said global warming is nonsense

73 73 72 73

4 One of the most powerful things you can do in the world
is to control energy

3 3 71 2

5 B9 are more interested in making a buck than saving the
planet

3 2 3 2

6 I am very aware of the issues surrounding climate
change and I accept we have to do something about it

4 4 0 1

7 An electricity supply is not a right; it is a privilege of
living in a wealthy country

71 72 0 0

8 Rural people have a much better idea of how important
the environment is than the ocean-gazers with their
BMWs and twin exhausts

71 2 1 0

9 Perhaps the loss of a pristine view is one of the sacrifices
we need to make, in order to live more sustainable
lives

73 72 72 73

10 I’d prefer to see the money going into advising the
developing world about energy use – that’s where a lot
of pollution is coming from

1 71 1 1

11 I think people will be more prepared to embrace
renewable energy when it starts hitting them in their
pocket

71 1 71 2

12 Lets put the same effort into fighting such local
scandals as homeless, lonely and vulnerable people,
dirty seas, littered streets, second home and
apartment development, sand removal and
overcrowded roads

0 0 0 3

13 Offshore wind energy can play an important role in
signalling to tourists that NI is sincere and resolute
about preserving its reputation for clean air and
environmental stewardship

73 1 73 0

14 It is better to build wind farms where people have grown
up with them, like in Denmark – it is so much easier
for them

71 72 71 72

15 It is as if wind farms are going to be the solution to the
energy problem – but they are not

4 0 3 0

16 Putting money into offshore wind farms is like pouring
money down a black hole

2 72 71 71

17 Wind farms may be nothing more than a fashionable toy
to soothe the consciences of people who are
consuming too much oil

1 71 72 72

18 Windfarms should go in areas already built up – for
example near power stations or in towns and
cities

0 73 71 73

19 If you have a windfarm in your area, you should benefit
directly from it

0 1 2 72

(continued)
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Appendix 1. (Continued)

A B C D

20 I know they say that in 30 years the turbines can be
taken away, but who will take responsibility for
removing them

1 2 3 71

21 A lot of people are against Tunes Plateau but only a few
try and do something about it

1 2 2 72

22 I’m bothered about the noise the scheme will create – it
is so tranquil here

71 72 0 71

23 If you look across the sea you see lots of artificial things
crossing your horizon – ships, aeroplanes and
Inishowen is covered with bungalows

71 0 71 73

24 Siting is absolutely the critical thing 0 4 1 3
25 The developers had good PR but when asked real

questions they have no real answers
2 1 4 2

26 There is no place for offshore wind turbines off the NI
coast

2 74 0 1

27 If it hasn’t been done before therefore no-one can
possibly know the true impact

0 0 2 72

28 The company behind the project is not as important as
the objectives of the project

0 0 1 0

29 The developers produced photomontages and I think
they will look back and say they made a real mistake
there

1 0 1 2

30 One windmill would spoil it just as much as ninety 0 73 71 71
31 Seascapes are beautiful and it is therapeutic looking out

to sea
1 3 2 2

32 We have a big issue about it being so close to shore,
5 km is very, very close

0 1 2 1

33 There will only be six jobs created as a result of this
wind farm, but there will be hundreds whose
income is damaged or destroyed in the fishing
industry alone, never mind the effects on the tourist
industry

2 0 4 4

34 Northern Ireland has only one World Heritage site and
it must not be compromised, whatever the price

3 2 1 2

35 Government will not get this project approved if they
rely on public support, it will have to be imposed
on us

71 71 3 4

36 People are more inclined to object because of more
national publicity on wind energy

72 71 72 0

37 I am against rate payers’ money being used to fund a
campaign of opposition to the TP

72 0 71 0

38 The objectors fostered the notion that everybody spends
their entire day looking out to sea

74 72 73 74

39 They want to put the windmills out to sea so that they
can avoid having to get planning permission

71 71 0 1

40 People are not fooled by public meetings, by
environmental impact studies and by surveys and
are not fooled by mock public consultations

3 0 2 72

41 Elements on both sides of the debate have resorted to
misinformation and scaremongering tactics

0 3 72 0

(continued)
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Appendix 1. (Continued)

A B C D

42 Any degree of apathy will be taken as a signal of dumb
acceptance on the principle that ‘silence is consent’

2 2 1 1

43 The concept of a ‘view’ is not a legitimate environmental
issue

72 71 0 71

44 It would not make any difference if there were local
benefits

72 71 73 72

45 I think a more sensible approach would be to try to build
fewer, smaller wind farms in more locations

0 2 0 3

46 Environmentalists are so passionate that they go to any
lengths to push their views and they won’t listen to
any other view

1 1 0 0

47 Whatever compromise is offered by wind farm
companies will be seen as a buy-off

1 71 0 71

48 I suspect this would not be a controversial project if you
did not have a very vocal group locally opposing it

72 0 74 1

49 Development has to be socially sustainable, local people
have to want it

2 3 1 0

50 Developers want the same thing as we do – decent
planning policies, they want to know where they stand

72 73 73 0
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Appendix 2. Idealised discourses of supporters of the Tunes Plateau wind farm proposal

A B C D

1 If you say you are against the proposal that means
you are anti renewables

72 0 1 72

2 Those who oppose renewables are focused on the
present day and short term impacts

3 2 3 2

3 Climatologists and scientists from all walks
of life that have said global warming is
nonsense

74 74 73 0

4 One of the most powerful things you can do in the
world is to control energy

1 71 3 4

5 B9 are more interested in making a buck than
saving the planet

72 3 72 1

6 I am very aware of the issues surrounding climate
change and I accept we have to do something
about it

4 3 4 3

7 An electricity supply is not a right; it is a privilege
of living in a wealthy country

1 0 2 2

8 Rural people have a much better idea of how
important the environment is than the
oceangazers with their BMWs and twin
exhausts

72 4 0 1

9 Perhaps the loss of a pristine view is one of the
sacrifices we need to make, in order to live more
sustainable lives

4 73 2 3

10 I’d prefer to see the money going into advising the
developing world about energy use – that’s
where a lot of pollution is coming from

0 1 72 0

11 I think people will be more prepared to embrace
renewable energy when it starts hitting them in
their pocket

3 1 4 3

12 Lets put the same effort into fighting such local
scandals as homeless, lonely and vulnerable
people, dirty seas, littered streets, second home
and apartment development, sand removal and
overcrowded roads

2 2 2 71

13 Offshore wind energy can play an important
role in signalling to tourists that NI is
sincere and resolute about preserving its
reputation for clean air and environmental
stewardship

2 1 3 2

14 It is better to build wind farms where people have
grown up with them, like in Denmark – it is so
much easier for them

71 71 73 73

15 It is as if wind farms are going to be the
solution to the energy problem – but they
are not

0 3 71 1

16 Putting money into offshore wind farms is
like pouring money down a black hole

73 71 74 73

17 Wind farms may be nothing more than a
fashionable toy to soothe the consciences of
people who are consuming too much oil

71 72 72 72

(continued)

Applying Q-Methodology to Understand Public Acceptance of Wind Farms 549



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [Q
ue

en
's

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] A

t: 
16

:1
0 

5 
Ju

ly
 2

00
7 

Appendix 2. (Continued)

A B C D

18 Windfarms should go in areas already built up –
for example near power stations or in towns
and cities

0 0 73 71

19 If you have a windfarm in your area, you should
benefit directly from it

2 71 0 0

20 I know they say that in 30 years the turbines can
be taken away, but who will take responsibility
for removing them

0 0 71 71

21 A lot of people are against Tunes Plateau but only
a few try and do something about it

0 3 0 1

22 I’m bothered about the noise the scheme will
create – it is so tranquil here

73 0 72 72

23 If you look across the sea you see lots of artificial
things crossing your horizon – ships, aeroplanes
and Inishowen is covered with bungalows

3 72 2 2

24 Siting is absolutely the critical thing 2 2 2 2
25 The developers had good PR but when asked real

questions they have no real answers
71 71 71 71

26 There is no place for offshore wind turbines off the
NI coast

74 73 74 74

27 If it hasn’t been done before therefore no-one can
possibly know the true impact

0 71 0 72

28 The company behind the project is not
as important as the objectives of the
project

2 2 2 1

29 The developers produced photomontages and I
think they will look back and say they made a
real mistake there

71 0 0 71

30 One windmill would spoil it just as much as ninety 72 72 71 73
31 Seascapes are beautiful and it is therapeutic

looking out to sea
3 71 1 4

32 We have a big issue about it being so close to
shore, 5 km is very, very close

73 1 72 73

33 There will only be six jobs created as a result of
this wind farm, but there will be hundreds
whose income is damaged or destroyed in the
fishing industry alone, never mind the effects on
the tourist industry

72 2 72 72

34 Northern Ireland has only one World Heritage
site and it must not be compromised, whatever
the price

71 1 71 1

35 Government will not get this project approved if
they rely on public support, it will have to be
imposed on us

72 71 1 2

36 People are more inclined to object because of
more national publicity on wind energy

1 71 0 0

37 I am against rate payers’ money being used to
fund a campaign of opposition to the TP

1 73 3 3

38 The objectors fostered the notion that everybody
spends their entire day looking out to sea

1 72 1 0

(continued)
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Appendix 2. (Continued)

A B C D

39 They want to put the windmills out to sea so that
they can avoid having to get planning
permission

71 72 73 71

40 People are not fooled by public meetings,
by environmental impact studies and by
surveys and are not fooled by mock public
consultations

0 2 0 1

41 Elements on both sides of the debate have resorted
to misinformation and scaremongering tactics

71 0 71 1

42 Any degree of apathy will be taken as a signal of
dumb acceptance on the principle that ‘silence
is consent’

1 1 0 1

43 The concept of a ‘view’ is not a legitimate
environmental issue

1 72 1 0

44 It would not make any difference if there were
local benefits

71 73 0 0

45 I think a more sensible approach would be to try
to build fewer, smaller wind farms in more
locations

0 1 71 74

46 Environmentalists are so passionate that they go
to any lengths to push their views and they
won’t listen to any other view

73 71 71 2

47 Whatever compromise is offered by wind farm
companies will be seen as a buy-off

0 1 1 0

48 I suspect this would not be a controversial project
if you did not have a very vocal group locally
opposing it

1 71 1 0

49 Development has to be socially sustainable, local
people have to want it

2 3 0 0

50 Developers want the same thing as we do – decent
planning policies, they want to know where
they stand

0 74 1 71
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