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AS OF 2020, 82% OF VOTERS POLLED 
FAVORED MOVING THE UNITED STATES 
TO 100% RENEWABLE ENERGY.
OVER THE LAST DECADE AS GLOBAL warming and climate 
change have become more pronounced, there has been a 
marked change in public opinion among a plurality of U.S. 
voters in favor of moving away from fossil fuels—as of 2020, 
82% of voters polled favored moving the United States to 100% 
renewable energy. 

Preface

Faced with the change in public opinion and 
an international move toward renewables, 
oil companies have been pouring resources 
into petrochemicals and plastics produc-
tion, forging ahead at a rapid rate with 
expansion in the U.S. within low-income 
communities and communities of color.

 The move toward petrochemical expansion is particularly 
pronounced in Appalachia, where the oil and gas industry 
has targeted a 400-mile stretch of the Ohio River Valley for 
a significant development project known as the Appalachian 
Storage Hub, or ASH. Upon completion, ASH would include a 
combination of ethene cracker plants, fracked gas pipelines, 
and underground storage tanks that, combined, would threaten 
the air, water, and health of communities across three states.  
The vast majority of the infrastructure would be used to support 
the production of single-use plastics.

To prevent ASH and its inevitable environmental and public 
health consequences, a number of organizations throughout 
the region have launched campaigns intended to build public 
support for stopping the project and pushing back against 
the industry.  

However, despite warnings about the disastrous air, water, and 
health impacts of ASH, advocates have struggled to galvanize a 
large and diverse movement against the industry, particularly in 
West Virginia, where fossil fuel corporations wield outsized political 
power at nearly every level of government. 

In 2019, the Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition (OVEC) 
approached New Media Advocacy Project (NMAP) with a 
collaboration idea aimed at better understanding of the 
narrative environment around ASH and how environmental 
advocates could employ narrative change to expand their 
movement. This work was supported by 11th Hour Project.

This case study was created to document NMAP’s ongoing 
and evolving work building narrative power with Appalachians, 
as well as to demonstrate how employing a research-
based approach to narrative change can inform and expand 
movements. At the same time, however, this case study tells 
a more nuanced story. The context represented sheds light on 
the ways in which even advocates who are deeply embedded 
in their local communities can form assumptions and biases 
about those communities that undermine their work and 
create barriers to movement building. As such, this case study 
seeks to inform similar cases around the world, while also 
urging advocates and their funders to invest time, energy, 
and money into longer-term narrative change methodologies 
that center deep understanding of community values and 
lived experiences. 

Although the goal of many narrative change projects—par-
ticularly those undertaken from a strategic communications 
and campaigning perspective—is to move audiences to some 
immediate action, the importance of understanding the values, 
feelings, and motivations of those audiences is clearly critical 
for long-term change.
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MEDIA NARRATIVE 
ANALYSIS

COMMUNITY 
LISTENING

NARRATIVE 
CREATION

First, NMAP conducted an extensive analysis of the dominant 
media narratives related to ASH and the petrochemical industry 
in the Ohio River Valley. We surveyed media samples from four 
important groups: 

1) TV, print and online news media and social media; 

2) Energy industry players; 

3) Politicians; 

4) Advocacy groups. 

With a clearer understanding of both the 
dominant narratives at play in the media, as well 
as clear insights on Appalachian core values and 
lived experience, NMAP convened a week-long, 
hands-on workshop with OVEC and members 
of the regional People Over Petro Coalition 
(POPCo). Over the course of the week, OVEC 
and POPCo worked to align their organizational 
values with the community values that surfaced 
during our community listening work. 

From there, they used those shared values as 
the foundation for new narrative frames that 
they then expanded into drafts of new core 
narratives, metaphors, and visual imagery— all 
of which could serve as the basis of their regional 
campaign work to fight the industry. 
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This enabled us to identify the core narratives and 
values being expressed in messaging and stories 
about ASH and the industry, allowing us to determine 
how regional advocacy groups could create better 
press-facing messaging. The media landscape 
analysis also provided a baseline for assessing 
narrative gaps and opportunities that advocates 
could leverage in their own work.

Project Methodology

Second, NMAP set about better understanding 
the cultural and community context of Central 
Appalachia. This included speaking with 
Appalachian researchers from fields including 
public health, social psychology, and youth 
development to better understand the values 
and belief systems at play—like self-sufficiency, 
family, and community interdependence.

From there, we partnered with market research 
firm Spear Strategy, and traveled to West 
Virginia to listen to community members 
directly. Through two focus groups and nearly 
two dozen one-on-one interviews,  we sought 
to understand Appalachian identity, what 
prosperity looks like to people there, and to 
learn about their relationship to people, place, 
and work.
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NARRATIVE CONTENT  
FEEDBACK4

COMMUNITY 
LISTENING

4
To test OVEC and POPCo’s narrative 
content with people living in the Ohio River 
Valley during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, 
we used dscout, a flexible online tool that 
provides fieldwork-quality insights by allowing 
participants to immerse themselves in our 
content on their own time, and in their own 
homes. Participants were recruited from 
towns, cities, and rural areas that would be 
affected by ASH, primarily in West Virginia 
and Ohio, but with participants from Kentucky 
and Pennsylvania as well. We recruited 
participants from a range of political and racial 
backgrounds, ages 18 and older.

We tested the group’s narratives, which we 
coupled with test messages (visual and 
written) that NMAP created to reinforce each 
narrative option. The process determined which 
narratives and attendant messages resonate 
with Appalachian audiences the most. 

5
Participants of all ages and backgrounds 
overwhelmingly preferred a core narrative that 
promoted leaving a positive legacy—in work, 
environment, and community health—for the 
next generation. This core narrative used 
framing grounded in values of family and home, 
independence, community interdependence, and 
defiant ingenuity. 

Key aspects of the core narrative included: Not 
relying on fear or industry name and shame, 
thereby avoiding job loss anxiety; tapping widely 
recognized, positive regional values;  employing 
a positive tone that looks ahead to the medium- 
and long-term future. Critically, it integrated 
environmental sustainability into a holistic vision 
that includes meaningful livelihoods and plentiful 
opportunities, rather than centering environmental 
sustainability as the primary feature. It also 
centers young people while acknowledging 
the hard work and contributions of previous 
generations. 

— Joseph G. 

WINNING 
NARRATIVE

It’s completely true that what we hand our 
children is what they inherit. We need to hand 
our children something that’s good. 
We have to come up with clean, good, green 
ways of doing things because the old way is 
not working and it’s on its way out. 

“
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ADVOCATE 
ASSUMPTIONS
CAN UNDERMINE  
MOVEMENT BUILDING 

“Hard living” has been woven into 
Appalachian masculine identity 
narratives, centering values like 
resilience, ingenuity, and sacrifice 
for the greater good.

“

“

“My grandfather on my mom’s side was 
a coal miner in Harlan County, Ken-
tucky, the worst conditions you ever 
imagined. The hardships of growing 
up in the Appalachian atmosphere 
with the coal miner, the bad lung, the 
bosses, union organizations. We under-
stand hardships. 
— Men’s Focus Group Participant

My dad worked at Monsanto and went 
into a tank to get a safety harness. 
Fumes overtook him and he had to be 
taken out - all black. Guy took out his 
chew to give him CPR. Dad smoked 
until he died. People say that chemi-
cals are harsh. Guess it depends on 
the people  
— Ronnie

Pawpaw was a coal miner up until he 
got killed in the coal mines. Breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner same thing every 
day. They made do with what they had 
and they improvised what they didn’t 
have. 
— Men’s Focus Group Participant

Major Findings

AT THE OUTSET OF THIS PROJECT, local advocates noted three 
factors that they perceived as primary challenges to their work to 
stop petrochemical expansion. 

A regional entwining of identity and industry, particularly 
coal and fossil fuel energy industries. 

Communities either didn’t know or didn’t care about the 
health consequences of petrochemical expansion—people 
were more interested in meeting immediate needs than 
staving off long-term, industry-induced illnesses. 

And finally, that there was a pervasive hostility towards 
environmental advocates that was unjustified. 

Through our community listening work, we sought to 
understand whether these advocate assumptions were in fact 
true. What we discovered was far more nuanced than these 
original assumptions allowed.  

We found that the acceptance that “work will kill you” and the 
everyday nature of severe, work-related illnesses like cancer 
and lung disease—long present thanks to abuse and negligence 
by coal corporations, followed by the fracking industry—have 
normalized many of the adverse impacts that will be caused 
by petrochemical expansion. Indeed, “hard living” and its 
health-related consequences had been woven into identity 
narratives about masculinity, sacrifice, and resilience.  

People expressed a deep sense of pride in and respect for 
the sacrifices made by previous generations of miners, often to 
ensure family survival and in service of “powering the nation.”   
The legacy was seen as a noble one. 
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People repeatedly expressed the belief 
that what they thought or wanted didn’t 
really matter because they had little 
sway over what kinds of industries and 
jobs politicians courted for the state.

WE ALSO FOUND THAT PEOPLE WERE generally aware of 
the long-term health risks associated with the petrochemical 
industry, and expressed sadness,  fear, and anger about the 
likelihood of terminal illness, but not shock. Many hoped that 
the petrochemical industry might be safer and healthier than 
coal had been, thanks to new science. 

It was accepted that corporations and politicians were 
working in lockstep, and that people only had agency to 
the extent of being able to take the jobs that were offered. 
Longstanding corruption was frequently tied to a sense of 
hopelessness. One mother of young children angrily noted 
that politicians seemed to grant more individual liberties and 
economic support to “corporations that poison our water” than 
to everyday people.

Despite their efforts to stop these harmful industries, 
environmental advocates were seen largely as people who 
cared more about trees than people. Environmental advocates 
understandably foregrounded the need for clean air, land, and 
water, healthy ecosystems, and to stop polluting industries in 
their tracks. However, using earth-first framing in a region 
with a people-first worldview meant that advocates were 
essentially “speaking a different language” than those 
they sought to mobilize. Similarly, in a region that prides itself 
on rugged independence, advocates had a reputation for telling 
communities and people what to do and think. Combined, 
advocates had unintentionally alienated their movements from 
mainstream Appalachian culture and sown mistrust  among 
the people they sought to move to action. Frustrated, some 
advocates assumed that many communities either didn’t 
understand the gravity of the situation, didn’t care, or were too 
resistant to change.  

But by talking to people about how they felt about their 
communities and Appalachia, what their experiences and 
worldview were, and how they perceived their own values, 
we discovered that people understood that greener industries 
are necessary and that many welcomed the change, provided 
they weren’t left behind economically. People did in fact feel 
that having good paying jobs was a top priority; not because 
they weren’t aware of the industry’s health risks, but because 
they saw jobs as the primary way to keep their families and 
communities in tact, and by extension part of the Appalachian 
value system around kinship and love in tact. 

By building advocacy campaigns that used fear 
and shock to drive home health and environmental 
catastrophe, that focused on stopping industry expansion 
tied to jobs while providing no alternatives, and by 
centering place and environment rather than family and 
community in their message frames, advocates had fallen 
victim to their own assumptions and biases. In doing so, 
we discovered that they had accidentally reinforced feelings of 
resentment and hopelessness among communities, and had 
undermined their ability to expand their movement.

Major Findings
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TRANSITION NARRATIVES
ARE KEY
OUR WORK FOUND A VARIETY OF positive core regional values 
at play in people’s worldview in Central Appalachia:

NMAP’s narrative analysis found that the dominant narrative around 
petrochemicals and the fossil fuel industry more broadly (i.e. coal, 
fracked gas, pipeline construction, fracked plastics, etc.) was adeptly 
invoking the region’s core values. The industry has positioned itself 
as the rightful heir to coal, and its people-first messaging argues that 
petrochemicals are the best and only path towards family and community 
prosperity. This dominant narrative embeds the industry in identity 
narratives via an “energy production” legacy and promises good pay for 
honest work.

Our early conversations with advocates in the region led us to believe 
that there was an existential fight between two different future cultures in 
Central Appalachia: fossil fuel-centric and extinction vs. eco-centric and 
survival. 

Talking to community members, we found that the majority of people 
just want their primary culture to survive by any means necessary, and 
they feel they have no choice in the matter. The oppositional narratives of 
extinction and survival only sowed frustration. 

As such, there is a significant opportunity to promote a more holistic 
and nuanced transitional narrative that uses shared values to maintain 
coherence with old narratives, while providing hope through real solutions 
and concrete paths toward a healthy, sustainable future. This transitional 
narrative would acknowledge the noble legacy created by previous 
generations (e.g. miners, union organizers, strong mothers, etc.) while 
arguing for a future that will ensure the next generation can thrive. 

A transitional narrative could bridge past, present, and future by 
avoiding industry name and shame—seen as synonymous with worker 
name and shame—and instead demonstrate how economic prosperity, 
environmental sustainability, and cohesive communities and families are 
all connected. Stories and messages attached to the narrative would 
highlight concrete steps and policies to get there. 

Major Findings

Communities on the ground 
are by and large ready. They 
realize in order to survive, 
they have to do something 
new. How do we give them 
the support to do that? 

—Dan Taylor, Campaign Manager

  for Cathy Kunkel

“
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Major Findings

BUILD TRUST AND HOPE
AS WITH COMMUNITIES AROUND THE WORLD that have been 
subject to extractive mono-economies, communities throughout 
Appalachia have largely lost hope in the possibility of real 
change. People that NMAP spoke with nearly universally 
cited corruption and a longstanding history of corporate 
abuse as their primary source of hopelessness. As recently 
as 2019, oil and gas companies in West Virginia were working 
with policy makers to cut corporate property taxes. This came 
on the heels of the Federal 2017 Tax Act that netted those 
same companies billions in savings. Appalachian communities 
have much to be cynical about. 

Change requires belief in change, which first requires hope 
that change is possible. Hope, unlike passing emotions, 
only exists when lived experiences have reinforced that 
“better” is in fact possible; that one’s own actions can 
result in improved conditions. For structural change to occur, 
our collective actions need to result in improved collective 
conditions, and that requires trust.

Throughout Appalachia, trust between communities and 
organized groups with power is near non-existent. There is 
a pervasive belief that no one—not elected representatives, 
not advocates, not companies—would ever enact change that 
benefits everyday people. And so there is no point in trying—
best to accept one’s circumstances. 

By centering shared values, using people-first frames, 
and promoting a transitional narrative that advocates 
for sustainable, community-first policies and solutions, 
advocates can begin to build trust with more communities. 
By developing a narrative of shared Appalachian prosperity 
that opens the dialogue up to community members and what 
they envision for their future, then translating that vision into 
achievable steps, environmental advocates can eventually sow 
hope. The oil and gas industry thrives on hopelessness, 
advocacy could do the opposite.

“West Virginia’s Oil & Gas Industry Pushing for Millions in Property Tax Cuts,” 
by Ohio River Valley Institute

“Inside the Tax Bill’s $25 Billion Oil Company Bonanza, by Pacific Standard

West Virginia local governments collected $123 
Million in oil and gas property tax revenues 2019

2017 Tax Act Savings in Billions of Dollars
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PEOPLE-FIRST CAMPAIGNING
OUR RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS-FOCUSED collaboration 
resulted in a core narrative, metaphors, imagery, and 
messages that tested well with a wide swath of people 
throughout Appalachia. Using that audience feedback, 
NMAP created a guide with narrative change campaign 
recommendations and sample messaging for POPCo and 
OVEC to use as the basis of their regional campaigning work.

OVEC staff subsequently engaged in a series of four creative 
concepting workshops designed to translate the regional 
narrative into a visual narrative reinforced by multi-faceted 
storytelling, localized for movement building in West Virginia. 

Together, the group designed a concept for an interactive 
mapping project that leverages multimedia storytelling, oral 
history, and community visioning. The map is organized into 
layers that act as a virtual timeline of the regions of West 
Virginia targeted by ASH—the “past” layer documents the 
extensive damage and abuse fossil fuel corporations have 
been responsible for, the “present” layer outlines the locations 
and scope of each proposed project in ASH, and the “future” 
layer lays out collections of fossil fuel-free paths and wishes 
for the future that come from community members. Each layer 
includes photos, audio, and stories by real people.

The project is a cornerstone of OVEC’s larger three-year 
advocacy plan, the goals of which are to inform residents 
about the dangers of petrochemical buildout; build support for 
alternative economic possibilities; and affect local decision-
making by actively demanding that lawmakers and regulators 
serve the interests of the people rather than those of polluting 
industries.

OVEC also incorporated the insights and suggestions from 
our narrative analysis and community listening  work into their 
strategic plan, and their communications strategy now centers 
human character and community in all of their messaging, 
visual and otherwise. Their advocacy work has expanded to 
support voting initiatives and racial justice efforts, and strives 
to highlight long-term policy solutions—including fighting 
corruption. 

Similarly, POPCo created a coalition subcommittee to 
develop messaging that promotes the new regional narrative. 
We are thrilled that this work fundamentally changed 
how OVEC and POPCo think about their own movement-
building and communications efforts. 

Further, our narrative work is informing a campaign funded 
by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, has been shared with the 
Heinz Foundation—both are developing region-wide strategies 
for combating petrochemicals—and was cited in an internal 
policy messaging brief by Policy Matters Ohio, which is working 
to create a Green New Deal messaging platform specifically 
for Appalachia. Our hope is that it inspires actions with 
communities rather than for communities.

Without accountability, it’s impossible 
to know what [politicians] real priori-
ties are whenever they get into office.

— Quentin Berg, a Putnam County resident

“

Impact
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MOVEMENT BUILDING
TO DEEPEN THE USE OF NARRATIVE CHANGE in service of 
environmental movement building in Appalachia, NMAP is 
launching an open call for a visual storytelling mentorship 
program, titled Appalachia Reframed, in the fall of 2021. The 
program will only be available to Appalachian community 
members. 

Though OVEC’s work centers community storytelling as a 
vehicle for imagining new futures for Appalachia—futures that 
break free of fossil fuel corporate control and that embrace 
concepts for healthy, thriving, self-determining communities—
the mainstream environmental movement in Appalachia, and 
nationally, remains overwhelmingly white, and comprised of 
older generations and mission-driven NGOs. 

The objectives of Appalachia Reframed are to expand 
the environmental movement beyond well-established, 
majority white-led NGOs and mission-driven campaigns; 
to welcome voices that have historically been excluded 
from both economic policy discussions and environmental 
rights narrative construction; and to foreground stories 
from younger Appalachians, as well as LGBTQA and 
Appalachians from Black, brown, indigenous, and other 
communities of color. 

Appalachia Reframed participants will spend a year devel-
oping their own storytelling projects to reinforce the narrative 
OVEC and POPCo collectively created and that resonated with 
everyday people. Rather than relying on traditional advocacy 
communications models (e.g. calls to action, awareness rais-
ing, shock value, etc.), the program will follow NMAP’s narrative 
change model, which is a multi-phased process that includes 
creative concepting, audience testing, and visual storytelling 
production and distribution that promotes the core narrative in 
dynamic, community-informed ways. To support this work, we’ll 
recruit two regional mentors from culturally relevant back-
grounds—practicing artists and/or technologists with the exper-
tise to serve as the primary guides and collaborators for their 
mentee teams. Mentees and mentors will receive stipends. 

In contrast to one-off trainings, our longer-term mentorship 
approach ensures retention of multimedia storytelling skills and 
an understanding of how narrative-aligned visual media can 
have a greater impact on audiences and advocacy strategies. 

Because this will be the first attempt at creating a narrative 
change approach that works at the individual, community, and 
regional levels, our hope is that it could become a model for 
movement and capacity building around narrative change in 
underfunded regions.

https://ohiorivervalleyinstitute.org/year1/

The energy industry created an 
environment that drives away 
[our] families and [we] just 
want new opportunities to create 
a better Appalachia.

“

Next Steps

— Jacob B.       

New Media Advocacy Project CASE STUDY  |   Building narrative power with Appalachia10



FOR ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT BUILDING in areas with 
longstanding histories and economies tied to fossil fuels, 
there is a deep need for advocates to find ways to tap 
their region’s shared positive values. For Appalachians, 
this revolved around a sense of pride, not in the area’s 
natural resources, but in its people. However, its people 
and culture can only thrive insofar as the land, water, and 
air can support them. Further, corruption often follows 
the extractives industry—a painful legacy for regions and 
countries treated as resource colonies. Hopelessness in 
turn follows corruption, creating adverse experiences and 
intergenerational trauma, impacting a population’s ability to 
future plan.

While not a direct action or a petition, we found that the 
greatest opportunities for movement building in regions 
struggling with entrenched corruption and hopelessness is to 
embrace narrative, storytelling, and messaging flexibility in 
order to seed hope grounded in achievable and meaningful 
solutions. In this way, advocates can position themselves as 
being of, and for the people and part of the solution, rather 
than simply another voice telling communities what they 
should do. 

This underscores a challenge for advocates everywhere 
in the 21st Century. Throughout much of the 20th Century, 
advocates developed communications approaches that 
more closely adhered to battle narratives, invoking warlike 
vocabulary and focusing on “stopping the enemy.”  Now, 
however, society is on the cusp of major shifts, with old 
systems and paradigms and the narratives that supported 
them crumbling. While there is still a need to stop harmful 

industries and systems, there is a significant narrative void 
when it comes to what’s next—or more importantly, what 
can come next. There is a need to dream big and develop 
narratives that bridge the past and a better future. That 
requires imagination, flexibility, and support from funders who 
understand that narrative power equals cultural and movement 
power—real hearts and minds. It is time for advocates to 
aggressively advocate for new paradigms rather than just 
against existing ones.

Conclusion
NMAP’S WORK OVER THE PAST TWO YEARS TO BETTER UNDERSTAND THE WORLDVIEW, 
LIVED EXPERIENCES, AND CULTURE OF PEOPLE IN CENTRAL APPALACHIA—A REGION OF 
THE UNITED STATES OFTEN ASSUMED BY OUTSIDERS TO BE ULTRA-CONSERVATIVE AND 
STUBBORNLY COMMITTED TO COAL AND OTHER FOSSIL FUEL INDUSTRIES—REVEALED JUST 
HOW MISGUIDED REDUCTIONIST ASSUMPTIONS CAN BE. IT ALSO SHOWED US HOW EVEN 
THE BEST-INTENTIONED ADVOCACY APPROACHES CAN FALTER WHEN OVERLY TIED TO 
RIGID MISSIONS AND A LACK OF NUANCED 
MESSAGING APPROACH.
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