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The research presented here blends different theoretical approaches to 

investigate place-based group-building in an urban setting and how environmental 

symbolic, discursive acts as well as environmental stewardship influence place 

meanings. The bulk of this research highlights program processes and outcomes at 

Rocking the Boat (RTB), a positive youth development (PYD) organization that 

serves primarily Black and Latine youth in the Bronx, NY, while the third chapter 

focuses on media representations of the Bronx River. The overarching questions 

driving this research were (1) How do Bronx River-based activities support RTB 

youth’s place and group identity development? (2) How do Bronx River-based 

activities foster Bronx residents’ resistance to negative social representations and 

territorial stigmatization of the Bronx? And (3) To what extent does the Bronx River 

symbolize restoration in Bronx River-related media, thereby challenging dominant 

narratives of stigma about the wider Bronx? To investigate these questions, I 

conducted two studies with RTB and a topic modeling and sentiment analysis of New 

York Times and Twitter posts related to the Bronx River. I employed engaged research 

methods and operated within a transformative research paradigm to conduct research 

with RTB.  

Key findings include that youth who participated in environmental stewardship 



 

activities at RTB engaged in a process of identity construction that enabled them to 

contest the hegemonic, racialized representations of Bronx-based stigma. I also found 

that RTB functions as a small anchor institution, metaphorically anchoring alumni 

identification and social networks, serving as a locus for reshaping place identities, 

and acting as a hub for alumni civic behaviors. Finally, I illustrate how a Bronx River 

environmental group influences NYTimes coverage of the Bronx River and how 

environmental users on Twitter function as an “issue public.” 

I make three primary contributions to the literature. First, I take a novel 

theoretical approach to analyzing positive youth development and center my analysis 

of PYD outcomes around the intersections of place and social identity. Second, I blend 

agenda setting and social representations approaches and employ a not-yet-often-used 

computational method for understanding how the media portrays the Bronx River. 

Third, drawing from Black and Latine geographies, I highlight the agency that Black 

and Latine youth have in rescripting the Bronx and how placemaking through 

environmental stewardship facilitates this process.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The motivation for this dissertation emerged out of my experiences co-

coordinating volunteer oyster restoration and citizen water quality monitoring efforts 

on the Eastern Shore of Virginia, where I worked as the Education Director at the 

Chincoteague Bay Field Station. I watched as Latine, Black, and white families with 

young children collaborated with adult community volunteers and with college 

students and faculty from the Field Station’s member universities. College students 

who were alarmed about climate change worked with college students who did not 

believe in climate change on our oyster restoration project, which was in essence a 

climate adaptation project. I became fascinated with the role environmental 

stewardship played in attracting diverse groups of people to invest their time in a place 

and to foster social-ecological community even as participants all made different 

meanings of that place. 

Places are physical spaces imbued with symbolic meanings (Cresswell, 2015; 

Tuan, 1977). The meanings and material of place cohere and co-constitute each other, 

such that physical place impacts the meanings people give to it just as people’s 

meanings impact the ways in which they engage with the physical elements of place 

(Freudenberg et al., 1995).  

The research presented here enmeshes different theoretical approaches to 

investigate place-based group-building in an urban, stigmatized place (the Bronx) and 

how place meanings are created both through active environmental stewardship and 

through symbolic, discursive acts. I engage place identity, place meanings, and 

social representations theory to understand how youth at a Bronx-based positive 
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youth development program called Rocking the Boat (RTB) cognitively connect to 

place, how meanings shape that connection, and how stewardship may enable them to 

resist hegemonic social representations (dominant, collective, social understandings) 

of a place (Moscovici, 1988). I employ social identity theory and, more specifically, 

literature on group and organization identity, to understand RTB youth and alumni 

cognitive and affective connections to groups within these places. These theories come 

together to inform a place-based understanding of positive youth development 

(PYD), an assets-based approach to youth programming. To better understand 

discursive acts that shape social representations of place, I draw on agenda setting 

literature.  

The Bronx, where this research is set, is a place rich with history and rife with 

social and environmental injustices. It is frequently stigmatized in media and the 

object of “ruin porn” (Donica, 2018; Irizarry & Hildebran, 2020). In centering my 

research in the Bronx and with marginalized youth, I have sought to resist what Eve 

Tuck (2009) terms “damage centered” research that portrays marginalized groups as 

“defeated and broken” (Tuck, 2009, p. 412).1  Instead, I seek to embrace Tuck’s 

desire-based research framework that finds a space between reproducing inequities 

by denying damage and reproducing them by pathologizing damage. Tuck writes 

about how desire  

“more closely matches the experiences of people who, at different points 

during a single day, reproduce, resist, are complicit in, rage against, 

celebrate, throw up hands/fists/towels, and withdraw and participate in uneven 

social structures—that is, everybody. Desire fleshes out that which is hidden or 

what happens behind our backs. Desire, because it is an assemblage of 

experiences, ideas, and ideologies, both subversive and dominant, necessarily 

 
1 Thank you to Neelia Heath for introducing me to this framework 
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complicates our understanding of human agency, complicity, and resistance” 

(p. 418).  

 

Black geographies scholarship takes a similar approach and foregrounds Black 

agency in producing place within and in spite of White supremacist systems (Allen et 

al., 2019; McKittrick, 2011). Similarly, Latinx studies and geographies underscore the 

“agency of Latinx communities alongside recognition of the violence they face” 

(Muñoz & Ybarra, 2019). As a White researcher conducting research with and about 

Black and Latine youth, it has been imperative that I operate within a desire-based 

research framework and with the unabashedly political goal of emphasizing agency so 

as not to reify damage (Allen et al., 2019). 

Dissertation Structure and Overarching Questions  

 

This dissertation first highlights programming at Rocking the Boat, an 

organization located in the South Bronx, NY, which serves primarily Black and Latine 

youth. It then explores the media context in which RTB and its participants operate. I 

present two studies that delve into PYD processes at RTB and a text mining analysis 

of New York Times articles and Twitter posts. Each study foregrounds the agency of 

Bronx voices as they navigate the space between damage and resistance, crafting 

polemic narratives that stem from experiences on the Bronx River. My overarching 

research questions were: 

1) How do place-based, environmental stewardship activities support place and 

group identity development? 

 

2) How do place-based, environmental stewardship activities foster resistance to 

negative social representations and territorial stigmatization? 
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3) To what extent does the Bronx River symbolize restoration in Bronx River-

related media, thereby challenging dominant narratives of stigma about the 

wider Bronx? 

 

Chapters 1-2 

 

 Chapters 1 and 2 draw from research in PYD, an assets-based approach to 

youth development programs that gained popularity in the 1990s. PYD emerged as an 

alternative to more deficits-based approaches that painted youth as needing 

interventions because they lacked key qualities or skills (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; 

Lerner, Almerigi, et al., 2005; Silbereisen & Lerner, 2007). PYD approaches, on the 

other hand, portray youth as active agents in their social contexts and, in taking an 

ecological approach to youth development, emphasize the importance of interlocking 

social support structures that foster positive growth (Arnold, 2017; Lerner et al., 

2011). While PYD recognizes youth assets and agency, it also acknowledges 

challenges students face in their daily lives, and programs often work to alleviate 

challenges to maximize asset development. For example, a youth development 

program that takes this ecological approach could recognize that students who come to 

a sports after school program might also need help with math homework or SAT 

preparation, and they might have explicit connections with guidance counselors at area 

schools or partnerships with other non-profits in the area that can offer additional, 

networked resources to youth. The program directors might offer youth stipends to 

offset train or bus tickets, or they might provide snacks.  

I explored different theoretical approaches to understanding PYD processes, in 

particular, the processes of developing “connections” and becoming contributors to 

society (Lerner, Lerner, et al., 2005; Zaff et al., 2010). Social identity theory and place 
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constructs such as place meanings and place identity represent ways of 

conceptualizing youth connections to each other and to place, and “connection” is a 

key component of PYD assets (Arnold & Gagnon, 2019; Lerner et al., 2011). 

Meanwhile, measuring civic and pro-environmental behaviors aids our understanding 

of contribution to society. Given the importance of place meanings in shaping place 

identities (Bleam, 2018), and given the history of territorial stigmatization in the 

Bronx (Auyero, 1999; Donica, 2018; Irizarry & Hildebran, 2020; Wacquant, 2008), I 

also explored how Bronx River-based experiences led youth to challenge hegemonic 

(i.e., dominant) social representations (Moscovici, 1988) of the Bronx and enabled 

them to shape place identities around new, positive place meanings.  

RTB’s Environmental Student Program (ESP) engages youth in citizen 

science, environmental education, and environmental restoration activities. Students 

uses their peers’ handmade wooden rowboats to complete these tasks.  RTB 

emphasizes how “Kids don’t just build boats, boats build kids” in an 

acknowledgement of how physical environment and activity shape youth just as youth 

shape their environment. While the tagline is about boatbuilding, the philosophy 

encompasses RTB’s approach to youth-building through stewardship as well. This 

approach, their interest in working with a PhD student to delve into new facets of 

program outcomes, and my ability as a former coastal environmental educator to work 

alongside staff and students conducting water quality monitoring and birdwatching 

tasks, shaped our collaboration.  
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Chapter 1: “I got my research right here”: Resisting Stigma on the Bronx 

River 

 

 In Chapter 1, I asked how environmental stewardship activities on the Bronx 

River fostered positive place and group identities among youth and how place 

meanings and reshaped place identities enabled youth to develop new narratives about 

the Bronx in general.  Positive group connections are key outcomes of PYD, and 

positive place identities may help youth envision positive, possible future selves 

(Prince, 2014) and maintain emotional self-regulation (Korpela, 1989). My more 

specific research questions were:  

1. To what extent do RTB’s environmental stewardship activities support 

positive youth development outcomes such as connections to place and 

people (i.e., the development of positive place and group identities)? 

 

Identity is one factor that influences behavior (Christensen et al., 2004; 

Dresner et al., 2015; Oyserman, 2009). At RTB, Environmental Student Program 

(ESP) participants learn about the Bronx River environment and conduct 

environmental restoration activities. I also asked, therefore: 

2. How do youth positive place and group identities correlate with changes in 

pro-environmental behavior at RTB and at home? 

Research with youth in other stigmatized, urban spaces highlights youth 

agency for resisting (Cahill, 2000; Cairns, 2018; Howarth, 2004). 

3. To what extent do place perceptions developed at RTB enable youth to 

contest stigmatized, place-based social representations of the Bronx? 

 

As part of a desire-based research framework, I employed engaged research 

practices while working with Rocking the Boat (Beaulieu et al., 2018; Virginia 

Commonwealth University, 2020). This entailed collaborating closely with RTB staff 
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to refine research questions and methods to ensure they were appropriate for RTB 

participants and would benefit RTB by providing information about their program 

outcomes. To investigate these questions, I worked with the RTB Environmental 

Student Program staff and students between August and December 2019. I conducted 

66 hours of participant observation during this time, along with nine semi-structured 

interviews with summer ESP students and mind-mapping activities2 and two group 

reflection sessions with Fall ESP students. 

Chapter 2: Enduring Outcomes of an Urban Positive Youth Development 

Program 

 

Based on findings from Chapter 1 that youth engaged in some pro-

environmental behaviors at home, developed positive group identities, and reshaped 

their place identities around new meanings gained from environmental stewardship 

activities, I decided to study how these outcomes might endure over time in program 

alumni. While in Chapter 1, I focused on youth’s group identity (i.e., their sense that 

they were part of a group), I focus on alumni organization identification in Ch. 2. 

Alumni organization identification is one means of assessing continued connection to 

the organization and may also influence continued RTB-congruent behaviors in daily 

life (Albert et al., 2000; Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Mael & Ashforth, 1992). I conducted 

a mixed-methods, retrospective study that incorporated a survey and life story 

interviews. I again worked closely with RTB staff—in particular, the alumni social 

worker—to develop an alumni survey. In this study, I expanded our conception of 

social connections beyond different forms of identity and inquired about alumni social 

 
2 Not reported here, as I am co-authoring a paper about mind mapping as an embedded assessment 
tool with RTB Program Coordinator Jasmine Benitez.  
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networks. Since I was working with alumni from each of RTB’s programs 

(Boatbuilding, ESP, and Sailing), I examined broader alumni civic behaviors rather 

than pro-environmental behaviors as a measure of alumni “contribution.” I asked: 

1.  What level of identification with the organization do alumni maintain? 

 

2-3. What roles do place identity (RQ2) and social networks (RQ3) play in 

developing and maintaining strong RTB identification among alumni? 

4.  How does the level of alumni organizational identification correlate with 

continuation of civic behaviors and with RTB-relevant practices in personal 

lives, careers, and academics? 

 

5. What organizational practices does RTB engage in that support or hinder 

initial and continued RTB identification? 

 

 I operated within the framework of engaged scholarship and a transformative 

research paradigm (Mertens, 2016). Engaged research addresses specific community 

interests and integrates community partners into the research (Beaulieu et al., 2018). 

The transformative paradigm acknowledges power as an aspect of the research process 

that “must be addressed at each stage” (Mertens, 2016, p. 213). The survey I 

developed in collaboration with RTB staff included questions about alumni’s 

identification with RTB (present as well as past-perceived), place identity, career and 

academic choices, civic behaviors, and level of participation in the program in the past 

and in current RTB alumni opportunities. I compensated survey respondents with a 

$10 gift card and invited any alum who had completed the survey to participate in an 

hour-long life history interview, for which they would be compensated an additional 

$10. Life history interviews document individuals’ accounts of their lives. They 

provide rich qualitative data that might offer additional insights into the ways in which 

RTB did or did not operate as a foundation for identity development. 



 

21 

 

 

Chapter 3: “A River of Hope?” A Topic Modeling Analysis of Bronx River 

Representations in the New York Times and on Twitter 

 

In interviews with youth and through surveys with alumni, I came to 

understand the extent to which they feel that the Bronx is a stigmatized place, and that 

activities on the Bronx River help them see a different side of the Bronx and rescript 

the Bronx narrative. Giardello (2018) argues that youth identities are formed in part 

through media discourses, and media shapes and reproduces narratives of class, race, 

and territorial stigma (Arthurson, 2013). For this third and final study, I extended 

research on social representations theory from Chapter 1 and used topic modeling and 

sentiment analysis to probe how the Bronx River has been represented in media.  I 

also drew on agenda setting literature, which highlights how news and social media 

build consensus on issues of the day (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Su & Borah, 2019). I 

view agenda setting as one process through which social representations become 

widely shared.  

I focused on two media sources—The New York Times and Twitter—to 

elucidate how an elite, traditional newspaper represented the Bronx River and how the 

same topic was represented by news and environmental organizations as well as 

individuals on Twitter.  

My research questions centered on describing the main topics related to the 

Bronx River in each media source, tracking changes over time, investigating sentiment 

(i.e., positive or negative tone) communicated in texts, and whether Twitter and the 

Times influenced each other’s coverage of Bronx River topics.   
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I asked: 

1. What are the main topics associated with the Bronx River in the New York 

Times and on Twitter?  

2. How have these topics changed over time?  

 

3. How do topics vary across user groups on Twitter? Specifically, how do news 

media Twitter users and environmental Twitter users vary in their 

representations of the Bronx River?  

 

4.  What valence of sentiment do Twitter users and NYTimes writers attach to the 

Bronx River? How does this differ from user-type and article-type 

respectively? 

 

5.  To what extent do Twitter and the NYTimes influence each other in coverage 

related to the Bronx River?  

 

Topic modeling and sentiment analysis enabled me to explore large amounts of 

text from multiple media types and to also understand how these two media sources 

might have impacted each other. Through this chapter, I continued harnessing Tuck’s 

framework of desire by highlighting the ways in which environmental news about the 

Bronx River counters narratives of stigma and damage that dominate Bronx-related 

discourse in general.  

Summary 

 

The bulk of this research highlights program processes and outcomes at 

Rocking the Boat (RTB), a positive youth development (PYD) organization that 

serves primarily Black and Latine youth in the Bronx, NY, while the third chapter 

focuses on media representations of the Bronx River. The overarching questions 

driving this research were (1) How do Bronx River-based activities support RTB 

youth’s place and group identity development? (2) How do Bronx River-based 

activities foster Bronx residents’ resistance to negative social representations and 
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territorial stigmatization of the Bronx? And (3) To what extent does the Bronx River 

symbolize restoration in Bronx River-related media, thereby challenging dominant 

narratives of stigma about the wider Bronx? To investigate these questions, I 

conducted two studies with RTB and a topic modeling and sentiment analysis of 

NYTimes and Twitter posts related to the Bronx River. I employed engaged research 

methods and operated within a transformative research paradigm to conduct research 

with RTB. 
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CHAPTER 1 

“I GOT MY RESEARCH RIGHT HERE”: RESISTING STIGMA ON THE 

BRONX RIVER 

 

Abstract 

This paper presents a case study of an environmental stewardship program run 

by Rocking the Boat (RTB), a Bronx-based positive youth development organization. 

We sought to understand how youth identity development during participation in 

environmental stewardship activities links to processes of shifting social 

representations. We examine how stewardship activities offer youth opportunities to 

re-script a wider narrative that contests racialized stigmatization of their city. We used 

an engaged scholarship approach and a variety of qualitative methods to investigate 

these questions. We found that youth who participated in environmental stewardship 

activities at Rocking the Boat engaged in a process of identity construction that 

enabled them to contest the hegemonic, racialized representations of Bronx-based 

stigma.  Environmental activities, alongside other crucial positive youth development 

activities at RTB, serve as ‘loci of resistance’ (Sisson, 2021) against territorial 

stigmatization of the Bronx. 
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Introduction 

 

Rocking the Boat (RTB) is a positive youth development (PYD) organization 

located in the Hunts Point neighborhood of the South Bronx. Their tagline is “Kids 

don’t just build boats, boats build kids.” Students who attend RTB are primarily Black 

or Latine, and the vast majority both live and go to school in the Bronx. Hunts Point, 

the neighborhood in which RTB is located, has been labelled as “asthma alley” 

because of high rates of asthma linked to poor housing conditions and the local 

transport industry (Kilani, 2019). Hunts Point is also located right on the Bronx River 

and is home to notable grassroots environmental justice and restoration projects that 

have unfolded over the past four decades (de Kadt, 2011). RTB’s offices, education 

buildings, and boatyard sit between Hunts Point Riverside Park and a scrap-metal 

recycling facility, and they share a parking lot with a local fruit and vegetable 

wholesale company. Indeed, the South Bronx has the largest fruit and vegetable 

wholesale market in the country (Associated Press, 2015). Car-repair shops line the 

opposite side of the street. Brick public housing rises above the skyline to the east, and 

Soundview Park’s brambles and trees catch the eye looking south toward the 

confluence of the East and Bronx Rivers. On any given day, you might see multiple 

species of heron and egret patrolling the riverbanks in search of the small fish and blue 

crabs that inhabit the shallows. The students who attend RTB navigate these social-

ecological assets and challenges of the Bronx in developing their identities.  

The goal of this research was to work collaboratively with RTB through an 

engaged research process to understand how their environmental stewardship 



 

29 

programs impacted PYD outcomes; in this case, we focused specifically on positive 

ties to place and to people. PYD is an assets-based approach that focuses on social, 

emotional, physical, and intellectual development (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Lerner 

and colleagues (2011) conceptualize these assets as 6 Cs: connection, confidence, 

caring, character, competence, and contribution. Positive connection to people is one 

desired PYD outcome (Lerner & Lerner, 2016), while positive connections to place 

impact youth’s ability to envision positive future selves (Prince, 2014) and their 

community contributions in the form of pro-environmental behavior (Vaske & Kobrin, 

2001). However, there is scant research linking PYD to experiences in nature or to 

place constructs (Bowers et al., 2021). 

Identity is one theoretical lens through which we can view processes of 

developing connections to place and to people as well as how those connections affect 

youth behaviors beyond RTB. A place identity connects place to one’s self-concept 

and develops through interactions with places (Hernández et al., 2007; Stedman, 

2002). For example, the first author identifies as an Ithacan, which is a way of 

defining where she lives. But place identity also encompasses what she perceives as 

Ithaca’s values, norms, and associated relevant behaviors, and connects her to other 

Ithacans. As with our Ithaca example, these two forms of identity—place and group—

may be entwined (Bernardo & Palma-Oliveira, 2016).  We were curious, then, about 

the relationship between RTB’s stewardship activities and identity: 

RQ1 To what extent do RTB’s environmental stewardship activities support 

the development of positive place and group identities? 
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Identities form and become salient in interaction with other people and places. 

Depending on how salient or central they are to a person, identities can manifest in the 

ways in which people behave (e.g., Ardoin, 2014; Oyserman, 2009; Vaske & Kobrin, 

2001). We thus also asked: 

RQ2 How do youth positive place and group identities correlate with 

changes in pro-environmental behavior at RTB and at home? 

 

In the context of our study in the South Bronx, we also ask: how might youth 

develop positive connections to place when that place is stigmatized? The notion of 

the Bronx as a stigmatized place pervades the social imaginary in the United States 

(Donica, 2018; Burgos and Guridy, 2010) such that there is a shared, negative “social 

representation” of the Bronx. Social representations are shared beliefs and 

explanations about phenomena that facilitate sensemaking in everyday communication 

and activity (Anderson et al., 2013). They can be hegemonic, or shared by members of 

a structured social group, such as a nation-state or community. They may be 

emancipated or result from the exchange of ideas among a variety of distinct social 

groups (e.g., climate scientists, climate activists, and laypeople). They may also be 

polemic: generated through social conflict and not shared by society as a whole 

(Moscovicci, 1988). Social representations, like those hegemonic representations of 

the Bronx as a stigmatized place, also shape social identities (Moloney & Walker, 

2007).   
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While the Bronx may be stigmatized by outsiders, many Bronx residents 

evince immense pride in their borough. It is the home of hip hop, the Bronx Zoo, the 

New York Yankees, and Fordham University. You can buy t-shirts online from a 

Bronx Native store that say “Bronx Native;” the store’s logo is a burnt-out building, 

demonstrating how Bronx residents coopt images of stigma and rescript them as place 

pride symbols. Singer Jennifer Lopez, a Bronx native, instructs people to not be 

“fooled by the rocks that I got, I’m still, I’m still Jenny from the block,” illustrating 

the value of being from the Bronx and how this identity outweighs her newfound fame 

and fortune. These acts of resistance in the face of stigma remind the researchers that 

we have a responsibility to resist “damage centered” research that portrays 

marginalized groups as “defeated and broken” (Tuck, 2009, p. 412).   

Stewardship activities such as gardening offer youth opportunities to rescript 

social representations and to find the “good” in places that are routinely stigmatized by 

broader society (Cairns, 2018). We thus asked how participating in RTB’s activities 

affect youth’s social representations of the Bronx (RQ3).  

RQ3 To what extent do place perceptions developed at RTB enable youth 

to contest Bronx-based place stigma? 

To answer these questions, the first author employed a variety of qualitative 

methods, including participant observation, individual and group interviews, and mind 

mapping (Reported in Armstrong & Benitez, in Prep). This study builds on previous 

research demonstrating youth agency in defying hegemonic representations of their 
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cities and offers a novel approach to conceiving of “connection” through the lens of 

identity in positive youth development settings. 

Literature Review 

 

Identity is a heavily theorized construct. In this study, we were interested in 

group and place identities as manifestations of student connections to place and 

people. We draw from key identity literatures in social psychology and sociology to 

define place and group identity, to describe how they emerge, and to relate them to 

youth behavior and social representations. 

Social identities refer to those self-categories that define an individual as 

similar to group members and as, therefore, different from people in other groups. 

Groups help people define who they are in relation to others and, in doing so, help 

people maintain a positive sense of self (Tajfel, 1974). Personal identities refer to 

those self-categories that define an individual as unique in comparison to others in a 

group (Turner et al., 1994; Turner & Reynolds, 2012). When people identify strongly 

with their group, they come to view themselves as prototypes of the group (Turner & 

Reynolds, 2012). They, for example, might talk about a group in terms of “we” instead 

of “they” or “I” (Hogg & Hardie, 1992). Identity is dynamic, and the importance of a 

given identity can shift and become more or less salient depending on someone’s 

social and physical context (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Oyserman, 2009).  

Although often used interchangeably, in this research, we conceive of social 

identities as broader identity categories, such as race and gender, and of group 

identities as relating to specific groups of students at RTB. We define group identity as 
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an individual’s awareness of, attraction toward, and self-categorization as part of a 

group (Henry et al., 1999). Group identities form over time as people interact with 

each other in group settings (Kitchell et al., 2000). Group interactions shift with 

context, including with changes in physical context. For example, groups of college 

students might interact differently in a classroom than they do in their dormitories 

because these physical settings come with different social norms and behavioral 

expectations.  

We expand on the importance of physical setting to group interactions in this 

research, drawing from research on place. Place is a key component of group-based 

environmental stewardship interactions, and so we also focus on place identity in this 

research. Proshansky and Fabian (1987) define place identity as “comprised of 

cognitions about the physical environment that also serve to define who the person is” 

(p. 22). People develop place identities through interacting with and learning about 

how others engage with the physical components of a place (Proshansky et al., 1983). 

The physical environment is one means by which people self-regulate and “create and 

maintain” a sense of self, and just as a sense of belonging is a core affective 

component of a group identity, a sense of “place belongingness” underpins place 

identities (Korpela, 1989). While Proshansky and Fabian describe place identity as 

more of a personal-level identity, Bernardo, and Oliveira (2016) argue that place 

identity is a particular form of social identity and that it consists of “aspects of self-

identity based on belonging to geographically defined groups” (p.240). In this 

research, we are interested in the latter, social form of place identity.  
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Identity and Pro-environmental Behavior 

Place and social identities guide prosocial and pro-environmental behavior, as 

behavior is one means by which people signal their identification with a place or 

group. Among teenagers participating in a natural resource-based work program, place 

identity mediated the relationship between place dependence and pro-environmental 

behavior (Vaske & Kobrin, 2001). The bulk of research examining place identity as a 

predictor of pro-environmental behavior has been conducted with adults rather than 

youth and adolescents, the focus of our study. Among adults, however, high levels of 

place identity predict pro-environmental behavior in parks (Halpenny, 2010) and has 

been negatively correlated with behaviors such as littering (Hernández, Martín, Ruiz, 

& Hidalgo, 2010).  

Research also suggests that identifying with an ingroup whose social norms 

support environmental behaviors predicts individuals’ willingness to engage in 

environmental action (Bamberg et al., 2015; Fritsche et al., 2018; Jans, 2021; Schulte 

et al., 2020; Wallis & Loy, 2021). As Reynolds, Subašić, and Tindall (2015) write, 

“knowing that those in the same psychological ingroup do X rather than Y, or do more 

of X, is motivating and can affect one's own behaviour” (p. 51). Fritsche and 

colleagues (2018) developed a Social Identity Model of Pro-Environmental Action 

(SIMPEA) designed to apply to any relevant in-group, including place-based in-

groups. In a test of SIMPEA with youth involved in the Fridays for Future climate 

campaigns, Wallis and Loy (2021) found that in-group identification with other 

environmental activists strongly correlated with engaging in pro-environmental action. 

These results come with caveats, of course, as level of identity (high identification or 
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low identification) lead to different results (Bamberg et al., 2015; Fielding et al., 

2008). Bamberg and colleagues (2015), for example, found that people who identified 

highly with a pro-climate action group were motivated to participate in action by way 

of in-group norms and perceived efficacy of their actions, whereas low identifiers 

were more likely to evaluate costs and benefits to their actions.  

Identity Development Processes in Stewardship and PYD 

Youth participating at RTB may identify with many different social groups. 

They navigate the intersectionality of their ethnic, gender, and other group 

memberships while participating in RTB programs, in which most students are from 

minoritized groups. Norton and Watt (2014) argue that positive identity development 

is particularly important for young people from marginalized groups who may grow 

up among compounding risk factors, including poverty, inadequate schooling, and 

poor environmental quality. Strong ethnic identity proves protective among youth and 

positively correlates with higher gains in positive youth development assets (Williams 

et al., 2014).  

Scholars define positive identity development and social competencies as 

important outcomes of PYD programming (e.g., Benson, 2007; Search Institute), yet 

few scholars have examined social or group identity drivers or outcomes of PYD 

(Bruner et al., 2017). However, research suggests that multiple aspects of positive 

youth development and environmental stewardship support group and social identity 

development, including interaction with peers while engaging in activities that both 

challenge youth and facilitate the development of new competencies (Duerdon et al., 

2009). Eccles and colleagues (2003) argue that extracurricular activities facilitate 



 

36 

“adolescents’ developmental need for social relatedness and can contribute to one’s 

identity” (p. 880). 

A variety of PYD program components facilitate group bonding. Adventure 

components in PYD stewardship, such as boating and hiking, provide opportunities to 

“experience challenge, develop competence, and receive ample feedback” all of which 

render them contexts with a potential for positive identity development (Duerdon et 

al., 2009, p. 346). Norton and Watt (2014) found that Hispanic and African American 

youth in a 7–8-day adventure program developed both internal assets (responsible use 

of time, positive identity, and social competencies) as well as external assets 

(perceived support). Delia and Krasny (2018) describe how teens interning with the 

East New York Farms! food justice organization developed a sense of belonging, a 

component of group identity, and how that sense of belonging fed youth’s perception 

that East New York Farms! was a place for self-discovery. In multiracial and 

multiethnic settings such as RTB, common goals that require youth to depend on each 

other for success, common factors in many adventure programs, may foster a 

common, superordinate identity (Brewer, 2000). 

Place, Territorial Stigmatization and Social Representations 

Whereas the literature is clear that youth benefit from outdoor, place-based, 

and stewardship experiences, what happens when these experiences occur in 

stigmatized neighborhoods and cities? Territorial stigmatization is a collective, 

negative representation that centers social discredit in place (Wacquant et al., 2014, p. 

1272; Wacquant, Slater, and Pereira, 2014, p. 1278). Wacquant and colleagues 

describe both symbolic and physical ramifications of territorial stigmatization. 
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Symbolically, stigma damages residents’ sense of self, and it colors what journalists, 

artists, and others produce about the place. Physically, it can foster disinvestment and 

structural inequities in resource allocation. The neighborhood where this research took 

place—Hunts Point—was the victim of redlining in the 1930s and of continued, severe 

disinvestment in the 1970s. According to the New York City government, “huge 

swaths of residential neighborhoods in the Bronx were declared ‘declining’ or 

‘hazardous’ in the government sponsored Homeowner’s Loan Corporation 1938 

redlining map.” Unlike Manhattan, “the Bronx has not seen the same level of 

reinvestment and redevelopment, and poverty rates remain high” (The 90-Year-Old 

Financial Policy, n.d.).  

We can conceive of territorial stigmatization as a social representation of 

place-based stigma. Social representations are shared beliefs and explanations about 

phenomena that help us make sense of the world (Anderson et al., 2013; Moscovici, 

1988). We can locate them in our individual cognitions, but they are created socially. 

Thus, we can also uncover them in conversations, actions, and artifacts (e.g., novels, 

plays, and other media). In Black Feminist Thought, Collins (1990) describes how 

dominant groups create “controlling images” that reinforce domination over oppressed 

minorities. These controlling images are multidimensional, intersectional hegemonic 

representations (Contreras, 2017). For example, the social representation of the Bronx 

as violent—a territorial stigmatization—becomes a controlling, hegemonic 

representation that then reifies social practices, from disinvestment to continued 

stigmatization in the media (Sharkey, 2013; Wacquant et al., 2014).  
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Coping with Stigma 

 Contreras (2017) found that residents of Compton and South Central, Los 

Angeles, CA, responded on an emotional level to stigma by developing what he calls 

“spatial anguish.” They also employed symbolic methods of distancing themselves 

from stigma, including what Wacquant calls lateral denigration, or blaming other 

stigmatized groups, obscuring places of residence, and resisting the stigma with 

statements of pride. Crocker and Major (1989) described “self-protective properties of 

stigma” related to group membership. They hypothesized that group membership 

buoys marginalized group members’ self-esteem a) by allowing them to attribute 

negative feedback to prejudice against their group, b) when they selectively compare 

their own outcomes to others in their ingroup vs. those in the dominant group, and c) 

by highly valuing group attributes that they perceive as high performing and devaluing 

those they perceive as low performing, in relation to outgroups. 

Sisson (2021) critiques Wacquant for failing to acknowledge agency among 

those who are being stigmatized. As McKittrick and Woods (2007) claim, however, 

“the situated knowledge of these communities and their contributions to both real and 

imagined human geographies are significant political acts and expressions” (p. 4). In 

Cairns’s (2018) work with Camden youth, she describes how they “rewrite the story of 

Camden to locate ‘good’ within it” (p.1225). Howarth (2002) conducted research with 

youth in Brixton, UK, whose heightened awareness of Brixton-based place stigma led 

them to deny where they were from when talking to non-Brixtonites. Howarth (2002) 

argues that adults, families, and schools that help youth develop more affirmative 

(oppositional) representations of their place will in turn feed more affirmative self-
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representations.  

Summary 

In summary, place and group identity are two forms of connection and are both 

important for and may be fostered by youth development programs. When these 

programs take place in stigmatized places, youth must navigate that stigma as they 

participate. Territorial stigmatization can lead people to try and distance themselves 

from the stigma, to express emotions such as anguish and pride, and to ignore or 

discount problems and, instead, view their neighborhoods in favorable lights. People 

also push back against and rescript social representations of stigmatized places.  

 

Study Site and Methodology 

RTB is a non-profit organization founded in 1996 by current Executive 

Director Adam Green. Its mission is to empower  

“young people from the South Bronx to develop self-confidence, set ambitious 

goals, and gain the skills necessary to achieve them. Students work together to 

build wooden boats, learn to row and sail, and restore local urban waterways, 

revitalizing their community while creating better lives for themselves. Kids 

don't just build boats, boats build kids.”  

 

Today, RTB serves Bronx high school students through its afterschool and 

summer Boatbuilding, Environmental, and Sailing programs. Bronx elementary, 

middle, and high school classroom groups visit RTB to participate in its On-Water 

Classroom Program, and community members can participate in free Community 

Rowing on weekends from Memorial Day to Labor Day (Rocking the Boat, n.d.). 

Program Structure 

RTB offers students pathways to progress in their skills and level of 
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involvement in the organization. Elementary school students might come to participate 

in RTB’s On-Water Classroom program and return once they reach high school. As a 

Boatbuilder, Environmental Student, or Sailing Student, they then have an opportunity 

to be checked off on multiple levels of program-related skills. Once they become 

accomplished at each skill level, they may be recommended to continue in the Job 

Skills program, which pays students to conduct more advanced projects in their area of 

specialization (i.e., boatbuilding, environmental, or sailing). During the school year, 

RTB students come after school from 4:30-7:30PM two days a week. Over the 

summer, students come from 10:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. four days a week for six weeks 

between July and August. They are paid a weekly stipend in the summer to cover their 

travel costs and food. RTB also organizes overnight trips to nearby sites and parks.  

Recognizing students’ limited access to cash for food, RTB provides snacks. 

They partner with local fruit vendors to offer fresh fruit throughout the year in a wire 

rack in the kitchen. They stock bread, peanut butter, and jelly. During the semester 

that the first author observed the afterschool program, the environmental program 

coordinator stocked a cabinet with cup-of-noodles and similar small meals for her 

students to eat during breaktime.  

RTB offers upward mobility in the organization through its Job Skills program. 

It also employs former students as Program Coordinators, Program Assistants, and in 

other staff positions.  

RTB Environmental Program. RTB receives grants to conduct restoration 

projects, including oyster restoration and marsh plantings, and partners with the 

nonprofit Bronx River Alliance by sharing their water quality monitoring data. They 
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participate in the online citizen science eBird project as well. Students in the 

Environmental Student Program learn how to row wooden boats so they can conduct 

water quality monitoring, bird monitoring, and other environmental activities which 

vary depending on current grant funding. They also maintain a rain garden in the RTB 

boatyard. 

Social Work. RTB employs three social workers who meet regularly with 

students as groups and are also available to meet one-on-one. Social workers organize 

tutoring and college information sessions, inform students of academic and 

employment opportunities, and support them through challenges and successes at RTB 

and in their home lives.  

Participating Youth 

To join RTB, 9th and 10th grade students fill out a short application form. The 

program can accommodate ~45 students per semester in the student programs, with 

additional students participating in the Job Skills apprenticeship programs. Students 

find out about the program from guidance counselors, coaches, family members and 

friends, or from having come to RTB’s school program as an elementary or middle 

school student.  

The majority of youth who participate in RTB are from historically 

marginalized communities and are predominantly Black and Latine. This reflects the 

demographics of the Bronx itself (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts, n.d.).  

Methodology 

For this qualitative case study, I took an engaged scholarship approach and 

operated within a transformative research paradigm (Mertens, 2016). Transformative 
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research engages with the issue of power throughout the research process and calls for 

scholarship that enhances social justice. Engaged scholarship processes encompass a 

range of levels of community participation in research (Stanton, 2008) and reflect the 

values of power sharing and social justice (Beaulie, Breton, and Brousselle, 2019). 

Beaulie, Breton and Brousselle (2019) define four principles of engaged scholarship: 

high quality scholarship, identification of community needs, reciprocity, and boundary 

crossing (Table 1). 

I worked with RTB staff to identify appropriate methods for their students and 

developed a suite of qualitative methods: participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, group interviews, and mind-mapping3 (Table 2). Methods were approved 

under IRB protocol 1905008849, and all parental consent forms were sent to parents 

in English and Spanish in a packet with other RTB permission slips (Appendix A). 

After agreeing that the summer semi-structured interviews put a strain on student’s 

time in the program, the first author collaborated with program staff to develop data 

collection protocols such as mind-mapping and group interviews that fit more 

seamlessly into the established program structure and that could double as group-

building and embedded assessments of program outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Mind-mapping results are reported in Armstrong and Benitez (in prep) and are not included in this 

dissertation, as the manuscript is being co-authored with Benitez, an RTB staff member. 
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Table 1 

 

Engaged scholarship principles from Beaulie, Breton and Brousselle (2019) and how 

they are applied in this study 

 

 

Principle Definition Application in this study 

High quality 

scholarship 

The first principle is that of meeting 

the highest academic standards 

through high-quality scholarship 

(Beaulie, Breton, and Brousselle 

(2019). Engaged scholarship should 

be assessed according to “how well 

knowledge claims can meet 

conventional scholarly standards, but 

also on how well the research 

findings ‘work’ in particular contexts 

with particular people to achieve 

particular purposes” (Stanton, 2008). 

Manuscript will be published in a 

peer-reviewed academic journal 

Identification of 

community needs 

The research is problem-focused 

rather than theory-driven 

Rocking the Boat staff identified 

questions in conversation with 

the first author that suited both 

their interests and mine. We also 

worked out research methods 

together that worked within their 

program and were appropriate for 

their students. 

Reciprocity Engaged scholarship “involves 

sharing knowledge and resources to 

produce sustainable and mutually 

beneficial outcomes for both 

communities and universities” 

(Beaulieu et al., 2018, p. 9) 

The first author served as a 

“researcher volunteer” when she 

was at RTB, conducting her 

research but also assisting with 

program operations, from 

planning lessons with staff to 

rowing, cleaning, and helping 

with bird identification and water 

quality monitoring. 

Boundary Crossing Engaged scholarship is a 

fundamentally transdisciplinary 

approach that assumes interactions 

across multiple disciplines and sectors 

(Beaulieu et al., 2018).  

This study weds concepts from 

social psychology with those 

from sociology. More 

importantly, though, it involved 

the first author’s own, personal 

boundary crossing as an outsider 

in the Bronx.  
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Table 2  

 

Numbers of participants involved, and hours spent conducting data collection 

 

Method Summer 2019 Fall 2019 

Participant observation 37 hours 24 hours 

Individual interviews n = 9 N/A 

Group interviews N/A n = 11 

Inclusion of other in self N/A n = 11 

 

Researcher’s Positionality 

Importantly, participating in activities like rowing gave both students and RTB 

staff some authority over the first author, as they instructed her on the common 

practices employed at RTB. At the same time, her prior knowledge of and enthusiasm 

for birds and water quality monitoring helped her gain respect from students, as these 

were important skills that they were working to gain through the program. This 

balance of newbie and experienced educator helped the first author navigate her 

positionality as a White woman from an Ivy League university in the research context. 

The first author also engaged in member checks throughout her time with students and 

staff and, in quiet moments, would share with them things she had observed and ask 

them whether her observations were in line with what they had experienced.  

Observation 

In 2019, the first author attended the Rocking the Boat summer program, 
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which runs for 6 weeks from July -August. She was present for programs on 11 days 

over 5 weeks (37 hours of observation). In the fall of 2019, she attended the 

afterschool program for two days, once a month between September and December, to 

capture a M/W group and a T/Th group (24 hours of observation). In total, she 

completed 61 hours of observation.  

She was an active participant observer (Mertens, 2005) and embedded as a 

volunteer in the RTB Environmental Student Program (ESP). This meant she helped 

get boats ready, rowed, bird watched, assisted in water quality testing, and participated 

in clean-up activities. She participated fully in Rocking the Boat ESP activities both as 

a means of understanding students' perspectives on how the activities shape their 

perceptions of themselves and the Bronx River and as a means of building trusting 

relationships with students and staff. At the beginning of each session, she introduced 

herself and main research goals to students during their warm-up circle time and 

answered questions from students during activities.  

Active participation, often on a boat, meant that she made field note jottings 

only after the programs ended for the day or during lunchtime (over the summer). She 

jotted down reflections after the program ended each day as soon as possible, often on 

the subway ride home, and turned these into full-fledged, digital fieldnotes within 12 

hours of writing the jottings. On two occasions, she recorded reflections with a voice 

recorder and then transcribed those. Given the observational methods used, field notes 

are a record of the flow of a day, the activities engaged in, and significant interactions 

among students (Emerson et al., 2011).  

Semi-structured interviews  
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The first author worked with the Program Director and ESP Program 

Coordinator to craft an interview guide based on concepts drawn from place identity, 

place attachment, and social identity scales that was appropriate for ESP students 

(Appendix B). In the summer, she was able to conduct 9 interviews that lasted 

between 11-25 minutes. Due to the challenge of interviewing students during the 

program day (both the time constraints and lack of private spaces for interviewing), 

she decided to conduct group reflection sessions in the Fall rather than individual 

interviews. 

Group reflection sessions 

As an end-of-semester activity in the Fall, the first author worked with the 

Program Coordinator and Program Assistants to conduct a group reflection session 

with students. They created a gallery walk of 6 questions about students’ perceptions 

of the river, of themselves, and of the ESP (Appendix C). The Program Coordinator 

took notes during the session, which she gave to the first author, and the first author 

conducted and recorded a staff debrief after the students went home. Group reflection 

sessions were recorded and transcribed initially by GoTranscript; the first author then 

reviewed and corrected the transcripts. In group reflection sessions, the first author 

also asked students to rate how much they perceived Rocking the Boat to be an 

important part of who they were using an “Inclusion of Other in Self” scale, adapted 

from Aron et al. (1992) (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1  

 

Inclusion of other in self scale, adapted from (Aron et al., 1992) 

 

 

Students wrote their names on their sheets with the image in Figure 1 printed, then 

they circled what they deemed to be the correct representation of their self-concept. 

The first author collected and entered their responses into an Excel spreadsheet. 

Eleven students total (5 from one group and 6 from another) participated in these 

reflection sessions and completed the Inclusion of Other in Self activity.  

Analysis 

The first author conducted a thematic analysis using Nvivo (Saldaña, 2013). 

For interviews and group reflection sessions, she conducted an initial round of open 

coding, using the structural codes developed from interview questions (Saldaña, 2013) 

while also identifying emergent codes. The first author then sifted and reorganized the 

codes into broader categories and conducted a second round of coding to identify any 

missing categories or codes. She conducted two rounds of coding on field notes using 

a mix of the structural codes developed from the interviews and emergent codes. 
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Coding field notes both helped her to explore student-oriented themes and to engage in 

critical reflection about the research process.  

We enhanced trustworthiness in this study by engaging in discussions with 

students and staff at RTB about our findings; these discussions were sometimes 

informal and involved the lead author chatting with students during breaks, and they 

were sometimes formal, as when the lead author created interim reports and shared 

these with staff. These member checks occurred over the course of three years during 

which the lead author was conducting the research and analyzing and writing up 

results, lending to their confirmability and dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Results 

Our research questions related to the development of place and group identities 

through environmental stewardship activities, to whether these identities supported 

pro-environmental behaviors, and the extent to which environmental activities 

supported youth resistance of Bronx-based place stigma. We first present results that 

illustrate evidence of group identities, including youth’s description of RTB as family 

and the language they used to describe their similarities to team members. We next 

describe processes through which youth developed group identities, including river-

based group-work, staff support, ethnic and racial identity connections, and interstitial, 

non-programmed moments. We then focus on youth reports of their pro-environmental 

and prosocial behaviors shifting with location. Lastly, we describe how youth 
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negotiated divergent place meanings as they participated in environmental stewardship 

activities on the Bronx River. Youth sensed place stigma from others, incorporated 

that into their own portrayals of the Bronx and the Bronx River, and yet also evinced 

newly found pride in their place, developed through a variety of activities and social 

support. Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect youth and staff anonymity.  

Evidence of a Group Identity—RTB as Family 

Rocking the Boat functioned both as a place for students to individuate 

themselves from others and for them to feel like part of a family. The idea of RTB as 

family showed up in interviews, informal conversations, and the group reflection 

sessions.  

At RTB, Kori found that she could “build a family on something small, just 

like the Bronx River,” referring to the fact that the Bronx River didn’t seem like much 

at first but showed a lot of potential and that, what started as a group “turned into a 

family.” In separate group reflection sessions, Manuel and Marisol both talked about 

how sometimes they would “bicker” but then, like family members do, would be 

“cool” with each other.  

When a Program Assistant asked students to explain what they meant by 

“family” during a group reflection session, this conversation ensued: 

 

Program Assistant: What do you mean by family? 

 

Shane: People I will protect by any means. 

 

Jada: I care for you guys. 
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[crosstalk] 

 

Alejandro: People I can depend on. 

 

[Unknown]: Someone- family, someone I treat as like my blood, like I care for 

you guys. 

 

For some students, this family association is literal because they had actual 

family members in the program. For others, like Alexis who had recently been 

emancipated from her family and who had not known people when she arrived, the 

family bonds developed through program interactions with her peers and program 

assistants. 

Evidence of Group Identity—Burgeoning Prototypicality  

RTB’s program activities deliberately foster a group sense of what it means to 

be a good team member by creating a community agreement at the beginning of every 

session (Figure 1). Inside the boat drawing, students wrote words that they wanted to 

characterize their interactions, and they primarily focused on having a positive attitude 

and respecting each other. Outside of the boat, you see words that describe behaviors 

students thought they should avoid, including swearing and using negative language.  

Figure 1 

Picture of Environmental Student Program group agreement 
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In summer interviews, students described their own similarities to team 

members in similar terms as they had described what made a good team member—in 

other words, many of them saw themselves as embodying those core group traits 

(Table 2). Key core group traits that students saw in themselves included helpfulness, 

respectfulness, and being open to adventure and exploration. Not all students saw 

themselves reflected in the group.  

 

Table 3 

Descriptions of group and perceived similarities to team members 

Team 

Code 

Descriptions of Team Member Student descriptions of their 

similarities to other team 

members 

Helpful I feel like there would be the 

people who would stop everything 

and try and help that person 

(Summer Interview) 

Helping out. Helping out a 

lot. (Summer Interview) 

 

 

Open to 

adventure 

and 

exploration 

Just always respectful, just like 

always willing to do something for 

somebody or like getting out of 

their comfort zone easily and just 

having a good smile on their face. 

(Summer Interview).  

 

 

What makes me similar is 

wanting to be outgoing, 

wanting to be exploring the 

area around us. (Summer 

Interview) 

 

 

Respectful You listen to others’ ideas, you 

respect others, um like following 

the rules is important because it's 

like your life it's your life when 

you're on those boats, because it's 

hard for those boats to flip but you 

never know? (Summer Interview) 

I guess I definitely have the 

listening skills, and I feel like 

that's something that most 

people do have. Like they're 

able to listen, and they're able 

to follow directions. (Summer 

Interview) 
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Participating for more than one semester appeared to be associated with 

students’ sense that RTB was an important part of their self-concept. Out of the 11 

students who completed the Inclusion of Other in Self activity, 7 chose moderate to 

high amounts of overlap, while 4 chose lower levels of overlap (Figure 2). The 

students who viewed RTB as more important to their self-concept were returning 

students who were participating in at least their second semester. In our staff debrief 

after the second group reflection session, one of the staff noted that the group that had 

more returners “very much felt related to the environmental program” in comparison 

to the group with fewer returners, which had talked less about RTB as family. The first 

author also noted that during the second discussion, in which there were more 

returners, first-semester students were quieter and less likely to jump into what was 

overall a lively and laughter-filled conversation, suggesting their lack of comfort with 

the group and pointing to a limitation of the group reflection session format.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

53 

Figure 2 

Inclusion of other in self frequencies in terms of “returning” and “new” students 

 

 
 

 

Transitioning from it’s a “good” group to “RTB is family” 

 The first author had the opportunity to observe students who were brand new 

in the summer transition to being returners and teachers of new students in the fall. 

The shift in the way two of these students discussed RTB in their individual summer 

interviews and the way they described RTB to new students was striking. In her 

summer interview, Marisol had talked about how, at first, she had felt very shy at RTB 

and 

“it was kind of awkward because when I first came there, people were like 

already friends with each other…but now people are definitely close. You 

know, we’re all friends, and I think that’s good.” 

 

Andres explained how people mostly got along but,  

 

“I’d say it’s not always perfect because…people don’t like other people, but at 

the end of the day, we all manage to help each other out, so I think it’s pretty 

good.” 

 

In short, both Marisol and Andres considered their ESP group to be “good,” 
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but did not mention “family.” During their first Fall afterschool program session, 

however, Andres and Marisol were eager to teach new students about RTB and 

explained to them about the things that “we” do at RTB and how “RTB is family.” 

 

Andres and Marisol, who were two of the quieter students over the summer, 

were very willing and happy to share RTB traditions with the new recruits, and 

Marisol explained to them how “RTB is family.”…Marisol said, "Yeah, we do 

this thing at the end, where we put our hands--lightly, not hard--over 

someone's head and we say a chant” (Field Notes, 9/18/2019).  

 

What had happened in between the end of the summer when I interviewed 

Marisol and Andres to make them feel differently about RTB? They had both gone on 

the weeklong, end-of-summer trip with RTB to Harriman State Park, which Shane had 

described as “the best week of my life” during the group reflection session—in other 

words, a potential peak experience that had brought the students closer. Second, as 

returners talking to new students, Marisol and Andres were automatically positioned 

as belonging to an RTB in-group, which may have strengthened their sense of 

belonging and identity.  

 

Identity Development Processes 

 In addition to the weeklong and students’ positions as returners, we 

documented multiple processes supporting group identity development at RTB. These 

included river-based group work, connecting with other students of similar ethnic and 

racial backgrounds, feeling supported by staff, and getting to know other students 

during non-programmed time.  

River-based group work 

As youth connected with the river through ESP activities, they also connected 
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with each other. When students focused on bird identification, they worked together to 

spot birds, note different field marks, and decide on the species: 

 

“Jayden asked Laura to take out a pair of binoculars and start looking for 

birds. RD, who later said, “I was like a hawk today!”, pointed out a bird in the 

trees that no one else could see—perhaps a night heron. Laura looked up at 

the gulls. Then Manuel spotted a night heron on the shore, and Laura got her 

eyes on that, too. Jayden asked people to provide her with colors and field 

marks. Tim and Manuel named the colors, Laura said that the bird had yellow-

brown legs, and we all confirmed that as it flew over us. Jayden passed back 

the ID stuff, and Tim went through the field mark cards, identifying the bird as 

a black crowned night heron (Fall Field Notes).” 

 

Jada reflected on a similar process while monitoring water quality when the 

first author asked her what parts of the program help her feel connected to her team 

members. She describes feeling supported by another student who taught her about an 

acronym for remembering the order of operations for a Winkler titration, which 

measures dissolved oxygen:  

 

 “I would say a time when it did was when we were doing water quality and we 

had to help each other, we have to help each other remember the steps, and 

then we had to do it by ourselves…And that was a good time when we worked 

together and we helped each other” (Summer Interview). 

 

A student who helped with the Community Rowing program on Saturdays 

mentioned in both an individual interview in the summer and during the group 

reflection session that  

 

Andres: [The River] is a place that brings people together 

 

Researcher: How does it bring people together? 

 

Andres: The community, over the summer—on Saturdays, you would have this 

thing called Community Rowing…We learn about other people that we didn’t 

know about (Group reflection session).  

 

Boats were also a key to students’ feeling connected to each other: 
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“When it's time to like get serious like if someone like falls out of the boat…I 

feel like there would be the people who would stop everything and try and help 

that person” (Summer Interview).  

 

These opportunities for connection fostered a sense of RTB as family and 

home.  

 

 Racial and Ethnic Identities 

Racial/ethnic/cultural identities served as topics of conversation and points of 

connection. One summer afternoon, students gathered at the end of the day and played 

a teambuilding name game that included having to remember a student’s name and 

favorite ice cream. Aury, who wore a sweatshirt with a Dominican Republic flag on it, 

said her favorite flavor was chiclet, which is a blue ice cream in the DR, and a 

Program Assistant recognized it and said he liked that too. Blackness, or more 

specifically, non-Whiteness, as both virtue and stigma surfaced as well. In July, a 

Black student called a light-skinned Latino boy “White boy” and he shouted back, 

“I’m not White!” as he crossed through the boatyard (Field notes, 7/16/19). As 

students worked on finishing up Winkler titrations one November evening, one of the 

PAs asked students what they wanted to be when they grew up, and Shane said he 

wanted to be a real estate agent. The following conversation ensued: 

 

 [Unknown]: You can’t wear your Jordans to an open house! 

 

Shane: Why not? 

 

Program Assistant: You have to look the part 

 

Shane: I am looking the part 

 

Program Assistant: But people wouldn’t believe that you could live in that 
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house 

[Unknown]: And he’s Black 

 

Shane: Why you gotta go there? 

 

Santiago: Light-skinned. 

 

Jada: But he still have some pigment. 

 

These identities played a part in youth negotiating their social roles and 

belonging both at RTB and as they envisioned their (and their peers’) future selves. 

However, they did not appear to be a driving force in organizing youths’ friendship 

groups at RTB.  

 Staff Support, Program features, and “Interstitial Moments”  

 Students also noted how staff and other RTB program features, including 

rowing, group discussions with RTB social workers, regular staff check-ins with 

students, and teambuilding games helped them feel supported and gain a sense of 

belonging (Table 4). Students spent time together before, between, and after structured 

program activities, often walking back up the hill to the Hunts Point 6 train metro 

station or going to bodegas to pick up lunch together. These moments also offered 

students points of connection and strengthened friendships.   
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Table 4  

Other supporting factors in group identity development 

Support Code Example 

Staff support I'm going to shout [a PA] out. He decided to take a quiet group of 

kids that don't talk often and get them to talk more, and I feel like 

that gave me a little bit of a boost. Group Reflection Session 

Social worker 

groups 

When we do the social work groups? In the classroom. It helps me 

see how we all have different ideas and we have we're different 

people but like we find ways to connect with each other and for us, 

somehow, we just click. Summer Interview 

Games Well mostly especially on hot, hot days like this, when we stay inside 

and we just get along with each other, play around, crack jokes, 

play educational games like even the Bird on Your Back game. Like 

even that's a type of bonding with each other. Summer Interview 

Rowing You have to work as a team whether you want to or not. Group 

Reflection Session 

Interstitial 

moments 

I feel like honestly, [my comfort] started when like I found out that 

Jada and Shane walk to like the 6 train. Summer Interview 

 

  

 Of course, not all students felt connected to the group. Shawn, who was 

spending his third summer with RTB, told the first author during our individual 

interview how he did not think the students that year had connected as a group: 

“I feel like this group is not, it’s not really called a group… I feel like 

everybody is for themself because like nobody really like clicks.” 

 

In the first author’s observations of this student, she noticed that he and one 

other student clashed strongly during boating and other activities. Shawn had also 

been with the program for three summers and reported feeling bored with some of the 

activities.  

On the other hand, he felt very connected to the Program Assistants: 

 

It's mainly the PAs I feel connected to cuz like, they're older, so like I look up 
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to them more…Yeah, over time, the relationship gets close, you know, it's not 

really the students. 

 

Another interviewee whom the first author observed in several conflicts with 

other students throughout the summer described how her “attitude has gotten worse 

here” because of a particular student who she “always let get to” her. And yet, when 

asked about whether she felt connected to the RTB group, she described it as a  

 

“tight group because we play with each other a lot in friendly ways and you 

know sometimes we would go um we would like disrespect each other but at 

the time we know it would be a joke.” 

 

Observing students in the Fall, the first author watched as students’ particular 

personalities and challenges at home and school sometimes affected their abilities to 

engage in activities, which then impacted the way the group at large responded to 

them. One student was consistently exhausted during the Fall and would often stop 

participating and lie down to sleep, which then made other students upset because she 

was not taking part. The author observed one instance of a student from the 

Dominican Republic being asked, “Are you even American?” when she explained that 

she didn’t know what IHOP was. And so, while we have primarily painted a portrait of 

an increasing sense of RTB as an important component of identity, certainly this was 

not the case for all students.  

 

RTB Behavior vs. Behaviors “Up the Block” 

In summer interviews, students defined a number of behaviors that they had 

learned about at Rocking the Boat and then reported reenacting at home (Table 5). For 

example, two students talked about reducing their water consumption at home after 
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having learned about water flow and combined sewer overflow systems in the Bronx 

River. Another student reported that he had become more responsible after making it a 

habit to not be lazy at RTB. This same student and another reported being less likely 

to litter after having seen the impact of plastic trash in the river.   

 

Table 5  

RTB Student Behavior Changes and Example Quotes 

Behavior Quote 

Water 

Conservation 

Taking long showers…So like now that I see the consequences, I 

don't do it as much, like little things like that that we think is not 

going to make much difference it does (Summer interview)  

My mom likes to leave the water in the sink running, so it gets 

me mad, because I tell her to turn it off” (Summer interview) 

Prosocial 

behaviors 

I AM more responsible. Yeah, I AM more responsible, but like 

with my things and like keeping my room clean, just my house in 

general, listening to my siblings, my parents, whoever. Yeah, I 

feel like I've gotten more responsible and more active cuz here 

it's like you gotta do a lot and you can't be lazy, so I feel like I've 

gotten more active, and I do more things, I'm not tired as easily 

(Summer interview) 

Trash Like say if I like littered drunk a water bottle and threw the 

water bottle in the water, now I won't do that (Summer 

Interview) 

I try to clean up more, because I see how much like how much of 

a change we've seen because I wasn't seeing videos about how 

the ocean is being polluted and stuff and effects to wildlife and 

sea life and like that, so I've seen like the effects of it (Summer 

interview) 

 

However, in the fall group reflection sessions, students in the second group had 

a lengthy conversation about how they are different “up the block” than they are at 

Rocking the Boat. For one student, this meant using different language and not 

cursing, but two other students discussed how they are happy and nice at Rocking the 
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Boat but “mad” when they are walking down the block.  

 

Jada: Just starting this program was a new experience. When you first come 

here you actually realize you can view things differently in the same place like 

up the block you can play basketball, down here you can be saving fishies 

[sic]. 

 

Researcher: You feel like you're a different person when you're here than 

when you're up the block. 

 

Shane: Oh, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. 

 

Participant: [unintelligible] exactly. 

 

Ema: Slightly more professional. 

 

Shane: When I'm here, I act so nice. 

 

Researcher: More professional? 

 

Ema: We're not allowed to curse. 

 

Alejandro: For real. When I'm here I got a smile on my face, when I'm walking 

down the block, I be mad. 

 

 And yet even one of the students who claimed to be very different up the block 

also came to RTB one day and proudly shared that he had used some of the knowledge 

he had gained about Phragmites, an invasive plant that grows along the river, in 

school that day. He was particularly proud that his teacher had been impressed with 

his knowledge.  

 

Responding to Stigma 

Both RTB staff and students repeatedly expressed the idea that people—both 

in and outside of the Bronx—consider the Bronx in a negative light. In the end-of-fall 

group reflection sessions, the first author had asked students to place themselves on a 
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line to represent what they thought of the river’s water quality since coming to RTB. 

Was it dirtier than they thought it would be (one end of the line) or cleaner than they 

thought it would be (the other end of the line)? Most students clustered around the 

“cleaner than I thought” end in both sessions. They then explained their choice of spot 

on the line: 

Ahmed: I was thinking that since it's the Bronx River, it's going to be way 

dirtier than I expected it. When I just started doing the water quality, it wasn't 

even that bad. 

 

Researcher: Why did you think because it's the Bronx River? 

 

Ahmed: People associate the Bronx with being dirty. 

 

Researcher: Had you heard that from somebody? Is that something that other 

people had heard too? 

 

Manuel: I heard from [Program Assistant]. 

 

Andres: I heard that. I see the news. 

 

Researcher: What was that? 

 

Andres: The news. They think of us as a low range, as some sort of lower 

community. That we don't take care of this kind of stuff. 

 

Laura: Yes, the Bronx is one of those. It's like the biggest place for garbage 

disposal, so the Bronx is known for being the garbage disposal place. A bunch 

of garbage is always  

brought here, and that's why we have the highest asthma rate and all this other 

stuff. 

 

The strength of this perception as expressed during our group reflection 

sessions even surprised the Program Assistants (PA), although they themselves 

admitted to having family who viewed the Bronx negatively. One PA sympathized 

with the student who discussed people thinking that the Bronx was lower class:  
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“Andres said what really stuck to me. He was saying that people perceive us 

as like some low-end class people, just because of the fact that we're in the 

Bronx and people always are very quick to be misguided of what the Bronx 

really is, that the Bronx is so dirty, the Bronx is so bad. I share what he went 

through personally.” 

 

Environmental action and litter awareness promoted in the program prompted 

students to discuss the differences between litter infrastructure in their borough vs. 

other boroughs, with a particular focus on Manhattan. When asked about how to 

diminish the negative impacts of stormwater runoff, Alicia and Jada suggested to the 

summer program coordinator that people a) not litter and b) there needed to be more 

trash cans in the Bronx. Jada said, "There's only a trash can every 5 blocks. In 

Manhattan and Brooklyn, it's like every block."  

A September conversation with three new students elicited a similar 

comparison between the boroughs: 

“While we were waiting to start, Ahmed was looking at a poster on the wall of 

the river in which the river is blue and full of life and he said, ‘That's not what 

it really look like.’  

 

I asked him what it really looked like and he said, ‘Brown and broken, just like  

everything else in the Bronx.’ 

 

I looked at him, sad that he felt that way, and asked, ‘Do you really feel like 

that?’ And he said yes, and that ‘when you go to Manhattan everything is 

cleaner, but here, trash everywhere.’ 

 

Laura and Alicia pushed back and mentioned that there were trashy parts of 

Manhattan, too: ‘Some parts of Washington Heights’ mentioned Laura. (Field 

notes excerpt). 

 

And yet, a variety of activities, including water quality monitoring, community 

rowing, and birdwatching gave youth material for contesting what they saw as an 

unfair representation of their communities. Water quality monitoring offered them 
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data in favor of more positive representations of the River and the Bronx in general. 

As one student told the first author in an interview: 

“[Water quality monitoring] makes me think that people have too much 

judgment…Yeah, you know people say the South Bronx is like the dirtiest part 

of New York ever, but they need to go check their research because I got my 

research right here” (Summer Interview) 

 Bird watching let them see that the Bronx River was a special place and a 

home to what they perceived as special birds.  

“I actually never knew there was birds like the great crowned night heron [in 

the Bronx], I never knew about that, like I didn't think those birds would be out 

here. I thought those birds would be somewhere else by you know, other 

places” (Summer Interview). 

And Community Rowing offered them a chance to share their love of rowing 

and the river with others from outside the community and to help shift those outsiders’ 

perceptions of the river in turn.  

People don't realize that there is a Bronx River or they are surprised by how 

not dirty it is, or even people that are part of the community and grew up 

around here reflect on their stories about how ‘when we were little, we 

couldn't even swim here.’ (Program Assistant, Staff Debrief) 

 

Results Summary 

Through a variety of qualitative data, including participant observation, 

interviews, and group reflection sessions, we found that students not only gained 

ecological place meanings at Rocking the Boat, but these new place meanings serve an 

important purpose: contesting Bronx related place stigma. We began with the question 

of how the environmental activities serve to support positive youth development 

outcomes, particularly identity and environmental behavior. Our results demonstrate 

that youth do report some small changes in behavior at home, particularly related to 

water conservation and waste disposal. Our results also demonstrate that, as youth 



 

65 

work together on rowboats to bird watch and monitor water quality, they build 

important social connections that feed a sense of RTB as family and of the Bronx as 

different than they had once thought. This does not mean that they are incognizant of 

the environmental and social challenges present in the Bronx but rather that they may 

be better able to resist social stigma associated with their borough.  

Discussion 

In this study, we asked how the environmental stewardship activities at 

Rocking the Boat enhanced youth place and group identity and pro-environmental 

behavior. We also asked how these activities, and youths’ growing connections to 

each other and to place, might enable them to contest place stigma in the Bronx. 

Results suggest that environmental stewardship activities like water quality monitoring 

and birdwatching were important factors in youth negotiating their perceptions of the 

river, in developing social cohesion and, for some, a stronger group identity. This 

research adds to scholarship linking group and place identity in three ways: 1) it 

highlights intertwined cognitive and place-based processes important in shaping 

identity; 2) it highlights place as an important salience factor in determining identity-

congruent behaviors; and 3) it illuminates how positive notions of group and place 

support youth contestation of stigma.  

Intertwined Place and Group Processes 

We present three ways in which place and group processes intertwined at RTB. 

We argue that river-based activities represent a co-constitution of place and group, we 

describe the ways in which river-based and other stewardship activities offered 

opportunities for engaging in different forms of reciprocity (Larson, 2007), and we 
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discuss how adventure activities support group building.  

Co-Constituting Group and Place 

Hummon (1992) argues that people’s feelings about a community arise in 

physical place but are mediated by social experiences (p. 262). Teens in this study 

emphasized the importance of place as a mediator of self-regulation and social 

interaction. They described the Bronx River and RTB itself as safe havens where they 

could be themselves and escape from the pressures of “up the block,” evidence of self-

regulation (Korpela, 1989). Korpela (1989) situates place as the stage on which social 

and individual experiences occur. In this sense, the Bronx River is the stage on which 

the RTB social interactions required to accomplish tasks such as water quality 

monitoring play out. But this concept of a stage belies the importance of the river in 

co-constituting youth’s social experiences as they rowed in it, collected and tested 

water from it, and collected and restored species in it. The river also became integral 

to youth’s re-conceptualizations of the Bronx and of their broader, Bronx identity.  

Place-based activities offer opportunities for teamwork/group development 

The format of RTB’s program facilitates the entanglement of place and group 

processes by enabling different forms of reciprocity (Larson, 2007) between staff and 

students, among peers, and even between the river itself and students. Larson (2007) 

indicates three forms of reciprocity that enabled team development in a youth 

program: (1) helping and being helped, (2) getting and giving feedback, and (3) 

leading and being led. At RTB, river-based environmental activities offered youth 

opportunities to engage in each form of reciprocity. Students indicated the importance 

of helping when they talked about what makes a good team member, and they also 
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indicated that they embodied helpfulness in their own roles as team members. They 

had the opportunity to give and receive feedback and to lead each other (captaining the 

boat, for example, or leading each other in the steps of a Winkler titration) and to be 

led. This type of action (leading each other) and receiving feedback from peers also 

feature in the identity literature as processes that enhance identification (Stapleton, 

2015).  

Larson reports that these forms of reciprocity help youth view themselves as 

part of a larger, collaborative system. In our study, we see that youth not only view 

themselves as part of the RTB system but also as a part of the Bronx social-ecological 

system, where they view themselves now as actors in cleaning up the river while 

receiving feedback from the river in the form of “escape” and of a re-evaluation of 

what the Bronx means.  

Adventure component leads to team building/identity building 

Both RTB’s adventure-type programming and its focus on long-term 

experiences lend themselves to identity-related positive youth development outcomes. 

Adventure programs often bring youth to unfamiliar contexts, and the combination of 

new ideas, new people, and new places, when supported by competent mentors, can 

foster positive identities in minoritized youth (Norton & Watt, 2014). Larson (2007) 

also notes the importance of program structures and staff support that guarantee 

interpersonal safety and facilitate youth collaboration.  In programs such as RTB that 

include an adventure component, staff support not just interpersonal safety but also 

physical safety, potentially enhancing their capacity for developing close relationships 

with students. Students at RTB perceived program staff as supporting their emotional 
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well-being, an important component of feeling a sense of belonging at RTB. 

Additionally, as students mention, RTB’s core environmental program activities, 

which often require rowing in the river to accomplish, require students to work as a 

team or, as one student mentioned, they might literally fall out of the boat. Adventure 

activities combined with place-based stewardship activities that require youth to build 

new skills foster a place competence, a core component of place identity (Proshansky, 

Fabian & Kaminoff, 1983).    

Place, Salience, and Behavior 

Although some students considered RTB as integral to their self-concept, as 

illustrated by the inclusion of other in self activity, they reported that this did not 

necessarily guide their behavior away from RTB. RTB and its environs (place) served 

as a salience-trigger for students’ identity motivated behaviors, and, not surprisingly, 

their RTB identity appears wrapped up in the place of RTB itself. This aligns with 

work on identity-based motivation, which suggests that people construct identities 

dynamically depending on the situation (e.g., Oyserman, 2009; Oyserman et al., 

2017). According to the identity-based motivation model, situations cue identities, but 

the meaning of an identity also depends on the situation. For example, identifying as 

an environmentalist youth at RTB might mean something different (i.e., positive 

attitude toward the environment and ensuing behaviors, such as picking up litter) than 

identifying as an environmentalist at school, where that identity might not be as easy a 

“fit.”  

Youth Agency in Polemic Social Representations 

Place meanings shape place identities (Carter et al., 2007; Proshansky et al., 
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1983). Previous research with environmental programs in the Bronx found that 

students gained ecological place meanings through their participation, meaning they 

began perceiving the natural or environmental dimensions of their city 

(Kudryavtsev et al., 2012; Russ et al., 2015). Like the RTB students whose 

narratives Russ and colleagues (2015) share in their work, the students in this study 

were unaware of the ecological dimensions of the Bronx prior to participating in 

RTB. Russ and colleagues link this shift in place meanings to changes in students 

becoming environmental leaders in their communities or organization. In this 

study, we demonstrate how ecological place meanings also nurture seeds of 

polemic social representations and support positive reappraisals of youth’s place 

identities.  

McKittrick and Woods (2007) argue that Black geographic knowledge and 

Black sense of place are “undermined by hegemonic spatial practices” (p. 7). At RTB, 

Black and Latine youth explore urban nature and begin pushing back against 

hegemonic spatial discourses and defying hegemonic spatial practices that limit 

recreational activities, such as sailing and boating, to White youth. While Delia and 

Krasny (2018) focused on how ENYF was a place to ‘become yourself’ and ‘re-story’ 

their notions of self, we describe in this study how youth not only developed new 

notions of self but of their social place identities.  

This work builds on that of Nayak (2019), who sought in his study of the 

Teesside community to challenge the Wacquantian assertion that residents of urban, 

stigmatized places undercut their own ability to engage in collective action by 

fulfilling narratives of stigma about their place (Wacquant et al., 2014). Instead, 
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Nayak (2019), and our research, demonstrate how urban residents do indeed engage in 

collective production and rescripting of place; in the words of social representation 

scholars, they develop polemic representations that challenge dominant narratives 

(Moscovici, 1988).  Students expressed feeling stigmatized in the Bronx but also 

evinced pride and resistance to this narrative, one of the key coping methods described 

in territorial stigmatization (Wacquant, 2014). Members of Friends of Soundview 

Park, who seek to transform the park situated directly across the Bronx River from 

RTB, describe trying “not to talk about the old, bad times” at Soundview and instead 

focus on the “good times” and the “potential” (Enqvist et al., 2019, p. 598). These 

adult environmental stewards of the Bronx River seek to move beyond discourses of 

damage. But like the teens in Cahill’s (2000) and Cairns’ (2018) studies, RTB students 

had both “cynical and critical perspectives on their neighborhood and social 

surroundings,” (Cahill, 2000, p. 252) regularly expressing their sense that the Bronx 

was under-resourced in comparison to other boroughs when it came to environmental 

cleanliness (trash disposal in particular). Yet they also developed polemic social 

representations that emerged during environmental stewardship and other river-based 

activities and that gave them hard data and tangible observations.   

Limitations 

 This study has several limitations. First, the first author was able to interview a 

limited number of students and for a limited amount of time due to challenges with 

obtaining parental waivers and the need to conduct the interviews in between program 

activities. Second, the first author’s dual status as a both a White outsider and an 

organizational insider may have influenced students’ responses or their willingness to 
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share their feelings and perceptions fully. The first author became friendly with staff 

and was seen as an extra staff member by students. While her status as a racial and 

ethnic, geographic outsider may have led them to perceive prejudice and engage in 

positive, self-affirming talk to defy perceived negative expectations (Miller and 

Myers, 1998), her status as an organizational insider may have dissuaded them from 

expressing concerns fully. The fact that two students did discuss their negative 

experiences in the program with her during interviews suggests that her organization 

insider status may not have skewed results. Future research could employ more 

student artefacts that represent less researcher or staff-mediated representations of 

their program perceptions. Photovoice, for example, might be a more effective way of 

capturing individual students’ perceptions of the program. While engaged scholarship 

offers many opportunities for scholars and organizations alike, it also impacts the 

researcher’s positionality in relationship to organization members (vs. leaders) and 

future engaged scholarship research should continue to contend with the opportunities 

and limitations that this positionality affords.   

Conclusion 

 

In our introduction, we cited Eve Tuck’s (2009) letter about resisting damage-

based narratives and instead embracing a research framework based in desire. Tuck 

writes that “it is crucial to recognize that our communities hold the power to begin 

shifting the discourse away from damage and toward desire and complexity” (p. 422). 

This research demonstrates how place-based PYD and environmental stewardship may 

offer particularly fertile ground for the work of shifting narratives of place stigma. 
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Students at RTB grapple with the “bad times” while also recognizing the “potential” in 

the river and erroneous characterizations of River and their city. Through supporting 

youth’s positive reappraisal of their place identities and their positive connections to 

other RTB youth, place-based, environmental activities at RTB served as “loci of 

resistance” (Sisson, 2021) against territorial stigmatization of the Bronx. 
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Parental Consent for Youth Participation in Research Study 
Principal Investigator: Anne Armstrong 

Faculty Advisor: Marianne Krasny 
Study Title: Place, Identity, and Environmental Stewardship 

Dear Parents and Guardians, 
 
My name is Anne Armstrong, and I am a Ph.D. candidate at Cornell University. I am 
conducting a research study about how environmental stewardship, such as installing 
suspended wetlands and conducting water quality monitoring, fosters social connections 
among youth at Rocking the Boat. Rocking the Boat is familiar with and has given me 
permission to conduct this research over the summer and fall of 2019 and is facilitating this 
communication to you to tell you about the study and give you an opportunity to decide if 
you want your child to participate. Participation is voluntary.  
 
If you allow your child to participate, I will be conducting interviews at the end of the fall 
semester. I will also be observing group interactions during the program. The interviews will 
take between 30-60 minutes, and I will be asking youth about their experiences during the 
fall, how they feel about the Bronx River as a place, what they have learned about 
themselves and the work involved, and what they think it means to be a good Rocking the 
Boat team member. Audio from the interviews will be recorded.  
 
There are no known risks to your child from participating in this study. Your child will not 
directly benefit from this research. Their participation may benefit others by informing future 
Rocking the Boat and other similar organizations’ programming.  
 
This research is anonymous. No names or other identifying information will be collected. 
If you have any questions or need help understanding this form, please contact Anne 
Armstrong at aka67@cornell.edu or 781-264-7505. If you wish to share a concern or 
complaint, please contact the Cornell Institutional Review Board for Human Participants (IRB) 
at irbhp@cornell.edu, or by calling 607-255-5138. You can also report anonymously through 
Ethicspoint at www.hotline.cornell.edu, or by calling 1-866-293-3077. Ethicspoint is an 
independent organization that serves as a liaison between the University and the person 
bringing the complaint so that anonymity can be ensured.   
 
If you would like your child to participate, please sign the form below and return it to the 
RTB office. 
 
If you do not wish your child to participate, no further action is necessary.  
 
Principal Investigator: Anne Armstrong 
Faculty Advisor: Marianne Krasny 
Study Title: Place, Identity, and Environmental Stewardship 
Notification of Consent: 
I give permission for my child to participate in the study described above. 
 
__________________ 
Print Child’s Name 

mailto:aka67@cornell.edu
mailto:irbhp@cornell.edu
http://www.hotline.cornell.edu/
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_______________________                 ___________________________                   
_______________ 
Parent/Guardian’s Name                       Parent/Guardian’s Signature                            Date 

 

 
 

Consentimiento Parental para la Participación de Jóvenes en una 
Investigación 

Investigador principal: Anne Armstrong 
Consejero Académico: Marianne Krasny 

Nombre del estudio: Lugar, identidad y responsabilidad ambiental 
 

Queridos padres y tutores, 
 
Mi nombre es Anne Armstrong, soy candidata a Ph.D. de la Universidad de Cornell. Estoy 
realizando una investigación sobre como la responsabilidad ambiental como por ejemplo:  la 
instalación de plataformas suspendidas en humedales o el monitoreo de calidad del agua, 
fomentan las relaciones sociales entre los jóvenes en Rocking the Boat.  Ellos estan al tanto 
de esta investigación y han brindado su autorización para que se realice durante el verano y 
otoño de 2019. Roacky the boat  también ha facilitando esta comunicación con usted para 
informarle sobre este estudio y darle la oportunidad de decidir si desea que su hijo participe 
del mismo o no.  
La participación es voluntaria. 
 
Si está de acuerdo en que su hijo participe, yo realizaré una entrevista al final del programa 
de otoño. También estaré observando las interacciones entre los grupos de participantes a lo 
largo del programa. Las entrevistas duraran entre 30 y 60 minutos, en donde preguntaré a 
los jóvenes sobre sus experiencias durante el otoño en el programa, cómo se sienten con 
respecto al río Bronx como un lugar, qué han aprendido sobre ellos mismos y el trabajo que 
han realizado, y qué piensan ellos que significa ser un buen miembro del equipo de Rocking 
the Boat. Se grabará el audio de las entrevistas. 
 
No existen riesgos conocidos para su hijo por participar en este estudio. Su hijo no se 
beneficiará directamente de esta investigación. La participación de su hijo en el estudio 
puede beneficiar a otras personas a informarse de futuras programaciones de Rocking the 
Boat y otras organizaciones similares. 
Esta investigación es anónima. No se realizaran registros de nombres u otra forma de 
identificación. 
 
De tener preguntas sobre el estudio o necesitar ayuda para entender este formulario, estaré 
complacida en responderlas. Por favor contactarse con Anne Armstrong al email 
aka67@cornell.edu o al teléfono 781-264-7505. Si desea compartir alguna inquietud o queja, 
por favor comuníquese con la Junta de Revisión Institucional de Cornell para Participantes 
Humanos (IRB) en irbhp@cornell.edu, o llame al 607-255-5138. También puede informar 
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cualquier evento de manera anónima a través de Ethicspoint en www.hotline.cornell.edu, o 
llamando al 1-866-293-3077. Ethicspoint es una organización independiente que sirve de 
enlace entre la Universidad y la persona que presenta la queja para garantizar el anonimato. 
Si esta de acuerdo en que su hijo participe, por favor firme el formulario a continuación y 
devuélvalo a la oficina de RTB. 
Si no desea que su hijo participe, no es necesario tomar ninguna otra medida. 

Investigador principal: Anne Armstrong 
Consejero Académico: Marianne Krasny 

Nombre del estudio: Lugar, identidad y administración ambiental 
 
Notificación de Consentimiento: 
 
Yo concedo el permiso para que mi hijo participe en el estudio descrito anteriormente. 
 
 
________________________________________ 
Escriba el nombre del participante 
 
 
_______________________                ________________________        _______________ 
Nombre de los padres / tutores         Firma de los padres / tutores          Fecha 
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Appendix B 

 

Youth Interview Assent Script & Schedule 

My name is Anne Armstrong, and I am a Ph.D. candidate at Cornell University. I am 

conducting a research study about how environmental stewardship fosters social 

connections. I am conducting interviews with leaders and volunteers from stewardship 

programs in the Bronx. This interview will last 30-60 minutes and, with your 

permission, will be recorded. 

 

There are no known risks to participating in this study. You will not directly benefit 

from this research, but your participation may benefit others by informing 

organizations in your area of how collaboration is occurring or could occur. 

Participation is voluntary.  If you decide not to participate, there will be no penalty or 

loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  You can, of course, decline to 

answer any question as well as to stop participating at any time, without any penalty or 

loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 

 

I would like to record our discussion, so that I can have an accurate record of the 

information that you provide to me.  All data collected will be anonymized for 

analysis and publication. 

 

Do you have any questions about this research?  Do you agree to participate, and may 

I record our discussion?  

 
1. Tell me a little about yourself and why you decided to participate in the RTB program 

this summer?  

2. Had you done anything like this before? Elaborate. 

3. How have your perceptions of the Bronx River changed over the course of the 

summer/fall? 

4. How have your perceptions of the animals and plants you’ve monitored and restored 

changed? 

5. How does a good RTB team member act? 

6. What makes you similar to your team members?  

7. What makes you different from your team members? 

8. You’ve been part of the environment group all summer/fall. How much of a group do 

you feel the environment group is? 

9. How would you describe the Bronx River to a friend? 

10. Do you talk about your work here with your family and friends? Elaborate. 

11. How has your work here changed the way you think about your home? Your 

neighborhood? 

12. How has your work here changed your behavior at home? Your neighborhood? 

13. What parts of your experiences this summer helped you feel connected to other RTB 

group members? 

14. How important would you say the Bronx River is to who you are? 
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Appendix C 

 

Group Reflection Session Gallery Walk Questions 

 

Questions were written out and taped around the room at different places. Students 

walked to each spot as we moved from question to question.  

 

1) Have students line up between two points: 

a. Point A: “Water quality monitoring helps me see the Bronx River isn’t 

as dirty as I thought it was” 

b. Point B: “Water quality monitoring helps me see that the Bronx River 

is very dirty 

2) What does water quality monitoring tell you about you? 

3) The Bronx River is a place where I can… 

4) RTB is a place where I can… 

5) What makes the Environmental Student Program different from Sailing and 

Boatbuilding 

6) What is your favorite memory from this fall at RTB? 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

ENDURING OUTCOMES OF AN URBAN POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

PROGRAM 

 

Abstract 

Positive youth development is often conceptualized in terms of “6 Cs”: 

connection, caring, confidence, competence, character, and contribution. We 

conducted a survey and life history interviews of alumni of the positive youth 

development organization Rocking the Boat (RTB) to delve into enduring alumni 

connections and contributions. We conceived of connection in terms of past and 

present organization identification and place identity—cognitive connections to place 

and people—and in terms of alumni social networks, which reflect actual ties among 

alumni. We defined contribution as civic behavior, or those behaviors that contribute 

to communities and civil society. Results suggest that RTB functions as a small 

anchor institution, metaphorically anchoring alumni identification and social 

networks while also serving as a hub at which alumni engage in civic behaviors. Our 

research also offers an example of an engaged scholarship model for conducting 

organization-relevant assessment and provides practical information related to 

maintaining alumni connections to PYD organizations.  
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Introduction 

Rocking the Boat (RTB) is a positive youth development organization in the 

South Bronx that engages youth and community members in boat building, 

environmental stewardship, and sailing on the Bronx River. A recent RTB fundraising 

campaign letter features four RTB participants who describe “What I was looking for” 

at RTB and “what I found” at RTB. One participant, Derek, describes how he was 

looking for something other than sports to do for after-school programs in 10th grade 

and his guidance counselor recommended RTB. He told RTB that it had “introduced 

me to the different person I am now.” Alizette was looking for something to help her 

stay busy, and she found motivation and happiness. Rayven joined “on a whim” and 

took inspiration from her time out on the Bronx River with RTB to develop her own 

nature-based jewelry business. Each youth felt that they had gained something 

important—positive identity (Derek), social-emotional skills (Alizette), or self-efficacy 

(Rayven).  

Positive youth development (PYD) is an assets-based approach to considering 

youth development processes and outcomes that has grown in popularity since the mid-

1990s. Rather than focus on youth deficits, PYD views youth as change-agents in their 

own lives and in their communities. One of the dominant models of PYD identifies 6 

major assets that PYD programs should seek to develop in youth: caring, character, 

connection, competence, confidence, and contribution (Lerner et al., 2005).  

This research focuses on two of these six Cs—connection and contribution—

among RTB alumni. One way of conceptualizing “connection” is through the lens of 
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social identity, or those identities that define group membership. Social identities can 

range from racial or ethnic identities to organization identities, all of which have been 

shown to influence behavior as people strive to act in line with their identities. We 

focus on organization identification and place identity, as these are two ways of 

understanding how youth connect with the social and physical elements of their 

developmental contexts. While identities function as cognitive connections, we also 

include social networks, which reflect actual ties among people. We define contribution 

as civic behavior, or those behaviors that contribute to communities and civil society. 

Our overarching research question relates to how connection and contribution endure in 

RTB program alumni.  

We start by asking: 

RQ1: What level of identification with the RTB organization do alumni maintain? 

In response to research by the first author that demonstrated the extent to which 

the Bronx River, where many of RTB’s activities occur, impacted youth development 

outcomes (Armstrong et al., in prep), we were also curious about the role that place 

played in alumni organization identification. Additionally, social networks support 

alumni identification at universities (Jones & Volpe, 2011) and could impact enduring 

alumni organization identification. Thus, we also ask: 

RQ2 -3: What roles do place identity (RQ2) and social networks (RQ3) play in 

developing and maintaining strong RTB identification among alumni?  

We sought to understand how alumni identification with a PYD organization 

might not only influence continued organizational support through volunteering but also 

correlate with the extent to which alumni engage in organization-relevant behaviors and 
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practices. Given RTB’s emphasis on the prosocial behaviors necessary for effective 

teamwork, such as helpfulness and cooperation, we focus in this research on civic 

behavior as an outgrowth of prosocial skills. Civic behaviors are actions “people take to 

actively attempt to engage and make a difference in their community” (Doolittle & Faul, 

2013, p. 2). 

RQ4: How does the level of alumni organization identification correlate with 

continuation of civic behaviors? 

Continuity in context is one way in which identities remain stable (Oyserman, 

2009), meaning that alumni who continue in careers and academic trajectories that 

involve RTB-congruent practices and skills may be more likely to continue identifying 

with RTB as alumni: 

RQ5: How does level of alumni organization identification correlate with level of 

alumni perception of RTB’s influence on their career and academic 

trajectories? 

Finally, given PYD’s ecological approach to the multiple factors that support 

youth outcomes (Lerner et al., 2011; Silbereisen & Lerner, 2007), we were also 

interested in: 

RQ6: What organizational practices does RTB engage in that support or hinder 

initial and continued RTB identification? 

 

Through a mixed-methods, retrospective study that incorporates a social network 

analysis, closed and open-ended survey questions, and life story interviews, this research 

fills gaps in PYD studies by incorporating notions of alumni identification and place. 

Our research offers an example of an engaged scholarship model for conducting 
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organization-relevant assessment that also builds theory related to linking place and 

social identity approaches in PYD. Practically, this study provides information for PYD 

programs interested in assessing continued alumni connection with the organization. 

Literature Review 

We first review the Thriving Model of PYD and then describe how identity and 

social networks are useful lenses through which to approach the notion of connection in 

PYD. Next, we present research on civic behavior and its links to PYD, and close with 

an overview of the limitations, opportunities, and methods for engaging in retrospective 

research.  

Connection and Contribution as Developmental Outcomes 

There are a variety of positive youth development models, but they all 

encompass a desire to design programs that “foster social, emotional, intellectual, and 

physical well-being among youth” (Krasny, 2019). They also take an “ecological” view 

Figure 3 

 Thriving Model, adapted from Arnold and Gagnon (2020). The three underlined outcomes on the 

right are those covered in this research. 
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of development, emphasizing how the systems in which youth operate — i.e., family, 

school, and wider culture influence youth just as youth influence those systems (Lerner 

& Lerner, 2016). When positive, interlocking systems support youth, youth can 

contribute positively to civil society, their communities, and their families (Lerner & 

Lerner, 2011). This model places the developmental context at the beginning of a 

“thriving trajectory” which, in turn, leads to developmental outcomes that include 

connection and contribution (Figure 1). Arnold and Gagnon (2020) define the 

development context as comprising youth belonging, youth sparks, and developmental 

relationships. Youth “sparks” represent youths’ passions for an interest or skill that 

“lights a fire,” motivates them, and provides them with joy. Developmental 

relationships are those mutual and secure attachments that youth develop with adults 

and that serve as a key predictor of PYD program success (Arnold & Gagnon, 2020).  

 

We update the Thrive Model here to also include place as both a part of youths’ 

context and a component of PYD outcomes. In PYD literature, context typically refers 

to social contexts rather than physical context and constructs, such as place. Place 

features as an important component of the environmental stewardship PYD context 

(Kudryavtsev et al., 2012; Russ et al., 2015). The physical environment offers 

affordances for social interactions that can foster youth development (Clark & Uzzell, 

2006; Delia & Krasny, 2018). Consider, for example, youth measuring water quality 

from a dock. They are not only directly interacting with the water body, but their social 

interactions then organize around the river-based task at hand. Place identity can also 

play an important role in self-regulation (Korpela, 1989), a PYD social-emotional asset 

encompassed by the thriving factor “positive emotionality” in the Thrive Model (Figure 
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1) (Arnold & Gagnon, 2019).  In our adapted Thriving Model of PYD, we note that 

developmental relationships include both relationships with people and relationships 

with place. We also added place to connection and contribution.  

 Forms of Connection 

In this research, we conceive of “connections” both in terms of cognitive 

connections (alumni identification and place identity) and in terms of reported social 

ties (social networks). In this next section, we review literature on identity and social 

networks and discuss these in the context of alumni.   

Identity 

Arnold and Gagnon (2020) argue that youth belonging is one of the most crucial 

elements of the developmental context. According to social identity and self-

categorization theory, one means of being connected to people and feeling a sense of 

belonging is via one’s identity (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). Social identity can refer very 

broadly to identities such as gender, ethnicity, or race, but it can also refer to more 

micro-level identities, such as those related to one’s organization membership or social 

groups on a smaller scale (e.g., club or afterschool program) (Henry et al., 1999). 

People who identify strongly with a group will view themselves as more prototypical 

(i.e., more representative) of that group than those who identify less strongly (Hogg & 

Hardie, 1992; Hogg & Williams, 2000). Social identity theorists argue that perceived 

prototypicality implies someone will be more likely to behave in line with expected 

group behaviors (Hogg & Terry, 2000). 

According to research conducted with current RTB students as well as at other 

PYD organizations, over time, students come to view the organization as “family” 
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(Delia & Krasny, 2018) and to view their own assets in terms of what they perceive as 

group-defining assets (e.g., risk-taking, teamwork, and respect) (Armstrong et al., In 

Prep). They come to have a “perceptual cognitive connection” with the organization 

(Iyer et al., 1997), and they demonstrate an affective connection with other members of 

the organization (Henry et al., 1999). In other words, they develop an organization 

identification. While researchers often use “identity” and “identification” 

interchangeably (Miscenko & Day, 2016), here we use “identification” to denote the 

cognitive and affective processes that occur when an individual has a certain identity.    

Identification with a place can also take on a social component (Bonaiuto et al., 

1996). Proshansky and Fabian (1987) define place identity as “comprised of cognitions 

about the physical environment that also serve to define who the person is” (Proshansky 

& Fabian, 1987, p. 22). Prince (2014) argues that “place is an active contributor both in 

the present development of future self-concept and in enabling young people to 

envision different future possible places” (p. 697) and that youth who are frequently 

met with negative representations of their place have more difficulty envisioning 

positive future selves. Through their participation in RTB, youth began to attribute 

more positive, empowered meanings to the Bronx River related to societal contribution 

(through citizen science data) and proof that they were not “dirty,” nor was their home 

(Armstrong et al., In Prep).  

Multiple factors determine how important, or salient, an identity is. Identity-

based motivation theory states stable settings (e.g., careers, social settings) entail more 

stable identities and that the predictive power of an identity and its impact on behavior 

depend on “stability of contexts in which [identity is] cued” (Oyserman, 2009). Given 
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the importance of place in environmental stewardship programs and the intense 

interaction with the Bronx River all RTB students have, we also consider geographic 

location as part of a context whose stability might determine identity salience and 

stability.  

Researchers invested in alumni outcomes at higher education institutions 

explore how organization identification predicts continued engagement with the 

institution. Alumni identification literature also points to time as an important factor 

determining levels of identification with universities and organizations, suggesting the 

longer someone spends at an organization and the recency of their participation 

correlate positively with higher organization identification and organization-related 

behaviors (i.e., volunteering and/or donating time) (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Koenig-

Lewis and colleagues (2016) found that time since graduation moderated alumni 

identification, such that alumni’s university identity had a stronger impact on their 

attitudinal loyalty to their alma mater as time went on; those with stronger identities 

were more likely to have positive attitudes toward their alma mater over time.   

Social Networks 

Social networks are a “largely untapped identity anchor” (Moser & Ashforth, 

2022, p. 2). Networks address multiple identity motives, including the need for 

belonging (More & Ashforth, 2022). A social network is a group of individuals and 

their relation or relationship to each other (Carolan, 2020; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). 

Social network analysis views the structure of networks as opportunities for resource 

and information translation as well as a potential constraint or motivator of human 

behavior (Carolan, 2020). Ties in networks can be based on myriad attributes, including 
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group membership. We can describe how and why alumni networks might be 

maintained (Salzman et al., 2020) as well as their role in supporting organization 

identity (Jones and Volpe, 2011). Salzmann and colleagues (2020) conducted a social 

network analysis of alumni of a college orientation program at Boise State University 

and suggest that the alumni were more likely to maintain network ties when they were 

supported post-program with courses and mentors. Relevant to our work with identity, 

Jones and Volpe (2011) found that network size but not network density or tie strength 

correlated positively with stronger student-university identification.  

Civic Behaviors  

Social networks (Wilson, 2000) and social identities (Alcantar, 2014; 

Lannegrand-Willems et al., 2018) also support civic behavior. Civic behaviors are those 

behaviors aimed at “solving community issues and improving the well-being of its 

members” (Lenzi et al., 2013, p. 45). Social connections, including to formal groups 

(e.g., sports teams, Albanisi et al., 2007) and neighborhoods (Lenzi et al., 2012), predict 

higher levels of civic behaviors among adolescents. Flanagan and colleagues (2007) 

found that adolescents’ perception of democratic practices in their schools as well as a 

sense of community in their local towns predicted their civic commitments. Youth 

participation in 4-H PYD programs predicted the likelihood of adult participation in 

voluntary organizations (Youniss, McLellan, and Yates, 1997), and place attachment 

(positive emotional bonds to a place) mediates willingness to be civically active 

(Stefaniak, Bilewicz, & Lewicka, 2017). 

Most youth participating at RTB are youth of color, which may impact their 

perceptions of and pathways to civic behaviors (Sanchez-Jankowski, 2002; Wray-Lake 
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and Abrams, 2020).  Sanchez-Jankowski (2002) describes how minoritized groups have 

been rejected from civic culture by White society and that youth from minoritized 

groups learn about civic behaviors and engagement from informal rather than formal 

civic groups. Wray-Lake and Abrams (2020) argue for expanding definitions of civic 

engagement to include a political dimension that recognizes advocating for social 

justice and speaking out against authorities. Similarly, Latine college students are more 

likely to engage in what Alcantar (2014) calls “social civic engagement” than political 

civic engagement. Social civic behaviors include those that directly impact a 

community and indirectly impact government (Alcantar, 2014).  

Retrospective Research 

Liddicoat and Krasny (2014) note that the scarcity of retrospective studies in 

environmental education might stem from their difficulty; it can be difficult to locate 

participants after they leave a program, and it can be difficult to recruit them to 

participate in interviews and surveys. Liddicoat (2013) points out additional potential 

weaknesses of retrospective studies, including selection biases and issues of internal 

validity, such as social desirability or confounding variables. Psychology research 

suggests that people tend to have a rosier view of events in retrospect. Recent research 

with adolescents, however, demonstrates that this retrospective effect may shift 

depending on the stage of adolescence; older adolescents had a higher negative recall 

bias, whereas younger adolescents had a positive recall bias (Zurbiggen et al., 2021).   

Researchers employ different methods and tools for working with the 

limitations of retrospective research. They may use multiple forms of data to triangulate 

results (Chi & Snow, 2010). Liddicoat and Krasny (2014) sought to understand how 
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past environmental education program participants might use different forms of 

memories, including positive biases, in their daily lives years after programs end and 

argued that memories are one mechanism through which programs continue to impact 

participants. Garst, Gagnon and Whittington (2016) sampled a representative 

population of summer camp alumni to develop scales that measured the mechanisms of 

change during past camp experiences but did not engage with the limitations or 

opportunities of survey respondents’ distance from the camp experience. Another 

approach is to use post-then-pre-tests, which deal with the potential for over or under-

estimation of participants’ knowledge before a program (Rockwell & Kohn, 1989). 

Finally, most significant change evaluations (Davies & Dart, 2005) lean into the 

possibilities of selection bias and value that the people who may share stories are those 

who have experienced and can talk about the most significant changes they have 

experienced, thereby illuminating program impacts.  

Summary 

In summary, the Thriving Model of PYD suggests that youth belonging is a key 

element of a PYD context. One way of conceiving of belonging is through the notion of 

identity, and alumni may continue to identify with organizations after they leave a 

program. Both place-based and social contexts shape identities and behavior. 

According to the literature, alumni organizational identification and social networks 

predict continued involvement with higher education institutions, and positive social 

connections predict civic behaviors among adolescents.  

Methods 

In this research, we asked about the level of organization identification that 
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alumni maintain, and the roles place identity and social networks play in supporting 

organization identification. We also investigated how organization identification 

correlated with the continuation of civic behaviors and other RTB-relevant practices in 

alumni personal lives, careers, and academia. Finally, in line with ecological 

approaches to PYD, we asked what organizational practices RTB engages in that 

support or hinder PYD and continued alumni identification.   

This mixed methods study employed a survey and life history interviews. We 

operated within the framework of engaged scholarship and a transformative research 

paradigm (Mertens, 2016). Engaged scholarship addresses specific community interests 

or needs, integrates community partners into research and dissemination of results, and 

contributes to community well-being while also strengthening academic disciplines 

(Beaulieu et al., 2018; Virginia Commonwealth University, 2020). The transformative 

paradigm takes as its central tenet that “power is an issue that must be addressed at each 

stage of the research process” (Mertens, 2016, p. 213). Transformative paradigm 

principles reflect the keys of engaged scholarship in that they emphasize respect for 

research participants’ knowledge and voice. The transformative paradigm, additionally, 

explicitly calls for research that enhances social justice. Although we do not claim that 

this research directly affects the lives of alumni with whom we worked, we hope that 

this research informs practices at an organization that engages in environmental and 

social justice efforts. 

 Our survey design and member check processes anchor us in engaged scholarship 

methodologies and the transformative paradigm, as these are the processes that enabled 

us to share power and integrate community needs. Although RTB retains contact 
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information for their alumni, hosts alumni events, and employs an alumni social 

worker, they were interested in learning more about long term program outcomes and 

improving their alumni program offerings. The first author supplied some suggestions 

about what they might consider measuring that both suited their needs and extended her 

previous work on place and group identity at RTB. The constructs the first author and 

RTB staff decided on – organization identification, civic behavior, social networks, and 

academic and career choices – speak to the organization’s desire to understand whether 

and how alumni continue connecting with their organization.  

We decided a survey would be appropriate for reaching their alumni list serve 

while life story interviews with select survey respondents would further highlight 

alumni voices and provide context for survey findings. The survey design process 

included phone calls with RTB program directors and coordinators as well as with staff 

who are alumni to ensure the survey addressed common RTB interests. This process 

enabled the researcher and staff to share power in determining what would be on the 

survey. We designed a cross-sectional survey to assess the connections between RTB 

identity strength (past-perceived and present), place identity, network size, time in the 

program, civic behaviors, and academic and career choices, and to supply RTB with 

meaningful demographic data about their alumni. 

Social science researchers often consider member checks as a means of 

enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) but in 

engaged research and working within a transformative paradigm, they become essential 

for ensuring participants have the power to reject or accept the way their voices are 

represented in research. Mertens (2016) advocates for a cyclical research process that 
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begins with and includes community involvement throughout. In line with this thinking, 

the first author shared early initial results with RTB staff to check her interpretations 

and then shared later drafts with 4 of the 6 alumni whom she had interviewed (two were 

unreachable) along with a short deck of PowerPoint slides that highlighted results and 

posed questions about the author’s interpretation. Unfortunately, she was only able to 

have a personal Zoom conversation with one alumnus due to scheduling difficulties 

with others but received email feedback from one other alum.  

Survey Implementation 

In March 2021, we sent a Qualtrics survey to the 190 alumni for whom RTB has 

contact information. All respondents who completed the survey received a $10 gift card 

as compensation. The Alumni Program Coordinator sent 5 follow-up emails, spaced 2-3 

weeks apart. Due to the low response rate, the first author traveled to the Bronx to 

attend two RTB events where alumni would be present and offered alums the 

opportunity to either fill out the survey on their mobile phones using a QR code link or 

to fill out a paper survey. Of the thirty-one respondents, 21 filled out the survey from 

the email link, 5 filled out the paper survey, and 5 completed the survey using their 

mobile phones during alumni events. The first author hand-entered paper surveys into 

Qualtrics. Thirty-one alums returned completed surveys (Table 1), for a 16% response 

rate. This is low but in line with a similar study of environmental education program 

alumni (Colvin, 2013). All respondents were between the ages of 18-29, a demographic 

group often difficult to survey (Berry et al., 2018).  
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Table 1  

Survey Response rate 

 

 

 

Of the respondents, 3 identified as non-binary, 11 identified as female, and 16 

identified as male (Table 2). The majority of respondents identified as Latino (n = 20) 

(Table 2). This may reflect the fact that the Hunts Point and Longwood neighborhoods, 

those neighborhoods which are closest to RTB, are nearly 70% Latino. Still, we have an 

underrepresentation of Black identifying respondents in comparison to Hunts 

Point/Longwood neighborhoods as well as in comparison to the wider Bronx borough. 

Only 2 respondents had participated in the program prior to 2009, while the other 29 

had been students at RTB between 2009-2021. Respondents reported spending an 

average of 2.96 years in the program.   

Table 2  

Survey respondent demographic information 

Race & Ethnicity Survey  

Sample 

Hunts Point, Melrose & 

Longwood District 

Bronx 

County 

    Latino 20 (64.5%) 68% 56.5% 

    Black 4 (13.0%) 28% 43.6% 

    Black & Latino 3 (9.6%) N/A N/A 

    White 3 (9.6%) 3% 44.7% 

    Asian 1 (3.0%) 1% 4.6% 

Gender    

    Male 16   

    Female 11   

    Non-binary 3   

 

Sample Response Rate 

190 n = 31, 16% 
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Current Organization Identification. To measure current alumni identification 

with RTB (RQ1), we used Mael and Ashforth’s (1992) alumni identification scale (for 

all scales, see Appendix A). This scale assesses the extent to which alumni consider an 

organization to be an extension of themselves, asking questions about whether they 

would, for example, feel embarrassed if someone insulted RTB.  

Current prototypicality. We drew two questions from Fielding and Hogg’s 

(1997) work on prototypicality and self-categorization among adolescents participating 

in an outdoor adventure program that addressed additional affective (sense of 

belonging) and cognitive (perceived similarity) components of identification (RQ1).  

Past Perceived Organization Identification. We measured perceived past 

identification (RQ1) with RTB by adapting Hais and colleagues’ (1997) self-

categorization scale, which incorporates the prototypicality items from Fielding and 

Hogg (1997).  

 Perceived Impact. We asked alumni, “If you had to describe to someone how 

RTB impacted your life in 3 sentences or fewer, what would you say?” to provide 

context to alumni identity strength (assuming that those with a stronger RTB identity 

would also describe the impact of RTB on their lives as more significant) (RQ1).  

Place Identity. We adapted four questions from Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) 

that inquire about the importance of the Bronx to alumni (RQ2).  

Social Network. We used a valued nondirected measure for egocentric social 

network density (RQ3). This type of measure asks only one member of a dyad to 

indicate presence/absence of a tie, and then asks them to value the tie in some way 

(Knoke and Song Yang, 2008). In this case, we asked alumni to list up to 10 alums to 
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which they maintain a connection and then asked them to define the number of times 

they had communicated with the person over the last 6 months (once, 2-5 times, > 5 

times) and whether the person was an acquaintance, friend, good friend, or very good 

friend.  

 Civic Behavior. To measure civic behavior (RQ4), we used Lenzi and colleagues’ 

(2013) civic behavior scale, which asks about respondents’ volunteer and charitable 

donation activities as well as their perception of whether they help people in their 

communities, make positive changes in their communities, and participate in 

conversations about social responsibility. 

 Career and Academic Choice. We adapted an item from Colvin (2013) about the 

impact of program participation on academic paths and added a second question about 

the impact of program participation on career choices (RQ5).  

 Past Participation and Current Alumni Involvement. Because we were 

interested in potential antecedents of alumni identification with RTB, we asked alums 

to check each year in which they had participated in RTB, whether they had ever been a 

staff member, how many semesters they had participated in programs, and whether they 

had participated in any alumni opportunities (RQ1, RQ4).  

 Demographics. We asked participants about their gender, race and ethnicity, age, 

current employment status, and the zip code of their current location.  

Life History Interviews 

We invited any alum who had completed the survey to participate in an hour-

long life history interview, for which they would be compensated an additional $10. 

Life history interviews document individuals’ accounts of their lives (Atkinson, 1998). 
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They provide rich qualitative data, which might offer additional insights into the ways 

in which RTB did or did not operate as a foundation for identity development. In life 

history interviews, participants converse with the interviewer about their lives, from 

their childhood to the present day. According to Jessee (2019), “life history narratives 

are particularly beneficial for revealing ‘the tangle of relations’ and symbiotic 

interactions that exist between an individual’s memories and those memories that 

circulate in the broader cultural circuit in which individuals are embedded” (p. 426). 

This elucidation of the “tangle of relations” of life serves PYD researchers well as they 

tease apart the interactions between systems in youth developmental contexts. 

The first author conducted the interviews (Table 3) over Zoom during the spring 

of 2021, as the pandemic had stymied her initial plan to conduct them in person in the 

Bronx. The interview guide consisted of questions that asked participants to reflect on 

their childhoods and family experiences in the Bronx, their values, favorite memories 

from RTB, how they came to participate in RTB, and how they perceived their RTB 

experiences to impact their current work or academics. These questions were adapted 

from Atkinson (1998). The first author used responses from the survey as a jumping off 

point. For example, she would start conversations by saying, “I noticed that you 

participated in both boatbuilding and environmental at RTB. Tell me about your time in 

those programs.”  
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Table 3 

Interviewee Characteristics 

Interviewee Characteristic Number of 

Interviewees 

Gender  

Male 2 

Female 4 

Race and Ethnicity  

Black 1 

Latine 4 

White 1 

Total N 6 

 

Analysis 

 Survey measures 

 Given our small sample size, we computed descriptive statistics for demographics 

well as for organization identification, present alumni and past-perceived 

prototypicality, civic behavior, and academic and career choice items. We ran factor 

analyses on each scale and found that all items for Place Identity, Civic Behavior, 

Current Prototypicality, and Academic and Career Significance each loaded onto a 

single factor respectively (Appendix B). We dropped one item from the Alumni 

Organization Identification scale because it did not load onto a single item with the 

other four items. Finding that the Past Perceived Similarity and Past Perceived 

Belonging items loaded onto a single factor in the Past Identification scale, and to 

facilitate comparison between past and present identification, we dropped three items 

from the Past Perceived identification scale, keeping only the sense of belonging and 

perceived similarity items. While we present descriptive statistics for all items in the 

results section, we used the modified scales to calculate reliability scores and to run our 

correlation analysis.  
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We tested for reliability of our scales, and all had Cronbach’s alphas of 0.65 or 

greater (Table 4). We checked for normality for each scale and determined that non-

parametric methods for determining correlations among variables would be necessary, 

as responses were not normally distributed (Appendix B). We ran Spearman correlation 

analyses for the following variables to determine whether any relationships of potential 

significance existed: years of participation, number of network connections listed, and 

average scores of place identity, civic behavior, prototypicality, past identity, past 

prototypicality scales, and academic and career choice items. We tested the significance 

of any correlation between variables greater than 0.4. We calculated network density 

and graphed network data using the R packages networkX and igraph.  

Non-response bias 

While formal non-response interviews were not possible, as RTB was not able 

to give the authors access to alumni phone numbers, the first author gained a sense of 

why some committed RTB alumni either were not interested in taking the survey and 

how the settings in which the survey was presented—online and at an alumni event—

potentially dissuaded others from completing it. First, one alum described to the first 

author how he disliked filling out surveys because they made him feel pigeon-holed 

into answering something and that he did not fill out surveys for RTB either. A second 

alumni had filled out the survey partway and was distrustful of the researcher when he 

didn’t receive compensation. One of the in-person events the first author attended was 

an end-of-the-spring celebration at which alumni were present, and several alumni, 

including a former staff member, who agreed to open the survey on their phones with 

the QR code never actually completed it, perhaps because they were there to celebrate 
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and reconnect with friends and not to take a survey. In short, the author observed 

several non-respondents who felt connected enough to RTB to attend an event, 

suggesting that at least some non-respondents may have held attitudes toward RTB 

similar to those of respondents. However, without more non-response data, we are 

unable to come to any firm conclusions about differences in respondents and non-

respondents.  

 

Table 4 

 Cronbach's alpha for survey scales 

Scale Cronbach’s Alpha 

Alumni Organization Identification  

(Current) 

0.75 

Place Identity 0.92 

Current Prototypicality 0.65 

Past Alumni Organization 

Identification 

0.83 

Civic Behavior 0.79 

Academic & Career Choices 0.88 

 

 Open response Survey Items and Life Story Interviews 

Alumni interviews and open responses were coded in the software MaxQDA 

using a modified grounded theory approach that involved three rounds of coding, 

constant comparison, and frequent memoing (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The first round 

of coding focused on developing emergent codes, while the second and third rounds of 

coding allowed the first author to place codes in broader categories. During the third 

round of coding, the first author organized each life story interview chronologically in a 

spreadsheet to help her understand how different events, actors, and interviewee 

meanings might shape interactions with Rocking the Boat before, during, and after their 

participation as a student.  
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Results 

We asked the extent to which alumni maintain an identification with RTB, what 

they perceived as their level of past identification, and whether factors such as their 

place identity, alumni social network, and time spent in the organization impacted their 

current levels of civic behavior and their career or academic paths. We first present 

descriptive statistics followed by the survey correlation analysis. We then present 

results from the life story interviews. Survey results are organized to focus first on 

alumni internal resources or experiences (identity), then on connections and interactions 

with the organization, and finally on civic behavior. Life story interview results are 

presented in order of internal resources, social supports, and then civic behavior, and 

we conclude with a presentation of the ecological systems that supported respondents’ 

engagement with RTB in their youth and as RTB alumni. 

Survey Results 

Place identity 

 Survey respondents demonstrated high levels of place identity (Table 5), 

scoring on average above 4 out of 5 on the place identity scale. Most alumni continue to 

live in the New York City area, and the majority continue to reside in the Bronx (Table 

6).  

Table 5  

Place Identity among alumni, 5-point scale.  

Item Mean  

Standard 

Deviation 

I am glad to be from the Bronx 4.26 1.00 

I identify with the Bronx 4.26 1.06 

I feel committed to the Bronx 4.19 1.01 

Being from the Bronx is an important part of how I see   

    myself 4.29 1.04 
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Table 6 

Respondents' cities of residence 

City/Borough 

Number of 

Respondents 

(n = 30) 

New York, NY 2 

Bronx, NY 23 

Long Island City, NY 1 

Brooklyn, NY 1 

Queens, NY 2 

Austin, TX 1 

 

Past vs. Present Organizational Identification 

 Alumni reported moderate scores on the alumni organization identification scale 

averaging between 3.1 and 3.7 out of 5 on each of the scale’s items (Table 7). Alumni 

reported high levels of sense of belonging and perceived similarity to other alumni or 

students (Table 8), although they reported higher levels of both belonging and 

similarity in the past than in the present.  
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Table 6 

Organization Identification Scores, 5-point scale. Items adapted from Mael & Ashforth 

(1992) 

Item Mean Standard 

Deviation 

I am very interested in what others think 

about Rocking the Boat 

3.71 1.13 

When I talk about Rocking the Boat, I 

usually say "we" rather than "they" 

3.90 1.19 

Rocking the Boat's successes are my 

successes 

3.42 1.15 

When someone praises Rocking the 

Boat, it feels like a personal 

compliment 

3.65 1.05 

If a story in the media criticized Rocking 

the Boat, I would feel embarrassed 

3.16 1.24 

When someone criticizes Rocking the 

Boat, it feels like a personal insult 

3.10 1.37 

 

Table 7 

Mean and standard error of belonging and similarity items, 9-point scale  

Variable Mean 

Standard 

Error 

Standard 

Deviation Time 

Belonging 7.42 0.42 2.01 Past 

Belonging 7.06 0.43 2.32 Present 

Similarity 6.16 0.36 2.01 Past 

Similarity 5.81 0.38 2.40 Present 

 

Continued Connections with the Organization 

Even after alumni leave and are not staff, they can maintain connection to the 

organization by interacting with the alumni social worker or coming to events. Almost 

all alumni respondents in our sample had connected with a social worker as an 

alumnus/a, and over half had volunteered or come to an event. Only around a third had 

attended a fundraiser or served as a mentee or mentor in the Alumni Mentor program 

(Table 9).   
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Table 8 

 Respondent involvement with RTB as alumni 

Alumni/RTB Activity 

   Number of 

respondents 

Spoke with Alumni Social Worker 29 (94%) 

Attended an Alumni Event 26 (84%) 

Volunteered for RTB 16 (52%)  

Served as a mentor in alumni mentor program 10 (32%) 

Served as a Mentee in the Alumni Mentor program 7 (23%) 

Participated in an RTB Fundraiser 9 (29%) 

 

Alums were asked to list and name any mentors they had at Rocking the Boat. 

Sixteen respondents listed at least one mentor, and three listed more than one (Table 

10). The most commonly listed mentors were social workers. Higher-level RTB staff 

such as Program Directors were listed next most frequently. 

 

Table 9 

 Number of mentors reported by respondents 

Number of 

mentors 

Number of 

respondents 

More than 1 3 

One 16 

None 12 

  

Social Networks 

 Twenty-three alumni listed at least one connection in the social network questions 

(Figure 3). Alumni rated the majority of the connections they listed as Friends, Good 

Friends, and Very Good Friends. Twenty-one percent of the alumni connections listed 

are current or former staff, and 9 alums listed the alumni social worker (represented by 

the yellow circle in Figure 2) as a connection.  Alumni reported connecting with 60% 

of the friends listed between 2-5 times over the last 6 months (Figure 3). 
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Figure 2 

Social network diagram of reported alumni contacts. Yellow node is the alumni social 

worker. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 

Reported number of times alumni communicated with listed network ties 
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Career and Academic Choices 

On average, alums reported low to moderate scores rating whether RTB had 

influenced their academic path or career choice, although there was a wide range of 

scores, particularly for academic choices (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4 

Career and academic choice scores (7-point scale). Items adapted from Colvin (2013) 

 

 
 

 

Civic Behaviors 

Alums reported moderate to low levels of civic behaviors (Table 11). They 

reported the highest scores for the perception that they make positive changes in their 

community when working with others and that they help members of their community. 

Given the fact that most respondents are in their twenties and working or going to 

school, it is not surprising that they report low levels of being involved in official 
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volunteer positions or giving to charitable organizations.  

Table 10  

Civic behavior scores. 7-point scale, items adapted from Lenzi et al. (2013). 

Item Mean  

Standard 

deviation 

I am involved in official volunteer positions 3.84 1.88 

When working with others, I make positive 

changes to the community 5.74 0.93 

I help members of my community 5.45 1.34 

I stay informed of events in my community 4.87 1.31 

I participate in discussions of social responsibility 5.10 1.45 

I contribute to charitable organizations within the 

community 4.35 1.23 

 

Correlation analysis 

 We found significant positive correlations among several variables (Table 12). 

Civic Behavior was moderately positively correlated with Place Identity (r = 0.5, p = 

0.004), Career Salience (r = .46, p = .009) and Past Identification (r = .67, p = 0.007). 

In addition to being correlated with Civic Behavior, Place Identity was correlated with 

Current Prototypicality (r = 0.43, p = 0.017) and Past Identification (r = 0.67, p = 

0.00004). Current Prototypicality was modestly positively correlated with the number 

of connections (r = 0.53, p = 0.002).  
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Table 11 

Correlations and p-values indicating significance level of the correlation.   

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.  

Variable 1 Variable 2 

Spearman’s 

rho 

Place Identity Civic Behavior 0.50* 

Network Size Current Prototypicality  0.53** 

Place Identity Current Prototypicality         0.43* 

Civic Behavior Career Salience 0.46** 

Place Identity Past Identification 0.67** 

Civic Behavior Past Identification 0.48** 

 

Life Story Interview and Open Response  

 In their life story interviews, alumni described how unique and distinct RTB was 

as a place. In both interviews and survey open responses, alumni depicted how RTB 

served as a safe haven in which they could find themselves and be challenged. They 

also explained how RTB program features, school connections, and family supported 

their engagement at RTB as students and their continued participation—or lack 

thereof—in RTB events and opportunities. Their discussions of RTB and other caring 

adult and family supports came alongside descriptions of the challenges they faced 

growing up and that were important components of their developmental contexts. I 

include more quotations drawn from interviews than survey open responses in this 

section because more textual data was garnered from our life story interviews than from 

the one-to-two sentence open responses. 

Place and Organization Identification 

Place played an important role in student perceptions of RTB. In their 

interviews and open responses, alumni described how unexpected the Bronx River and 

its affordances for activities and relaxation were. Although RTB is a program, it is also 
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a place where students engage in activities, and alums described how distinctive RTB 

itself was as a place. That RTB and the River were so unexpected enabled the alumni, 

as students, to feel unique themselves (Table 12). Gabriela described RTB as a “weird 

spot,” someplace that was “not normal” because it contrasted so starkly with how she 

experienced the “craziness” of life beyond RTB. RTB became distinct in interviewee 

minds through the activities they engaged in as well as through their experience of RTB 

as a “safe haven.” This sense of safety and belonging enabled a survey respondent to 

“figure out who I was and how to be happy with myself,” while Emma was able to say, 

“OK, this is me” by the end of her RTB experience. 
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Table 12  

Examples of alumni perceptions on RTB's distinctiveness and its role as a safe haven 

RTB Place 

Meanings 

Example Quotes 

RTB as 

distinct 

It's just not normal, so I love that um every time somebody asks me 

where do you work or about the program when I was a student, I'm 

like I'm building boats and they're like “’Where? in the Bronx?!’ 

(Gabriela) 

 

You know, it was definitely a brand-new experience for me and even 

just learning that there was a river in the Bronx, just seeing nature 

and just a different view of the neighborhood…but this being right in 

the backyard of your home that's what is amazing, and you know 

relaxing about the area.  

 (Imani) 

 

In a community where not much notice is given regarding access and 

opportunity, I was introduced to a whole new world that was just 

outside my backyard (Survey respondent).  

RTB as a safe 

haven 

In the midst of all this craziness, you have this place, and I always 

felt like you literally will get to the Rocking the Boat doors and then 

it was like a safe haven (Gabriela) 

 

A place where it’s a safe haven for everybody who went there in the 

past and who’s going there now as a student (Carlos) 

 

RTB as a safe 

place to find 

yourself 

I didn’t gain my confidence until the end of Rocking the Boat where I 

was like, OK, this is me (Emma).  

 

RTB helped me figure out who I was and how to be happy with myself 

(Survey respondent). 

 

Social Networks and Continued RTB Connections 

While some interviewees, like Imani, reported keeping in touch with several 

alumni, others reported smaller but significant connections to, for example, best friends 

and relationship partners who were also alumni (Table 13). At the time of our 

interview, Paul was dating an RTB alum, and Edward was sharing an apartment with an 
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RTB alumni friend. Some survey respondents and interviewees described how they 

maintain connections with RTB through their current careers or their memories of the 

program, which continue to “bring joy.” Gabriela’s brother is currently a student at 

RTB, and so she hears about his experiences and maintains a connection to the program 

in that way.  

 

Table 13  

Ways in which alumni maintain ties to RTB 

Form of connection Example  

Friends So, we have a strong connection, you know we contact each 

other, you know it's best that we can you know just check in 

and see how everybody’s doing (Imani). 

 

Family Both my brothers attend Rocking the Boat…My brother was 

very shy and didn't talk to nobody. And now, like, I feel like 

through Rocking the Boat he found his voice (Gabriela). 

 

Memories I have knowledge and connections from RTB that will always 

be strong and bring joy (Survey Respondent). 

 

Nature practices We have a whole bunch of like fish and stuff like that we 

caught in the Bronx River…we go fishing all the time 

(Carlos). 

 

 

Career Choices 

 Two survey respondents explained in their open responses how RTB informed 

their career by giving them important technical skills and involving them in non-profit 

environmental work (Table 14). RTB interviewees also described working at RTB after 

they graduated and how that helped them connect to more people, receive a paycheck, 

and feel like they were making a difference.  
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Table 14 

 Career influences 

Type of career 

connection 

Example 

Career Connections RTB also gave me the technical skills that I use in my career 

today. (Survey respondent) 

 

It began my journey in the non-profit environmental work 

which was very important to me. (Survey respondent) 

Working at RTB I was able to make all these connections, meet people from all 

around, and be a part of a community, you know, making a 

difference (Gregory) 

 

 

Civically Engaging at RTB and Beyond 

RTB volunteer opportunities offered alumni the chance to civically engage with 

their community while maintaining a connection with the organization (Table 15). 

Imani participates in the annual RTB fundraiser, Rocking Manhattan, which involves 

training and then rowing RTB boats around the island of Manhattan. Interviewees also 

described how they volunteer for other community organizations and work within their 

jobs to strengthen their communities. In her work as a lead inspector for a private 

company, Imani takes it upon herself to explain issues with lead and mold to residents 

in clear terms so that they understand; she also listens to them when they are upset. 
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Table 15  

RTB alumni civic behaviors 

Type of Civic Behavior Example  

Volunteering at RTB I actually finished doing Community Rowing back in 

November (Carlos). 

 

Helping the community 

through profession 

In the nonprofit work that I have done… I was directly 

working with people from my neighborhood [who had] 

very similar growing up conditions, and I think like a lot 

of the work was education based so kind of just giving 

back (Ana). 

 

Volunteering in the 

community 

I’ve done some cleanups through different jobs or other 

nonprofits and definitely with the parks department I've 

you know volunteer with them often. I adopted a trail at 

___ Park (Imani). 

 

 

Ecological Development Contexts  

One of our research questions centered on the intersecting elements of alumni 

experiences that might have shaped their past and current identification with RTB. In 

this section, we report on a variety of developmental context supports, from family to 

RTB program opportunities, depicted in interviews and survey open responses. We also 

touch briefly on reported challenges they experienced.  

RTB Supports 

 Alumni described general perceptions of staff support at RTB, family support 

and family inspiration, and local teachers, guidance counselors, and internship 

programs as enabling them to engage positively at RTB (Tables 16-17). Carlos 

described how an Environmental Program director helped him advance his program 

skill levels by pushing him beyond what Carlos perceived as others’ expectations for 

students. Staff also facilitated student academic learning and paths to college. Gabriela 

recounted receiving math homework help, and Emma discussed how one of the social 
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workers nominated her for a college scholarship. Interviewees reported enjoying the 

camaraderie that came along with needing to work together to build large boats and to 

make it through the weeklong trips that brought students out of the Bronx to row, camp, 

or volunteer. 

Table 16   

RTB developmental supports 

Type of RTB 

support 

Example 

RTB Staff support 

of physical safety 

Prior to meeting with the social work privately I didn't really 

have access to mental health services…She had all these 

resources and was kind of always available but also like I feel 

like she was someone from the Bronx who understood what was 

going on…She was an adult who didn't treat me like I was 

stupid (Ana). 

 

RTB Academic 

support 

[The social worker] was the reason why I got nominated for my 

scholarship. I will Never forget, because she definitely saw 

something in me that I guess I didn’t see in myself (Emma). 

 

RTB Skill Support He actually allowed us to do a lot more than, you know, what 

we’re supposed to do, but he encouraged us to learn and just 

get out there and go learn (Carlos). 

 

 

RTB Programs That was definitely a challenge, but when it all came together, it 

was worth it (Ana). 

 

[On the weeklong trips] you always get people out of their 

comfort zone (Emma).   

 

I think the aspect that I was like you know getting paid to do it 

(Gregory). 

 

Family Supports 

In addition to RTB staff, family shaped alumni interests in RTB-related 

activities. Emma, Imani, and Paul each had important people in their lives who worked 

in contracting or construction, whetting their own appetites for building at RTB. 
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Gabriela describes how her mother’s values related to perseverance continue to inspire 

her.  

Table 17  

Family supports 

Type of Family 

Support 

Example 

Family Skill 

Support 

My grandfather, he liked to build and fix things…So he kind of 

taught me tools of the trade when I was younger and let me help 

with small projects. That’s how I became interested in 

[building] (Imani).  

 

Family Values "She taught me how to never give up on something, right, if I 

want to achieve something, you keep going at it because 

eventually you will get it” (Gabriela) 

 

School Supports 

School sports, guidance counselors, and teachers supported interviewee 

involvement in RTB through personal as well as more structural means. Gabriela’s 

school softball coach urged her to participate and even brought her to RTB himself. 

Local schools also provided support for student involvement in the form of internships 

for credit. For example, Paul and Imani became involved in Rocking the Boat to fulfill 

internship requirements at their schools and received course credits for their 

participation. Gabriela and Carlos both heard about Rocking the Boat from school-

based mentors. Gabriela described the impact her softball coach had on her: 

  

“[My softball coach] was like, ‘I want you to go and check it out, because you need 

something to do when you're not playing softball….He didn't give up on me, and at first 

I’m like, who are you like, why do you care about me, leave me alone. Because I came 

from an elementary and middle school where the teachers didn’t care if you showed 

up” (Gabriela). 

 

For Carlos, the combination of pressure from his mother and support at school 

influenced his decision to join RTB.  
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RTB’s program structure also facilitated continued involvement with the 

program by offering students opportunities to graduate to paid, apprenticeship-level 

positions after a certain amount of time and skill acquisition. In addition, RTB regularly 

hires alums as Program Assistants, who assist with daily program operations and are at 

the frontline of educating and working with students. Gabriela was also employed as an 

administrative assistant for two years at RTB while she was finishing her bachelor’s 

degree in homeland security. 

 Challenges  

It is important to underscore that, as youth, alumni were also experiencing 

challenges, including outright racism and discrimination, family illness and instability, 

and the stress of living in neighborhoods with highly visible drug use and prostitution.  

While we do not detail them here in an effort to avoid pathologizing alumni childhoods, 

these challenges are equally as much a part of youth’s developmental contexts as the 

supports we have summarized, and it is possible that they rendered RTB all the more 

distinct as a safe haven. 

Ecological Systems as Students and Alums 

In life story interviews, alumni painted pictures of the multiple factors that 

supported their engagement at RTB and the ways in which they continue to carry their 

RTB experiences with them today, including social skills, friendships, shifted place 

meanings, and active engagement with the organization. We define engagement here as 

participation as well as social-emotional connections to and identification with RTB.  

As youth, the developmental contexts that supported engagement included 

school structures, caring adults, individual attributes, RTB’s program structures, and 



 

119 

family and friends (Figure 5). Youth perceptions of RTB and the Bronx River as a 

place also played a role in supporting youth engagement. Systems that support alumni 

current engagement with RTB include ongoing connections to place, using RTB-gained 

skills in careers and academics, RTB opportunities for volunteering and attending 

events, individual attributes, and family and friends (Figure 6). In short, as adults, 

alumni no longer described caring adults or particular societal structures that enabled 

their engagement with the organization, as school structures and caring adults had when 

they were youth.  

 

Figure 5 

Systems supporting engagement as youth 
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Figure 6  

Systems supporting engagement as alumni 

 

 
 

Results Summary 

The alumni surveyed and interviewed for this study maintain a moderate to 

strong level of identification with the organization, strongly identify with the Bronx, 

engage in moderate levels of civic engagement in their communities, and generally 

maintain multiple connections with other RTB alumni. Civic engagement was 

correlated with place identity, past perceived identification with the organization, and 

career choices. Additionally, place identity was correlated with current levels of 

prototypicality and past perceived organization identification. Network size correlated 

with current prototypicality. Interviewees described the different, interconnected 

systems that supported their initial and continued identification with RTB, including 

family and friends, caring adults, school structures, place features, and RTB program 

structures. While these supports fostered engagement with the program and 

identification during their time as students, alumni maintained connection with the 

organization through their involvement in alumni social networks, their proximity to 
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the organization, and the organization’s ability to offer multiple opportunities for 

continued engagement. Although we do not have causal data that links this continued 

engagement to identification, it is possible that ongoing engagement with the 

organization through the different systems supporting alumni also supports their 

ongoing identification with RTB.  

Discussion 

This study builds on previous PYD research that emphasizes the systems and 

structures that interact to support youth outcomes. We extend this research by including 

place as an important part of youth’s context, and by investigating alumni organization 

identification and social networks as “connections” and civic behaviors as correlates for 

“contributions.” Place emerges as key to the processes that enable RTB to serve as a 

social-emotional as well as behavioral anchor for alumni. We describe how RTB’s 

distinctiveness as well as its availability as a continuous social-emotional resource 

enable it to nurture alumni identities. We then discuss how RTB continues to support 

alumni identification through its ability to serve as a social network and civic behavior 

hub for alumni.  

Distinctiveness and Continuity of Place Nurture RTB Identities 

Alumni demonstrated high levels of Bronx place identity and moderate to high 

levels of past and current alumni organization identification. These are not surprising 

results, given that previous research has demonstrated that RTB youth have strong place 

attachments and Bronx identities (Armstrong et al., In Prep; Kudryavtsev et al., 2012) 

and given the likely bias in the sample toward highly engaged alumni. Our identity 

results, however, add to our understanding of how RTB identities form and suggest that 
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RTB may aid students in finding what Brewer (1991) calls “optimal distinctiveness.” 

Brewer argues that “social identity derives from a fundamental tension between human 

needs for validation and similarity to others (on the one hand) and a countervailing need 

for uniqueness and individuation (on the other)” (p. 477). Brewer posits that social 

identities—or RTB organization identification in our case—are strongest when the 

social groups resolve a conflict between the need for distinctiveness and the need for 

belonging. Although Brewer and other social identity theorists focus on social contexts, 

interviewees described appreciating the unique opportunities and the uniqueness of RTB 

and the Bronx River as places while at the same time feeling like they were part of a 

group. Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996) call this “place-related distinctiveness,” and it 

appears to be a key component of RTB identification. 

RTB served as both program and place for alumni, and interviewee descriptions 

of RTB as a safe haven also reflect and build on previous research on urban PYD. At 

East New York Farms!, youth also felt like they had a place to belong and a place to be 

challenged (Delia & Krasny, 2018). While Delia and Krasny (2018) highlighted youth 

belonging, they focused more on program contexts rather than on place as context, and 

they worked with current students rather than alumni. RTB balanced youth’s need for 

social-emotional and physical safety with their need to explore and be challenged as part 

of their growth, and this balance of challenge and safety made it distinct from other 

places, such as school, in youths’ lives.   

 Place identity was positively correlated with past and present identification as 

well as with civic behavior. Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996) argue that continuity of 

place also contributes to continuity of self. When contexts are stable, identity content is 
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stable (Oyserman et al., 2017). This suggests that maintaining a residence in or near the 

Bronx—a stable context—may enable alumni to maintain both cognitive and literal, 

social connections to RTB and other RTB alumni, augmenting the likelihood that they 

will continue identifying with RTB.  

RTB as an Anchor for Social Networks and Civic Behaviors 

Although the term ‘anchor institution’ typically applies to large organizations 

that support community development, such as hospitals and universities, (Cantor, 2018; 

Koh et al., 2020), RTB seems to function as a small anchor institution in that it provides 

workforce training and then serves as a hub for alumni to continue practicing relevant 

skills and behaviors and to continue receiving support through mentorship programs and 

the alumni social worker. It also metaphorically anchors positive alumni and youth 

connections. As demonstrated by the social network analysis, the alumni in this survey 

remain connected to good friends from RTB, and many of them not only described the 

alumni social worker as a mentor but also listed the alumni social worker as an RTB 

network contact. 

Life story interviews add additional context to ways in which RTB serves as an 

anchor for alumni civic behaviors. Those interviewed engaged in civic behaviors 

primarily through continued interaction with RTB, which enabled them to assist a 

community organization to fundraise and conduct outreach programs. Interviewees also 

spoke of helping their communities through their jobs, such as policing, lead inspection, 

and environmental education, using skills they practiced at RTB.  

Limitations 

 One obvious limitation of this study is the small sample size, which hindered our 
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ability to statistically analyze potential predictors of alumni outcomes. The initial sample 

was also likely biased toward those alums who found their participation to be 

significant, as they were on the alumni list serve. Due to the potential length and breadth 

of topics in life story interviews, researchers often limit either the number of interviews 

they conduct or the length of those interviews, so they are manageable to code and 

comprehend (Tagg, 1985). Here, we were more limited in number than we had hoped to 

be, but we gained rich information and data from the life stories that we were able to 

conduct.  

The small sample size means we are missing important stories from alumni that 

might give us richer insight into the types of connections maintained beyond RTB and 

whether alumni attribute lasting impacts in their lives to the program. We can make 

limited generalizations to the broader RTB community, and what we present in this 

research is more like a best-case scenario, or a most-significant change analysis (Davies 

& Dart, 2005). In particular, the alumni identity results are likely to be very skewed 

toward the top end of what we might expect from the alumni population at large. Our 

social network analysis may also be very skewed toward people who are predisposed to 

be connected to the organization and may not be representative of the wider alumni 

community. We might expect to see high place identity scores among non-involved 

alumni, although the meanings informing their identity might be significantly different 

than those for involved alumni.   

In addition to the sample bias effects, high levels of identification and 

overwhelmingly positive portrayals of RTB in alumni interviews might be a result of 

two different processes: identity threat in the face of perceived prejudice and, 
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simultaneously, a potential lack of comfort with sharing negative portrayals of the 

organization with a perceived organizational insider. The researcher’s positionality as a 

White woman from an elite institution may have resulted in an identity threat and 

perceived prejudice, which has been shown to influence those who feel prejudice or 

stigma to engage in positive, reaffirming self-talk in the face of prejudice (Miller & 

Myers, 1998). That we have an over-representation of Latino respondents begs the 

question of whether this is a random chance or whether Black alumni felt less able to 

share their experiences with the researcher, who might in turn be perceived as both a 

Bronx and racial outsider and yet, at the same time, as an organization insider.  

Some of the limitations of this study reflect the challenges of engaged 

scholarship more broadly. A researcher engaging in a collaborative partnership at the 

level of the organization rather than at the level of individual alumni may have 

dissuaded alumni who had negative experiences with the organization from participating 

and may have influenced positive responses to questions about RTB’s impact. If doing 

this research over again, I would work to ensure that non-staff alumni participated in the 

formation of research questions and, potentially, the dissemination of the research 

survey, which might have resulted in a higher level of trust.  

These limitations may also be generalized to higher education institutions that 

have more readily applied the organization identification framework. We would suggest 

for those interested in employing organization identification as a construct or framework 

in the future to consider methods of survey dissemination and communication that very 

clearly lay out the desire to hear about and take seriously both positive and negative 

responses.  
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Conclusion 

 This work adds to the PYD literature by engaging with organization identification 

and place identity to assess enduring alumni outcomes. We used multiple methods to 

demonstrate the systems that supported alumni as youth and continue to support them 

as alums. Although we focused on one organization in this study, our findings have 

implications for other PYD programs, particularly those working in urban settings or 

with minoritized youth.  

 RTB’s ability to employ an alumni social worker whose job it is to maintain 

connections with and provide support to previous program participants appeared to 

enhance alumni’s continued engagement with the organization. Additionally, RTB’s 

scaffolded avenues of participation, from student to apprentice to staff and/or volunteer 

also facilitate continued engagement. RTB benefits from the fact that many of its 

alumni remain in the local area and are able to physically engage with the organization. 

Future research can continue developing the relationships of place distinctiveness and 

continuity with PYD outcomes. Finally, we offer a new way of approaching PYD 

organizations as anchor institutions and argue for expanding notions of anchor 

institutions’ roles in supporting social-emotional assets in communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

127 

References 

Alcantar, C. M. (2014). Civic Engagement Measures for Latina/o College Students. New 

Directions for Institutional Research, 2013(158), 23–35. https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.20043 

Armstrong, A. K., Krasny, M. E., & Stedman, R. C. (In Prep). “I got my research right here”: 

Gaining positive identity and resisting stigma on the Bronx River. 

Arnold, M. E., & Gagnon, R. J. (2019). Illuminating the Process of Youth Development: The 

Mediating Effect of Thriving on Youth Development Program Outcomes. Journal of Human 

Sciences and Extension, 7(3), 24–51. 

Atkinson, R. (1998). The Life Story Interview. SAGE. 

Beaulieu, M., Breton, M., & Brousselle, A. (2018). Conceptualizing 20 years of engaged 

scholarship: A scoping review. PLOS ONE, 13(2), e0193201. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193201 

Berry, J., Chouhoud, Y., & Junn, J. (2018). Reaching Beyond Low-Hanging Fruit. In L. R. 

Atkeson & R. M. Alvarez (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of polling and survey methods. Oxford 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190213299.013.1 

 

Bonaiuto, M., Breakwell, G. M., & Cano, I. (1996). Identity processes and environmental threat: 

The effects of nationalism and local identity upon perception of beach pollution. Journal of 

Community & Applied Social Psychology, 6(3), 157–175. 

Breakwell, G. M. (2015). Identity process theory. In G. Sammut, E. Andreouli, G. Gaskell, & J. 

Valsiner (Eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Social Representations (pp. 250–266). Cambridge 

University Press. 

Brewer, M. B. (1991). The Social Self: On Being the Same and Different at the Same Time. 

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 17(5), 475–482. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167291175001 

Cantor, N. (2018). Anchor Institution – Community Engagement in Newark: Striving Together. 

Anchor Institutions Advancing Local and Global Sustainable Community Development: 2017-

2018 Conference Proceedings. 

Carolan, B. (2020). Social Network Analysis and Education: Theory, Methods & Applications 

(By pages 3-22). SAGE Publications, Inc. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452270104 

Chi, B., & Snow, J. Z. (2010). Project Exploration 10-year retrospective program evaluation 

summative report. Project Exploration. https://pe-media.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/wp-

content/uploads/2020/09/16120542/Project-Exploration-10-Year-Prog-Eval.pdf 

Clark, C., & Uzzell, D. L. (2006). Socio-environmental affordances and adolescents. In C. 

Spencer & M. Blades (Eds.), Children and their environments: Learning, using and designing 

spaces (pp. 176–198). Cambridge University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193201


 

128 

Colvin, C. R. (2013). Significant life experience: Exploring the lifelong influence of place-based 

environmental and science education on program participants. University of Colorado. 

Delia, J., & Krasny, M. E. (2018). Cultivating positive youth development, critical 

consciousness, and authentic care in urban environmental education. Frontiers in Psychology, 8. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02340 

Doolittle, A., & Faul, A. C. (2013). Civic Engagement Scale: A Validation Study. SAGE Open, 

3(3), 2158244013495542. https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244013495542 

Garst, B. A., Gagnon, R. J., & Whittington, A. (2016). A Closer Look at the Camp Experience: 

Examining Relationships Between Life Skills, Elements of Positive Youth Development, and 

Antecedents of Change Among Camp Alumni. Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and 

Leadership, 8(2), Article 2. https://doi.org/10.18666/JOREL-2016-V8-I2-7694 

Hais, S. C., Hogg, M. A., & Duck, J. M. (1997). Self-Categorization and Leadership: Effects of 

Group Prototypicality and Leader Stereotypicality. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 

23(10), 1087–1099. https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672972310009 

Henry, K. B., Arrow, H., & Carini, B. (1999). A Tripartite Model of Group Identification: 

Theory and Measurement. Small Group Research, 30(5), 558–581. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/104649649903000504 

Hogg, M. A., & Abrams, D. (1988). Social identifications: A social psychology of intergroup 

relations and group processes. Routledge. 

Hogg, M. A., & Hardie, E. A. (1992). Prototypicality, conformity and depersonalized attraction: 

A self-categorization analysis of group cohesiveness. British Journal of Social Psychology, 

31(1), 41–56. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.1992.tb00954.x 

Hogg, M. A., & Terry, D. I. (2000). Social identity and self-categorization processes in 

organizational contexts. Academy of Management Review, 25(1), 121–140. 

Hogg, M. A., & Williams, K. D. (2000). From I to we: Social identity and the collective self. 

Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice, 4(1), 81–97. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-

2699.4.1.81 

Iyer, V. M., Bamber, E. M., & Barefield, R. M. (1997). Identification of accounting firm alumni 

with their former firm: Antecedents and outcomes. Accounting, Organizations and Society, 

22(3), 315–336. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0361-3682(96)00018-9 

Jones, C., & Volpe, E. H. (2011). Organizational identification: Extending our understanding of 

social identities through social networks. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 32(3), 413–434. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.694 

Jorgensen, B. S., & Stedman, R. C. (2001). Sense of place as an attitude: Lakeshore owners’ 

attitudes toward their properties. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 21(3), 233–248. 

https://doi.org/10.1006/jevp.2001.0226 



 

129 

Koenig‐Lewis, N., Asaad, Y., Palmer, A., & Petersone, E. (2016). The Effects of Passage of 

Time on Alumni Recall of ‘Student Experience.’ Higher Education Quarterly, 70(1), 59–80. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12063 

Koh, H. K., Bantham, A., Geller, A. C., Rukavina, M. A., Emmons, K. M., Yatsko, P., & 

Restuccia, R. (2020). Anchor Institutions: Best Practices to Address Social Needs and Social 

Determinants of Health. American Journal of Public Health, 110(3), 309–316. 

https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305472 

Kudryavtsev, A., Krasny, M. E., & Stedman, R. C. (2012). The impact of environmental 

education on sense of place among urban youth. Ecosphere, 3(4), art29. 

https://doi.org/10.1890/ES11-00318.1 

Lannegrand-Willems, L., Chevrier, B., Perchec, C., & Carrizales, A. (2018). How is Civic 

Engagement Related to Personal Identity and Social Identity in Late Adolescents and Emerging 

Adults? A Person-Oriented Approach. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 47(4), 731–748. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-018-0821-x 

Lerner, R. M., & Lerner, J. V. (2016). The Positive Development of Youth: Comprehensive 

Findings from the 4-h Study of Positive Youth Development (p. 57). Institute for Applied 

Research in Youth Development. 

Lerner, R. M., Lerner, J. V., Almerigi, J. B., Theokas, C., Phelps, E., Gestsdottir, S., Naudeau, 

S., Jelicic, H., Alberts, A., Ma, L., Smith, L. M., Bobek, D. L., Richman-Raphael, D., Simpson, 

I., Christiansen, E. D., & von Eye, A. (2005). Positive Youth Development, Participation in 

Community Youth Development Programs, and Community Contributions of Fifth-Grade 

Adolescents: Findings from the First Wave Of the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development. 

The Journal of Early Adolescence, 25(1), 17–71. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431604272461 

Lerner, R. M., Lerner, J. V., & Benson, J. B. (2011). Chapter 1 - Positive youth development: 

Research and applications for promoting thriving in adolescence. In R. M. Lerner, J. V. Lerner, 

& J. B. Benson (Eds.), Advances in Child Development and Behavior (Vol. 41, pp. 1–17). JAI. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-386492-5.00001-4 

Liddicoat, K. R. (2013). Memories and lasting impacts of residential outdoor environmental 

education programs [Dissertation, Cornell University]. 

http://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/33891 

Liddicoat, K. R., & Krasny, M. E. (2014). Memories as Useful Outcomes of Residential Outdoor 

Environmental Education. The Journal of Environmental Education, 45(3), 178–193. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00958964.2014.905431 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Mael, F., & Ashforth, B. E. (1992). Alumni and their alma mater: A partial test of the 

reformulated model of organizational identification. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 13(2), 

103–123. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.4030130202 



 

130 

Mertens, D. M. (2016). Transformative Paradigm: Mixed Methods and Social Justice. Journal of 

Mixed Methods Research. https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689807302811 

Miscenko, D., & Day, D. V. (2016). Identity and identification at work. Organizational 

Psychology Review, 6(3), 215–247. https://doi.org/10.1177/2041386615584009 

Moser, J. R., & Ashforth, B. E. (2022). My network, my self: A social network approach to 

work-based identity. Research in Organizational Behavior, 100155. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2022.100155 

Oyserman, D. (2009). Identity-based motivation: Implications for action-readiness, procedural-

readiness, and consumer behavior. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 19(3), 250–260. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2009.05.008 

Prince, D. (2014). What about place? Considering the role of physical environment on youth 

imagining of future possible selves. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(6), 697–716. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.836591 

Proshansky, H. M., & Fabian, A. K. (1987). The development of place identity in the child. In 

Spaces for children (pp. 21–40). Springer. 

Salzman, N., Delaney, A., Bates, C. R., & Llewellyn, D. (2020). Lasting Impacts of a Summer 

Bridge and Outdoor Experience Program on Student Relationships: A Social Network Analysis. 

ASEE Annual Conference and Exposition, Conference Proceedings, 30691-1-30691–16. 

https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/electrical_facpubs/460 

Silbereisen, R., & Lerner, R. M. (Eds.). (2007). Approaches to positive youth development. 

SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for 

Developing Grounded Theory (2nd ed.). Sage Publications, Inc. 

Swann Jr, W. B., & Bosson, J. K. (2008). Identity negotiation: A theory of self and social 

interaction. 

Tagg, S. K. (1985). Life story interviews and their interpretation. In M. Brenner, J. Brown, & D. 

Canter (Eds.), The research interview: Uses and approaches. Academic Press Inc. 

Twigger-Ross, C. L., & Uzzell, D. L. (1996). Place and identity processes. Journal of 

Environmental Psychology, 16(3), 205–220. https://doi.org/10.1006/jevp.1996.0017 

Virginia Commonwealth University. (2020). What is Community-Engaged Research? 

https://community.vcu.edu/faculty-support-/cenr-support-at-vcu/what-is-community-engaged-

research/ 

Wasserman, S., & Faust, K. (1994). Social Network Analysis: Methods and Applications. 

Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511815478 

Wilson, J. (2000). Volunteering. Annual Review of Sociology, 26(1), 215–240. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.215 



 

131 

Appendix A 

Scales 

 

Table 18 

Organizational Identity, adapted from Mael & Ashforth, 1992 

Alumni Organizational Identification (5 point scale) 

When someone criticizes Rocking the Boat if feels like a personal insult 

If a story in the media criticized Rocking the Boat, I would feel embarrassed 

When someone praises Rocking the Boat, it feels like a personal compliment 

Rocking the Boat’s successes are my successes 

I am very interested in what others think about Rocking the Boat 

When I talk about Rocking the Boat, I usually say “we” rather than “I” 

 

 

Table 19  

Alumni Belonging and Self-categorization, adapted from Fielding & Hogg, 1997 

Alumni belonging and self-categorization (9-point scale) 

How much do you see yourself as belonging to RTB now that are you an alum? 

 

How similar do you think you are to other RTB alumni? 

 

 

Table 20 

Past Alumni Identification, adapted from (Hais et al., 1997) 

Past Identification (9-point scale) 

How much did you see yourself belonging to Rocking the Boat? 

How similar did you think you were to Rocking the Boat students/apprentices? 

How tight of a group did you think your RTB apprentice group was? 

How much did you like RTB? 

How important was RTB to you? 
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Table 21  

Place Identity, adapted from Stedman & Jorgenson 

Place Identity (5-point scale) 

Being from the Bronx is an important part of who I am 

I feel committed to the Bronx 

I identify with the Bronx 

I am glad to be from the Bronx 

 
 

Table 22  

Civic Behavior Scale, adapted from Lenzi et al., 2013 

Civic Behavior (7-point scale) 

I am involved in official volunteer position(s) in the community. 

When working with others, I make positive changes in my community 

I help members of my community 

I stay informed of events in my community 

I participate in discussions that raise issues of social responsibility 

I contribute to charitable organizations within the community 
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Appendix B 

 

Figure 4  

Factor analysis Results 
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Figure 5  

Density plots to check for normality of scales 

 
 

Figure 6  

Quantile plots to check for normality 
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Appendix C 
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Appendix D 

 

 

Life Story Interview Prompts 

In intro: What you were doing before RTB, what you were doing during RTB, what has life like 

been since RTB 

RTB Questions 

• It looks like you did….at RTB—what made you choose to do these activities?  

• When did you join RTB?  

• What made you join RTB? 

• Tell me about your favorite memories from RTB? Your most challenging times? 

• What else, besides RTB, did you do for fun or entertainment?  

• Tell me more about what you think about the Bronx? 

Prompts to get conversation started (These were not all asked but were additional 

resources to keep conversation going) 

What was going on in your family and your community when you were born?  

• Tell me about your family—what are they like? What do you like most / least about them? 

• What was growing up in your house or neighborhood like? 

• What values were passed down to you from your family? 

• What are your strongest memories from elementary and middle school? 

• What would you say was the most significant event in your life up to age 12? 

• Who are the most important people in your life? 

• Who shaped and influenced your life most? 

• Did you have any dreams or ambitions as a child or adolescent? Where did they come from?  

• Have your ambitions changed? 

• How did you end up working where you are now? 

• What do you like/dislike about where you live now? 

• Where do you see yourself in the next 5-10 years? 

Closing questions 

Do you feel you have given a fair picture of yourself? Is there anything we’ve left out of the 

story? What are your feelings about this interview and all that we have covered? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

137 

CHAPTER 3 

“A RIVER OF HOPE”? A TOPIC MODELING ANALYSIS OF BRONX RIVER 

REPRESENTATIONS IN THE NEW YORK TIMES AND ON TWITTER 

 

Abstract 

 

Congressman José Serrano called the Bronx River a “symbol of hope.” On the 

other hand, Donica (2018) argues that the media set a ruin-porn-based agenda that 

highlights destruction and decay in the Bronx. To what extent does coverage of the 

Bronx River mirror Serrano’s vision of hope rather than this ruin-porn agenda? In this 

paper, we use topic modeling and sentiment analysis to describe and compare social 

representations of the Bronx River in a traditional, elite media source, The New York 

Times, and on the social media site Twitter. Although top topics in both corpora point 

to the importance of environmental issues in Bronx River coverage, our Twitter 

analysis suggests that Environmental Twitter users may be tweeting to an “issue 

public,” a small but devoted group of followers who care about the Bronx River 

environment. When people tweet about the Bronx River and “environment,” their 

tweets tend to have positively-valenced words. We found a potential negativity bias, 

however, in our overall Twitter corpus. Thematic analysis of NYTimes articles about the 

Bronx River illustrated the ways in which journalists nested symbolic meanings related 

to degradation, restoration, wildness, and urbanity.  
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Introduction 

 

What do you know about the Bronx, NY? If you are interested in environmental 

justice, you may have heard the term “asthma alley” linked to the South Bronx, where 

residents exhibit high asthma rates due to air pollution and poor living conditions 

(Kilani, 2019). You might know the Bronx as the home of hip hop and the New York 

Yankees. Perhaps you have heard the term “the Bronx is burning,” words that famous 

baseball reporter Howard Cosell never actually uttered in 1977, but that have had an 

enduring legacy on how the Bronx is framed in popular media (Flood, 2010). Indeed, 

both ESPN and Netflix have run shows based around this era in the Bronx; ESPN’s was 

even called, The Bronx is Burning. These representations of the Bronx coalesce to form 

a social representation or a shared understanding of the phenomenon that is the Bronx, 

which is largely negative and stigmatized (Donica, 2018; Wacquant, 2008; Wagner & 

Hayes, 2005). 

While Cosell never said, “the Bronx is burning” on live TV, the Bronx was 

indeed burning. Decades of federal and city government disinvestment culminated in a 

spate of landlord-backed arson during which 80% of the housing stock in the South 

Bronx was lost to fire and 250,000 people were displaced (How the Bronx Burned, 

2020). Vivian Vazquez-Irizarry’s recent documentary, Decade of Fire, describes how 

the media placed blame on Bronx citizens rather than on systemic racism and 

disinvestment and how this “harmful mythology…has continued largely unchallenged 

to this day” (“About the Film,” n.d.). 

 The story of Bronx River restoration is embedded in and yet also runs counter 

to this broader discourse of the Bronx. Grassroots efforts to clean up the Bronx River 
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emerged in the 1970s, during the “decade of fire.” Congressman José Serrano, who 

funneled dollars from the U.S. House Appropriations Committee to fund Bronx River 

restoration beginning in the 1990s, told Vanity Fair in 2008 that “things were pulled out 

from that river, from half a Jeep to all kinds of stuff we can’t mention in a family 

magazine” but that “cleaning up the river has been more responsible for the resurgence 

of the Bronx than any other person, organization, or issue. The river is a symbol of 

hope” (Spangler, 2008). Since the 1980s, community members and organizations have 

formed a network that provides state and local government with water quality data, 

trains youth in environmental science, and offers a multitude of recreational and 

environmental stewardship opportunities for the local community. While there is still 

work to be done, and combined sewer overflows continue to dump raw sewage into the 

river during high rain events (Chaisson, 2017), species that had once been extirpated 

from the river have returned, and journalists have celebrated the work as a symbol of 

rejuvenation (Kimmelman, 2012b).   

Donica (2018) argues that the media set a ruin-porn-based agenda that 

highlighted destruction and decay in the Bronx. To what extent does coverage of the 

Bronx River mirror Serrano’s vision of hope rather than this ruin-porn agenda? In this 

paper, we use topic modeling and sentiment analysis to describe and compare social 

representations of the Bronx River in a traditional, elite media source, the NYTimes, and 

on the social media site Twitter.  

Our first question is descriptive: 

RQ1: What are the main topics associated with the Bronx River in the NYTimes 

and on Twitter?  
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 We also wanted to know whether there had been any shift over time in the main 

topics prevalent in the NYTimes and on Twitter: 

RQ2: How have these topics changed over time?  

 

 

There is a multitude of user types on Twitter. As such, we asked: 

RQ3: How do topics vary across user groups on Twitter? Specifically, how do 

news media Twitter users and environmental Twitter users vary in their 

representations of the Bronx River?  

We wanted to know not only about the nature of topics but also the sentiments 

that reporters and Twitter users attach to topics related to the Bronx River: 

RQ4: What valence of sentiment do Twitter users and NYTimes writers attach to 

the Bronx River? 

Finally, we were interested in describing the interactions between NYTimes 

articles and Twitter topics: 

RQ5: To what extent do Twitter and the NYTimes influence each other in coverage 

related to the Bronx River?  

 

 

Literature Review 

This research is grounded in social representations, intermedia agenda setting, 

and place theories. We first briefly review social representations theory and then 

describe how social representations of place form and are impacted by media and socio-

political events. We then discuss agenda setting, NYTimes readers, and Twitter users. 

Finally, we review topic modeling and sentiment analysis and how these methods relate 

to discerning social representations of place.  
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Social Representations  

Social representations comprise the “images that condense manifold meanings” 

and allow people to interpret what is happening (Jodelet, 1991 in Howarth, 2011). They 

are a social ‘a priori’ (Wagner & Hayes, 2005) and “refer to the stock of social 

knowledge which people share in the form of common-sense theories about the social 

world” (Augoustinos et al., 2014). In serving as a social “common sense,” social 

representations shape how we construct our social reality, which in turn influences our 

attitudes and behaviors (Deaux & Philogène, 2001). Social representations anchor 

unfamiliar concepts in more familiar, contextual frames in people’s minds, making the 

unfamiliar familiar (Breakwell, 1992; Deaux & Philogène, 2001). For example, the 

Bronx River might be unfamiliar to the reader, but you might make sense of it by 

anchoring it among representations of the Bronx, rivers, or urban rivers that are more 

familiar to you. So, at the individual level, social representations help us make sense of 

the world. At the group level, they serve as group-based rhetoric that can foster in-

group cohesiveness and out-group differentiation (Breakwell, 1992). 

Although constructs such as sense of place, place attachment, and place identity 

are often linked to the individual, place is in part a socially constructed phenomenon 

shaped both by the physical realities of spaces as well as by the meanings people give 

those spaces (Cresswell, 2015; Stedman, 2008). Place meanings are the symbolic 

meanings we give to places, such as “the Bronx is vibrant” (Stedman, 2008). They can 

be positive or negative and inform our sense of place as well as our place identities, or 

the way we incorporate place into self-concept (Bleam, 2018).  When place meanings 

are shared by groups of people, they become social representations of place (N. M. 
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Anderson et al., 2013).  

 Place meanings can be contested, and their creation occurs in the context of wider 

struggles to “define and control public space” (Di Masso, Dixon and Po, 2011, p. 231). 

The Bronx, where we focus this study, is one such contested place whose dominant 

meanings have shifted markedly over the last 120 years. Early in the 20th century, 

some parts of the Bronx remained a country getaway for Manhattan’s wealthy, while 

others became affordable places for immigrants working in Manhattan to settle and buy 

homes (de Kadt, 2011). In the 1930s, the federal Homeowner’s Loan Association 

(HOLC) redlined parts of the Bronx, grading places with high numbers of immigrants 

and minoritized groups as “hazardous” or “definitely declining,” high-risk loan areas. 

Indeed, 83% of the Bronx was defined as either “definitely declining” or “hazardous” 

(Mapping Inequality, n.d.). This action effectively blocked residents in redlined areas 

from obtaining loans to purchase property and housing and enhanced income inequality 

and segregation. This symbolic meaning of “hazardous” has come to dominate much of 

the discourse related to the Bronx, and the locations listed as “hazardous” remain some 

of the poorest neighborhoods in the Bronx. Perceptions of such hazards, or disorder, 

may be better predicted by people’s notions of a place’s racial composition than by 

actual disorder, such as White and Latino Chicago residents who perceived more 

disorder when neighborhoods had higher numbers of Black residents (Sampson & 

Raudenbausch, 2004). 

Bronx residents themselves may resist this stigmatized meaning and embrace 

more nuanced or positive meanings (Armstrong et al., In Prep). Resistance occurs in 

other stigmatized places as well. Cairns (2018) for example, demonstrated how youth in 
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a gardening program in Camden, NJ portrayed narratives of hope linked to the city’s 

history as an industrial center. Residents of Toronto’s stigmatized Regent Park 

countered the typical narrative of public housing as a degraded space and instead 

described the sense of community and access to important services, such as public 

transit, that they gained from the location (August, 2014). 

Social Representations of Place in the Media 

These contested place meanings are part of social processes and are impacted 

not only by political elites, as demonstrated by the redlining example, but also through 

media representations (Arthurson et al., 2014; Bourdieu, 1979; Nayak, 2019). August 

(2014) describes how the media vilified Regent Park, Canada’s first public housing 

project, as a location of moral iniquity replete with drugs and prostitution and how this 

media vilification drove plans for gentrification and “renewal” of the area. Schwarze’s 

(2021) discourse analysis of Chicago newspapers, which published primarily crime-

related content about Chicago, normalized violence, and reproduced marginality in 

Chicago’s South Side.  

Organizations, including those focused on the environment, also shape 

discourse about a place (A. Hansen, 1991; Shibaike, 2022). For example, 

environmental nonprofits leverage the symbolic power of so-called ‘iconic species’ to 

“elevate their audience’s connection to conservation issues, rather than to educate or 

advertise a specific event or program of the ENGO” (Horsley et al., 2021, p. 2723). In 

Virginia, environmental organizations emphasize the role of the oyster in climate 

resilience in their press releases, downplaying the risks aquaculture faces as ocean 

acidification continues to impact hard-shelled marine organisms (Armstrong, Stedman, 
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and Krasny, 2021).  

Intermedia Agenda Setting  

Agenda setting research highlights how news and social media build consensus 

on issues of the day including environmental issues (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Hansen, 

1991; Su & Borah, 2019). To our knowledge, few scholars have merged agenda setting 

and social representations theories. We view agenda setting as one process through 

which social representations become widely shared.  

Recent research demonstrates an “intermedia” agenda setting phenomenon, 

whereby Twitter and the traditional news media influence each other over time (Harder 

et al., 2017; Su & Borah, 2019; Jones-Jang et al., 2020). Su & Borah (2019) studied the 

flow of information between the news media and Twitter after President Trump 

announced the US withdrawal from the Paris Climate Agreement and found that, before 

the announcement, newspapers influenced topics covered on Twitter. For five days 

after the announcement, Twitter influenced topics covered in newspapers. After five 

days, newspapers returned to their spot as primary “definer” or agenda-setter. The 

authors conclude that newspapers likely influence Twitter on topics that remain 

ongoing debates, whereas Twitter exerts influence on newspapers after breaking news. 

Similarly, Jones-Jang, Hart, and Feldman (2020) tracked “frame contagion”— or the 

spread of different foci in climate news — and found that traditional news outlets 

continue to influence science frames on Twitter more than the other way around, but 

that Twitter influence on these frames grew over time (2015-2017).  

 Twitter adds another layer to the notion of intermedia agenda setting, in that 

producers and definers of viral topics can be individual citizens rather than media 
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representatives. Thus, social representations of the Bronx River on Twitter entangle 

media users’, such as television news stations or newspapers, and individual users’ 

perceptions of the river. That said, survey data from Pew suggest that, while there are 

many people on Twitter, very few drive the Twitter narrative (Wojcik & Hughes, 

2019).  

NYTimes readers and Twitter users 

The NYTimes is one of the most widely read newspapers in the United States 

and one-third of its readership in 2021 comprised adults aged 18-29. Only 4% of 

readers who cite the NYTimes as their main source of political news were Black and 

only 10% identified as Hispanic (Grieco, 2020). Seventy-two percent of those who 

cited the NYTimes as their main source of information were college graduates. In short, 

the NYTimes readership, at least during the 2020 the election, was overwhelmingly 

White and educated. Twitter users are younger, lean Democrat, and have a higher 

median income than the average US adult (Wojcik and Hughes, 2019). The majority of 

the average user’s Twitter time on any given day “may be taken up by non-news related 

communication, much of it mundane…with Twitter as an ambient, always-on, always-

in-the-background medium” (Crawford, 2009 in Bruns & Burgess, 2012). Murthy, 

Gross, and Pensaville (2016) add important nuance to the data presented by Pew. They 

analyzed urban social media demographics and found that cities with higher historically 

Black populations have higher rates of tweeting by Black Twitter users. In 33 out of 49 

cities they studied, Black Twitter users were overrepresented in relation to the total US 

population, while Latine users were underrepresented in relation to the national US 

population.  
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In Armstrong and colleagues’ research with youth in the Bronx (Armstrong et 

al., In Prep), youth described how they had expected the Bronx River to be dirty 

because they had a general sense that the Bronx itself was dirty, something they 

reported hearing in the media, perceived as a stigma, and had experienced themselves. 

These youth may not have been able to point to specific articles they had read about the 

Bronx as a dirty place, but they may instead have been experiencing the impacts of 

“ambient journalism.” Hermida (2010) describes how “real-time, networked digital 

technologies” such as Twitter function as “awareness systems that offer diverse means 

to collect, communicate, share, and display news information in the periphery of one’s 

awareness” (n.p.). Imagine scrolling through a feed on Twitter, noticing but not 

necessarily taking in each tweet; the tweets you pass by are part of an “ambient” news 

system, similar to how television news in hotel restaurants is on but not necessarily 

drawing your full attention. 

Negative News – “If It Bleeds, it Leads” 

 Given our focus on a river in a stigmatized place, it is important to underscore that 

the news media in general are biased toward producing negative news (Soroka & 

McAdams, 2015). During some election cycles, Twitter has also proven to be 

dominated by negative news (Park, 2015). Berger and Milkman (2012) found that 

NYTimes articles were more likely to be shared if they were negative, while Hansen and 

colleagues (2011) found that negative news about COP15 was more likely to be 

retweeted than was non-negative news. People engage in “doomscrolling” on Twitter 

and the internet at large, “compulsively scouring the internet in search of ever more 

terrible information” (Jennings, 2020). Although Sharma and colleagues (2022) 
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describe doomscrolling as a “passive” social media activity, media studies literature 

suggests that people pay more attention to negative news, which in turn leads media 

producers, such as newspapers, to produce more negative and sensationalist news 

content (Baumeister et al., 2001).  

Topic Modeling & Sentiment Analysis 

 Topic modeling is a method of understanding the latent themes present in a body 

of text and is a ‘suite of algorithms that aim to discover and annotate large archives of 

documents with thematic information” (Blei, 2012). Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) 

is one of the most common forms of topic modeling and creates a probabilistic model 

such that each document is a mixture of latent topics. Topic models “identify clusters of 

words that show up together in statistically meaningful ways throughout the corpus” 

(Walsh, 2021). For example, the topic “Pets” has words about the pets that occur 

together with high probability. LDA works as an unsupervised algorithm, which means 

the user does not predefine the words and topics. The algorithm iterates over documents 

in a corpus, and as it does, it discovers which words are more likely to co-occur in 

which articles. Each document, then, is represented as a distribution of a fixed number 

of topics, and each topic is a distribution of words (Figure 1). Structural topic modeling 

employs this LDA process but also includes document metadata—covariates of 

interest—in the model (Roberts et al., 2019). 
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Figure 1 

A portion of the structural topic modeling process. Documents are assigned to topics, and each document 

becomes a distribution of topics (left side). Structural topic modeling (Roberts, Stewart and Tingley, 

2019) allows for modeling different distributions of topics according to different covariates of interest. In 

brief, the left side of this diagram shows how much of a document is associated with a topic, while the 

right side shows topical content (words within a topic). Adapted from Roberts, Stewart and Tingley 

(2019).  

 

 

Researchers from across social science disciplines have begun applying topic 

modeling techniques to understand social phenomena, from climate change agenda 

setting (Keller et al., 2020) to comparative politics (Lucas et al., 2015) to geography (de 

Oliveira Capela & Ramirez-Marquez, 2019). Relevant to this research, de Oliveira 

Capela & Ramirez-Marquez (2019) employed topic modeling to detect urban identity 

perception, or how people conceive of a city as distinct from other cities. By topic 

modeling a corpus comprising multiple news sources from different cities, they were 
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able to generate topics for the whole corpus and to determine how each topic was 

distributed among the cities.  

Although Chandelier and colleagues (2018) write that few researchers studying 

environmental topics have drawn on topic modeling approaches, geographers have 

begun employing topic modeling to “[crowd-source] the character of a place” (Adams 

& McKenzie, 2018). Adams and McKenzie argue that ‘crowd-sourced, place-based 

information gives unique insight into how individuals and communities (both physical 

and virtual) conceptualize knowledge about the world and allow us to capture the 

dynamic aspects of places to an unprecedented degree’ (p. 395). Vernacular 

geographers have used a form of topic modeling to uncover local scale geographic 

trends, such as vernacular placenames (Davies, 2013). As Feick and Robertson (2015) 

write, “The increased availability of geo-referenced user-generated content (UGC), 

such as photographs, videos, and social media posts, offers a complementary avenue to 

explore how place is sensed and characterized across larger populations and geographic 

extents” (p. 51).  

 While topic modeling uncovers the general themes that comprise texts, sentiment 

analysis is a computational approach to understanding the valence (pleasantness of a 

stimulus) of emotions associated with words in a text (Jurafsky & Martin, 2022). 

Supervised sentiment analysis works by comparing words in a researcher’s corpus with 

words from a pre-defined sentiment lexicon, the contents of which have been scored 

based on positive or negative sentiment. Researchers can choose from numerous 

dictionaries that use different methods of scoring and labeling word sentiments. 

Sentiment analysis is beginning to be used by those interested in people-place 
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relationships, as you can mine Twitter and other social media sites to understand how 

people feel about a particular place (Vespa et al., 2022). 

 

Methods 

Our research questions center around discerning social representations of the 

Bronx River, how these have changed over time, and what sentiments people attach to 

Bronx River-related topics. Like many who study agenda setting, we take a 

constructivist view of media creation (Hansen, 1991), meaning that we view media 

production and consumption as intertwined processes that impact each other and the 

stories that unfold. Similarly, we view place as, in part, socially constructed by these 

media stories. In this case, topic modeling and sentiment analysis enabled us to explore 

large amounts of text from multiple media types and to also understand how these two 

media sources might have impacted each other. Few studies have used automated text 

analysis for discerning social representations (Lynam, 2016), and this research begins 

filling this gap.   

Corpus Development 

 We created a corpus of NYTimes articles and Tweets that included the term 

“Bronx River” in them, knowing this would capture a wide range of Bronx River-

connected terms, including “Bronx River Parkway,” that were not necessarily about the 

Bronx River itself. Although one can argue that the Bronx River Parkway and the 

Bronx River are two very separate entities, they are, crucially, linked symbolically by 

name, geographically by proximity, and historically by purpose. The Parkway was 

originally constructed in the early 20th century as a means of controlling Bronx River 

pollution by creating a reservation around the river through which the Parkway runs 
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(Bronx River Parkway Commission, 1906). At its opening in 1925, the Bronx River 

Parkway ran only through the northern reaches of the Bronx into Westchester. By 1952, 

it had been completed and extended from Valhalla (in Westchester County) to 

Soundview Park in the South Bronx. Due to these linkages, and under the premises that 

ambient news impacts information intake, we decided to include all tweets and articles 

with the term “Bronx River” in them.  

 

 NYTimes 

We used the search terms “Bronx River” in the database Nexis Uni and filtered 

for news articles published by the NYTimes. We specifically looked for articles that had 

“Bronx River” in the body of the text but not necessarily in the title so we could 

establish a broad understanding of how the Bronx River appeared in articles. We 

downloaded 2290 NYTimes articles published between 1980 and 2017, the dates for 

which we had access to downloadable full text at the time. Nearly half of these articles 

comprised calendar and event announcements, which we removed, leaving us with 

1164 articles (Table 1). We extracted text from the downloaded pdfs and conducted 

initial data inspection and cleaning—for example, separating words that had been 

concatenated during the extraction process—in Python.  

 

Table 1 

NYTimes Corpus Numbers 

Corpus development stage Number of articles 

Initial query  2290 
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Number of non-calendar articles used for 

analysis 

1164 

 

Twitter 

 Using Barrie and Ho’s (2021) academictwitteR package, which enables users to 

search the entire Twitter archive, we queried tweets whose text included “Bronx River” 

from 01/01/2007-03/18/2022. We retrieved 159,213 tweets. Removing retweets left us 

with 127,077 “organic” tweets. Based on our interest in studying intermedia agenda 

setting, our previous work on Bronx River environmental stewardship, and the sheer 

number of tweets by traffic users, we defined four categories of Twitter users in our 

corpus: environmental organizations (Environment), news organizations (News), traffic 

accounts (Traffic), and individual users (Individual). To do so, we first hand-coded any 

users who had more than 20 tweets in the corpus. This process helped us discover 

keywords that defined the news and traffic users, such as “news,” “hub”, “route”, and 

“traffic.” We then ran automated searches using our keyword lists and labeled users 

whose usernames contained those keywords in the appropriate category. We developed 

a list of environmental organizations in the Bronx using New York StewMap 

(StewMap, 2017), a map of stewardship groups in the New York City metro area. We 

searched for Bronx-based environmental groups in our corpus and labeled those. We 

placed users in categories if they represented an organization (e.g., Bronx River 

Alliance or CBSNews) but not if they were an individual tweeting about news or 

environment topics (e.g., a user who likes birds and so tweets about birds on the Bronx 

River).  

Based on the preponderance of traffic-related tweets from bots and the fact that 
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traffic remained a subject in other tweets, we removed the traffic-only users from the 

corpus, leaving us with 69,187 tweets (Table 2). This separation of users enabled us to 

compare organized efforts to share information related to the Bronx River and the 

topics that Individual users might share, giving us a picture of how media, including 

any NYTimes accounts vs. individuals, frame the river and its environs. The final topic 

model ran with 68,800 tweets. 

Table 2 

Twitter Corpus Numbers 

Corpus development stage Number of tweets 

Total tweets harvested using the search term 

“Bronx River” 

159,213 

Organic tweets in corpus 127,077  

Number of tweets after traffic users removed 69,187 

Number of tweets in stm model 68,800 

   

Corpus Cleaning and Structural Topic Modeling 

Using the stm package (Roberts, Stewart, and Tingley, 2019), we cleaned and 

tokenized words (separated them into single word chunks) from tweets and articles. The 

cleaning process includes removing punctuation, HTML references, very common 

words (called “stop words”), punctuation, and numbers. After running the models, we 

examined the top terms in each topic and from which documents those terms came. We 

then used that information to hand-label the topics.  

NYTimes. After running our corpus through stm preprocessing function, we 
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were left with 1164 documents in our corpus. We ran a 20 topic-model using the stm 

package. We used the variable “year,” an integer measure running from 1980 to 2017, 

modeled as a B-spline that allows for smooth curves as our topical prevalence 

parameter (Roberts, Stewart and Tingley, 2019). We chose the top 3 topics to focus on 

for our regression analyses.  

Twitter. We created a 30-topic model from our corpus of 68,800 tweets. To run 

the stm model, we used user-category (Environmental, News, or Individual) and a B-

spline estimation of “year” as an integer measure. We then ran regression analyses to 

determine to what extent different user groups predicted topics and how topics varied 

over time.  

Model validity 

To enhance the validity of our models, we ran multiple iterations of models for 

each corpus using different numbers of topics and then evaluated the best models to use 

based on which ones had higher exclusivity and semantic coherence. Semantic 

coherence is a measure defined by Mimno and colleagues (2011) that is at its maximum 

when the words with the highest probability of occurring in a topic often occur 

together. Roberts, Stewart and Tingsley (2019) also suggest using exclusivity, a 

measure that balances the terms’ exclusivity with their frequency in a document. In our 

case, a 20-topic model for the Times and a 30-topic model for Twitter offered better 

exclusivity and semantic coherence scores, and qualitatively, each topic was 

interpretable as a separate topic. 

Sentiment analysis 

We used the AFINN sentiment dictionary (Nielsen, 2011), which assigns words 
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a score from -5 to 5. Negative scores indicate negative sentiment, and positive scores 

indicate positive sentiment. The AFINN dictionary contains 2477 English words that 

have been manually labeled and includes common terms used in microblogging, such 

as “lol.”  

NYTimes. We were interested in sentiments attached to the Bronx River, so we 

subset our corpus further and analyzed sentiment in the whole corpus as well as in only 

those articles specifically about the Bronx River (n = 31). We analyzed sentiment over 

time as well as the top words contributing to sentiment.  

Twitter. We measured the top words contributing to sentiment in each of our 

user groups as well as for the whole corpus.   

Checking for Intermedia Influences  

 To check for intermedia relationships between Twitter and the NYTimes, we used 

the entire Twitter corpus, including retweets, likes and quotes. We ran descriptive 

analyses of the number of retweets, likes, and quotes of Twitter posts from NYTimes 

official accounts and posts that linked to NYTimes articles but did not directly retweet 

or quote NYT accounts. We also searched for references to Twitter in the NYTimes 

corpus.  

 

Results 

 

Our research questions centered on describing the topics present in the NYTimes 

and Twitter corpora that contained the term “Bronx River” in the body of their texts. 

We also sought to investigate how these topics may have changed over time, how 

different Twitter user groups varied in the topics they tweet about, and what sentiments 
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the Times and Twitter users communicate through articles and tweets.  

NYTimes 

 The top three topics by expected topic proportion were those related to policing, 

Westchester County government, and environmental restoration (Figure 2, Table 4). 

Policing was the topic with the highest expected proportion in the corpus. The 

environmental restoration topic was defined by documents about environmental 

restoration, past and present. Importantly for considering trends, many of the articles in 

this topic are not specifically about the Bronx River but mention the river as an 

example of a place where people are now paddling, recreating, or reclaiming urban 

waterfronts. Rueb (2013) writes, 

 

“It was not long ago when New Yorkers kept a safe distance from the water, once so 

fouled by sewage and industrial waste that it was infamous for harboring cholera, 

typhoid, and hepatitis. But in recent years, thanks to concerted rehabilitation efforts by 

environmental groups and government agencies, residents have taken to the waterways 

with a pent-up fervor.” 

 

Several articles are indeed about the Bronx River itself, one calling it a “River 

of Hope,” another calling it “Revived” but still “scrappy.” In the article titled “A River 

of Hope in the Bronx,” reporter Kimmelman (2012b) continues this revitalization 

framing:  

“Perhaps the most unsung patch of heaven in New York City is a tiny sliver of 

riverfront parkland tucked between a metal-recycling yard and a giant wholesale 

produce market, on the far side of a six-lane highway and a pair of active freight train 

tracks. Hunts Point Riverside Park, a 1.4-acre speck in the South Bronx, opened a few 

years ago on what had been a filthy, weedy street end.” 

 

The environmental restoration topic not only surfaced as a top topic in the corpus but 
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other, related topics, such as those having to do with recreation and nature (Topic 13) 

and the New York Botanical Garden, through which the Bronx River runs (Topic 7) 

also played a role in defining the corpus. That one of the top topics relates to 

Westchester County, a wealthy county at the northern end of the Bronx River, reflects 

the fact that the Times had a Westchester edition.  

 

Figure 2 

Top topics with commonly associated words in the NYTimes corpus are arranged by 

expected topic proportion (i.e., how much of the corpus each topic comprises). 

Numbers are assigned by stm and do not represent importance or prevalence of the 

topic.  
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Table 4 

 Table of top 10 topics by proportion in topic model with representative words, article, and topic 

label (chosen by the author). FREX words are weighted “words by their overall frequency and 

how exclusive they are to a topic” (Roberts et al., 2019, p. 13). 

Topic Top words (FREX) Representative Article Title Date 

Crime Henriquez, murder, officers, Nappi, 

officer, Jessica, shot 

Police Contrast Killing in Bronx 

with Diallo Case 

3/3/2000 

Westchester politics budget, O’Rourke, legislators, Spano, 

county’s, Westchester, Dalbello 

Budget Impasse Comes to An End 2/18/1990 

Environmental 

restoration 

trout, sewage, boat, waterfront, carter, 

Sheridan, Hunts 

Come On In, Paddlers, The Water's 

Just Fine. Don't Mind the Sewage 

8/30/2013 

Weather flooding, storm, flooded, snow, flood, 

inches, damage 

The Storm's Havoc: The Overview 12/13/1992 

Transportation transportation, vehicles, accidents, 

traffic, highway, bridges, replacement 

On Bronx Stoops, A Highway's 

Traffic Entertains 

4/1/2010 

Music and art neediest, Flash, hip-hop, Bambaataa, 

grandmaster, Rivera, gallery 

Grandmaster Flash Beats Back 

Time; The Hip-Hop Pioneer 

8/26/2016 

City housing and 

planning 

housing, tenants, developers, buildings, 

decals, neighborhoods, rent 

New York City Housing Authority, 

Accused of Endangering Residents 

6/11/2018 

Real Estate News -bedroom, Crestwood, tuckahoe, Irish, 

median, -family, Bronxville 

Old World in A Big City 10/28/2011 

Urban nature  trails, woods, geese, trail, reservation, 

forests, hiking 

Walks To Take When Watching for 

Birds 

7/12/1992 

Politics Feiner, democratic, campaign, Chavez, 

political, candidate, voters 

Citing U.S. Threats, Venezuelan 

Rallies Around Himself 

10/11/2005 
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Regression Analysis 

 We found no significant relationships between time and the environment or time 

and crime topics (Tables 4-6). The Westchester politics topic was marginally positively 

and significantly predicted by the earliest time point (p = 0.047), reflecting the number 

of Westchester Times articles present in the corpus from the early 1980s. 

 Figure 3 shows the relationship between time and the number of articles 

associated with the Policing, Urban Restoration, and Westchester Politics topics. While 

it shows dips and rises in terms of the overall prevalence of a topic by date, like the 

regression analysis, it does not show a clear relationship between time and topic.  

 

Table 4 

Regression analysis of environmental topic with the date as a covariate 
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Table 5 

 Regression analysis of local politics topic with the date as a covariate 

 

 

Table 6.  

Regression analysis of crime topic with the date as a covariate. 

 

 

Figure 7 

Relationship between the number of articles in the top three topics (8 = Westchester 

Politics, 15 = Policing, 18 = Environmental Restoration) and Date 
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NYTimes Sentiment Analysis 

 We conducted sentiment analysis of the entire NYTimes corpus as well as of a 

subset of articles that were specifically about the Bronx River. Sentiment analysis of 

the entire NYTimes corpus demonstrated higher levels of negative sentiment than did 

the Bronx River subset, which was balanced between negative and positive sentiment 

(Figures 4-5). Negative words in both the entire corpus sentiment analysis and the sub-

corpus sentiment analysis related to crime, poverty, and accidents. Top positive words 

in the entire corpus included common words such as “top,” for which it was difficult to 

denote any particular theme, and “free,” which often referred to free events or 

activities. The top word contributing to positive sentiment in the entire corpus was 

“grand,” which refers to the “Grand Concourse,” a major thoroughfare in the Bronx. 

This result illustrates one of the limitations of sentiment analysis; the full bigram, 

“Grand Concourse,” may have been associated with negative sentiments, yet the word 
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“Grand” is positive. Notably, the word “clean” has the highest positive sentiment 

positive contribution for Bronx River words and was also one of the top 40 words 

contributing to positive sentiment in the whole corpus (Figure 5), emphasizing the 

contribution of river restoration to positive sentiment about the river.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

Top Words Contributing to Sentiment in Bronx River articles. Contribution is measured 

as sentiment value*number of occurrences of the word. 
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Figure 9 

Top Words Contributing to Sentiment in NYTimes corpus. Contribution is measured as 

sentiment value*number of occurrences of the word 
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 We also investigated sentiment over time, both through computational sentiment 

analysis and through a thematic analysis of articles. There is no clear trend in average 

sentiment over time in either the sub-corpus or the whole corpus. However, in the sub-

corpus, we see that the highest contribution of sentiment (AFINN sentiment value 

multiplied by the frequency of a word occurring) comes from positive sentiment in the 

last decade (Figure 6).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 

Average sentiment of articles about the Bronx River per year from 1980-2018. 
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Figure 11 

Average total sentiment per year in whole NYTimes corpus 

 

 

 

This result—of high amounts of positive sentiment accompanied by some 

continued negative sentiment—align with a thematic, qualitative analysis of sub-corpus 
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as well. Main topics of sub-corpus articles included flood management (n = 2), Bronx 

River Parkway Reservation restoration (n = 3), pollution (n=3), recreation (n = 5), art (n 

=2), environmental restoration (n = 9), and death (n = 5). Just in the breakdown of 

topics, we can see how environmental restoration and recreation outweigh more 

negative topics such as pollution and death.  

 Reporters frequently portrayed the Bronx River as symbolic of urban sublime, 

mixing imagery about degradation with descriptions of restoration and hope. They also 

drew on social-ecological memories of the river’s past (Tidball et al., 2010). Verhovek 

(1988) notes that, at the time, the only fish found in the Bronx part of the Bronx River 

were “chub, carp, crayfish and other species that can get by on little oxygen”, 

emphasizing the current degraded water quality. Verhovek stated, however, that 

“Westchester County’s Commissioner of Parks, Recreation, and Conservation, Joseph 

M, Caverly, said that with oxygen levels in the river rising planners were now 

envisioning pleasures that had not been known there for decades,” including fishing for 

trout.  

Berger (2003) begins an article with the question,  

“This is the Bronx? Can’t be. A babbling, crystalline stream. Long-necked egrets 

spearing the rushing waters for fish. Red-winged blackbirds gliding from tree-lined 

bank to tree-lined bank. O.K., maybe there is still a well-rusted tire hub in the muddy 

bottom here and a plastic bottle snared in a low-hanging branch there. But the Bronx 

River, the city's only true freshwater river, has been restored for a good portion of its 

eight-mile course through the borough to something closer to what it was before 

urbanization turned it into a trough for collecting abandoned cars and tires. 

 

The question at the beginning of Berger’s article portrays cleanliness and 

wildlife as unexpected in the Bronx. This question suggests that, initially one might 

consider the river a synecdoche for the Bronx, but that the river’s wildlife and its 
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“babbling, crystalline” pristineness mean it “can’t be” the Bronx. This construction not 

only portrays the river as a hybrid space, “well-rusted tire hubs” in the muddy bottom 

but “restored for a good portion” of its course through the Bronx, it also implicitly links 

Bronx River renewal to racially encoded narratives of urban renewal and cleanliness.   

 NYTimes Summary 

 In summary, the top topics of NYTimes articles that mention the Bronx River in 

the body of their text deal with Crime, Westchester Politics, and the Environment. We 

did not find any trends in changes in overall topics over time. Our sentiment analysis 

suggests that the word-valence in articles related to the Bronx River is split between 

negative and positive sentiment. 

Twitter 

We modeled 30 topics from our Twitter corpus; the top three topics related to 

individuals’ experiences attending events near the Bronx River, environmental 

volunteer opportunities, and deaths and accidents in or nearby the Bronx River (Figure 

8, Table 7). Within the top 10 topics, four relate to traffic incidents (topics 10, 19, 24, 

and 28). Topics 18, 22, and 17 are each related to music groups, songs, or TV that 

incorporate the term “Bronx River.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

Topics arranged by expected proportion in the Twitter corpus. 
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Table 7 

Topic descriptions for top 10 most prevalent topics in Twitter topic model 

Topic Label Top words (FREX) Representative Document User Type 

Attending 

events 

shit, smh, hope, fuck, 

n*, ass 

"JUST CAME FRM DAT BRONX RIVER 

PARTYDAT S* WAS MAD PACKED 

AND HOTT SMH I DIDNT EVEN 

DANCE I JUST WENT JUSS 4 MY SIS" 

Individual 

South Bronx 

River 

Parkway 

Accidents 

lanes, cleared, gun, 

plunges, reopened, 

closure, elevated 

"I95CBE SB at Bronx River Pkwy left and 

center lanes blocked due to an accident at 

648am for up to 2 hrs Bronx" 

Unknown 

(individual, 

organization, 

or bot) 

Environmenta

l stewardship 

alliance, great, 

community, join, 

Saturday, help, will 

"Paddles Rambles Foodway tours 

Volunteer Opportunities and more on the 

BronxRiver this Summer Checkout Julys 

Bronx River Current to learn more " 

Environment

al 

Organization 

Filthy 

Brotherz 

updates 

ave, uptown, twin, 

chillen, train, twins, 

brothers 

"Another Ruff Raw Strong Picture of The 

BIG BLUE TWINS Chillen All Up in 

SOUNDVIEW HOUSING PROJECTS 

The Bronx NYC Randall Ave BronxRiver 

Ave Seward Ave Rosedale Ave " 

Music Group 

Bronx River 

Road and 

Bronxville 

personal 

updates 

Bronxville, open, 

house, listing, dog, 

bedroom, midland 

"Gunhill Road Ramble monthly walks 

exploring the Bronx River" 

Organization 

Bronx River 

Deaths & 

Accidents 

dead, year old, killed, 

kill, onto, drives, 

breaking 

"BREAKING NEWS NYPD Police shoot 

suspect who fired shots at officers before 

pursuit into Bronx River suspect dead" 

News 

Company 

Bronx River 

Parkway 

good, need, make, 

someone, anyone, lets, 

yes 

"February 27th Bronx River locked loaded 

ready to give you a presentation nobody 

seen coming. Produced by Derek Kendall 

in association with Al Vision pictures 

bringing to you THE ART OF RAP 

MICKEY BENTSON With his Assistant 

Apprentice Mr. David bolds " 

Radio 

Station 

Local 

highway 

traffic & 

accidents 

exit, vehicle, 

NYSDOT, region, 

disabled, southbound, 

shoulder 

"TRAFFIC NYSDOT Region 8 Disabled 

vehicle on Bronx River Parkway 

northbound south of Exit 3 Elm Street 

Yonkers right shoulder blocked 

NY City 

Government 

Bronx River 

Parkway 

North traffic 

exwy, incidents, factor, 

bronx, moderate, 

crashes, towed 

"Bronx River Pkwy NORTHBOUND from 

Bruckner Exwy 2 to Cross County Pkwy 11 

Jam Factor 1 Incidents 1 Moderate New 

York traffic" 

Unknown 

(individual 

or bot) 

Song called 

"Bronx River 

Parkway" by 

band Deixa 

Pra La 

pra, deixa, mas, 

ucbronx, truth and 

soul, headquarters, 

Ranaqua 

Video: Bronx River Parkway - Deixa Pra 

La feel good track. 

http://tumblr.com/xrs9qhe2t 

Individual 
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Some top topics are associated with the Individual users whose tweets figure 

heavily in the corpus. For example, the rap duo Filthy Brotherz, whose tweets are 

important for topic 18, had over 2,000 tweets in our corpus. The Bronx River Alliance, 

whose tweets are associated with topic 15, had over 1,000 tweets in our corpus.  

 Regression Analyses 

 We ran regression analyses for topics 14, 15, and 19, as these were the top 

topics that best represented individual Twitter users, news organizations, and 

environmental organizations (Tables 8-10). The environment topic had a significant 

positive association with environmental organizations (p = 0) and a significant 

negative relationship with news and other users (p = 0).  

  

Table 8 

Regression analysis of the prevalence of topic 15 (environment topic) with the date 

and user type as covariates. 
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The individual experiences topic was significantly negatively correlated with 

the Environmental user group (p = 0), significantly positively predicted by the “Other” 

group category (p = 0), and not significantly related to the “News” category (Figure 

8). It was significantly, positively predicted (p = 0) by each time point in the b-spline 

estimate of Date.  

Table 9 

Regression analysis of the prevalence of topic 14 (individual experiences) with the 

date and user type as covariates. 

 

 

Our top traffic news topic, Topic 10, was significantly negatively predicted by 

the “Environmental” user group and significantly positively predicted by “News” and 

“Other” users (Table 10). Additionally, this topic was significantly predicted by 

several time points. 
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Table 10 

Regression analysis of the prevalence of topic 10 (individual experiences) with the 

date and user type as covariates. 

 

  

These results suggest that Individual users are more likely than Environmental 

users to share non-environment related news, that the News media do not cover 

environmental topics as much as they do other topics related to the Bronx River, and 

that there are no significant changes over time in the prevalence of these topics in the 

corpus.  

Sentiment Analysis 

 Sentiment analysis of tweets from News, Environment, and Individual users 

demonstrated how environmental groups frame their work in almost exclusively 

positive terms (Figure 8). Tweets from News users, however, employ more 

negatively-valenced terms, with terms describing traffic incidents and death as the top 

contributors to negative sentiment. News users expressed more negative than positive 

sentiment in tweets (Figure 9) as did Individual users (Figure 10). Similar negative-

sentiment words about accidents, traffic (e.g., “blocked” and “collision”) and deaths 
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were shared by Individual users and by News users. Indeed, one of the top positive-

valenced terms is “cleared,” which was related to the clearing of accidents off roads. 

Unfortunately, the sentiment dictionary does not discern between instances wherein 

terms such as the n-word, which showed up frequently in Individual users’ tweets, are 

used as a term of solidarity and friendship and when they are used pejoratively.  

 

Figure 8 

Contribution to sentiment of words from Environmental users' tweets from 2007-2022. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

169 

 

Figure 9 

Contribution to sentiment of words from News users' tweets from 2007-2022 
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Figure 10  

Contribution to sentiment of words from Individual users' tweets from 2007-2022. 

Larger values than in the Environment and News User figures reflect the larger 

number of tweets from the Individual users as a group.  

 

 

Twitter Summary  

 In summary, although the “environment” surfaced as a top topic in our Twitter 

corpus, and environmental groups’ tweets were overwhelmingly positive in valence, 

Individual users’ tweets appear dominated by negative sentiments related to Parkway 

traffic and river-related accidents. Our regression analyses of the stm model also 

demonstrated that environmental topics were negatively correlated with the other two 

user groups. 
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Integrating Twitter and the Times 

We drew from the entire Twitter corpus, including retweets and quote tweets, 

to understand interactions between the NYTimes and Twitter. We found 20 tweets in 

our corpus from NYTimes sources (Figure 11) and 376 instances of other users 

referencing the NYTimes either in retweets or direct mentions.  Overall, articles shared 

by the NYTimes twitter accounts about Bronx River drowning incidents received the 

most retweets and likes. However, the NYTimes tweeted more of its environment-

related articles than articles about death in the river. Users shared links to NYTimes 

articles on their own (n = 147) as well as retweeting and liking tweets from NYTimes 

accounts (n = 181). The most frequent words from these tweets centered around 

environmental restoration and an accident that killed a 13-year-old boy (Figure 12). 

Figure 11  

Frequency of likes, retweets, and quote tweets of NYTimes Twitter Accounts. 
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Figure 12 

Top words by frequency in tweets from NYTimes Accounts 

 

 

 

If we add the total number of tweets from NYTimes accounts about the Bronx 

River (n = 20) to the number of tweets from people citing the NYTimes (n = 376), we 

can see that only 0.2% of our total corpus comprised NYTimes-related tweets about the 

Bronx River.  The top tweeters in our corpus, in contrast, produced up to 1.77% 

percent of the total tweets (Table 11, Figure 13) and were retweeted many more times 

than were NYTimes accounts. The Bronx River Alliance’s account had the most 

retweets and likes from other users, followed by FilthyBrotherz, a rap group. The 

Bronx River Alliance did retweet NYTimes articles, but only four times.  
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Table 11 

Descriptive statistics for tweets, retweets, and corpus percentage of top corpus Twitter 

users  

User Number of 

Tweets 

Percentage of 

the total corpus 

Twitter Account 

Focus 

bronxriver51 2826 1.77 TV show 

FilthyBrotherz 2679 1.68 Rap group 

houlihanre_open 2038 1.28 Realty 

NewsNewJersey 1595 1.00 News 

NYEmergencyPrep 1432 0.90 Emergency 

preparedness 

combinedsewer 1259 0.79 Water quality 

Cindy_Vero 1196 0.75 News 

andrerivera801 1075 0.68 Environment 

BxRiverAlliance 1025 0.64 Environment 

 

 

Figure 13  

Number of Retweets, Likes and Quotes from Top 10 Twitter Users
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 We also checked for mentions of Twitter in the NYTimes corpus and found 17. 

The only mention of Twitter in 13 of these 17 tweets was a line about following the 

NYTimes on Twitter. We found 25 mentions of the Bronx River Alliance (BxRA) in 

our corpus, but none of these referenced the organization’s tweets. Rather, they 

highlight the BxRA’s work in restoring the river. This comparison of the NYTimes and 

other users’ tweets and retweets demonstrates that the NYTimes has a limited influence 

on Bronx River-related conversations on Twitter, but Twitter has no influence on the 

NYTimes coverage of the Bronx River. We also see how the Bronx River Alliance 

feeds the NYTimes narrative of Bronx River restoration. Additionally, as with our 

sentiment analyses and topic models, we continue to see environmental topics play 

dominant roles—but not always the dominant role—in defining Bronx River discourse 

on Twitter and in the NYTimes.  

Overall Results Summary 

We asked what the main topics connected to the Bronx River in the NYTimes 

and on Twitter were. We found that environment, traffic, crime and death, local 

politics, and individuals' events were the top 6 topics associated with the Bronx River 

in our corpora. There has not been a significant change in topics over time in the 

NYTimes or Twitter coverage. News and individual users produced more negatively-

valenced tweets, while environmental users produced more positively-valenced 

tweets. Regression analyses suggest that News and Individual users tweet more about 

other topics than about environmental topics. However, an environmental group, the 

Bronx River Alliance, had more likes and retweets than any other user.  
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Discussion 

This research employed a novel theoretical lens integrating social 

representations and intermedia agenda setting to understand how an elite media source 

(NYTimes) and multiple Twitter user types represent the Bronx River. We also used 

computational text analysis, a method not yet common among social representations 

researchers. Our findings have four main implications. First, although top topics in 

both corpora point to the importance of environmental issues in Bronx River coverage, 

our Twitter analysis suggests that Environmental Twitter users may be tweeting to an 

“issue public,” i.e., a small but devoted group of followers who care about the Bronx 

River environment. Second, when people tweet about the Bronx River and 

“environment,” their tweets tend to have positively-valenced words. We found a 

potential negativity bias, however, in our overall Twitter corpus. While our NYTimes 

corpus demonstrated more balanced sentiment overall, our thematic analysis of 

NYTimes articles about the Bronx River demonstrates how memories and images of 

degradation play an important role in framing Bronx River restoration. Third, we 

found no significant changes in topics over time in either corpus, even though river 

restoration has progressed significantly since 1980, as have waterfront restoration 

projects dedicated to creating new green spaces and providing renewed access to the 

waterfront for Bronx citizens. Finally, we demonstrate that an environmental NGO—

the Bronx River Alliance—drives the NYTimes and Twitter environment agendas and 

appears to be a “primary definer” of the environment-related coverage of the Bronx 

River. This is not surprising, given that the Bronx River Alliance is the umbrella 

organization for Bronx River restoration efforts overall. 
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A Bronx River Issue Public on Twitter 

The lack of overlap between the topics covered by Environmental users and 

those covered by the News and Individual users on Twitter suggests that the Bronx 

River environment is not a particularly salient topic and that there is a lack of 

contagion among Environment and other groups. Issue publics are loosely organized 

“collectivities that [form] through disagreement and discussion over particular issues 

of shared concern” (Converse, 1964 in Price et al., 2006). In our corpus, the 

environmental issue public were those users who were “sufficiently aroused” about the 

environment on the Bronx River to write or retweet about it. The fact that such an 

issue public around the Bronx River exists is perhaps a reflection of the organizing 

work conducted over the last 40 years by the Bronx River Alliance and others around 

Bronx River restoration (de Kadt, 2011; Kimmelman, 2012a; Krasny & Tidball, 

2015). While large, national, or international environmental NGOs who advocate for 

climate action employ celebrity endorsements to share their message to a broad 

audience (A. Anderson, 2011), Bronx River groups are part of a smaller network 

(Connolly et al., 2014) and may only be able to “narrowcast” rather than “broadcast” 

to target audiences (A. Anderson, 2011). 

Primary Definers 

Another way of thinking about the isolation of environmental topics from other 

Twitter users is in terms of different categories of social representations. The 

environmental sector may have developed emancipated social representations that are 

shared by a distinct social group but not widely shared by the public (Moscovici, 

1988). Similarly, the NYTimes’s positive coverage of the Bronx River does not seem 
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to have influenced overall topics covered on Twitter. From an agenda setting 

perspective, environmental organizations, and particularly the Bronx River Alliance, 

drive conversation among a narrow band of Twitter users. Hansen (1991) argues that 

large environmental organizations have failed to be “primary definers” of 

environmental topics. Our case suggests that a local level, well-funded organization 

opposite for Bronx River environmental issues is the primary definer of the issues, and 

news organizations play a much smaller role.   

Hybrid Memories in the NYTimes, Negative Sentiment on Twitter 

For those in the environmental issue public, reading about Bronx River 

restoration may elicit social-ecological memories that inspire action. Thematic 

analysis of NYTimes articles about the Bronx River illustrated the ways in which 

journalists nested symbolic meanings related to degradation, restoration, wildness, and 

urbanity. In doing so, they highlight hybrid social-ecological memories (Barthel et al., 

2010; Krasny et al., 2014) about the Bronx River: as a once-pristine, freshwater river 

that welcomed diverse fish and birds and as a nearly completely degraded water 

source, void of anything except the most pollution-tolerant wildlife. These portrayals 

also highlight implied stigma attached to the Bronx River vis-à-vis broader, often 

racially encoded Bronx-related stigma.  

These memories then become the vantage point from which to view restoration 

efforts. Social-ecological memories are “part of any community” and are metaphorical 

libraries “in which ecological knowledge and practical advice for management are 

reflected” (Barthel et al., 2010, p. 256). Social-ecological memories can motivate 

environmental action, such as when memories of New York City’s past motivated 
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oyster gardening volunteers (Krasny et al., 2014); they can also impart resilience, 

enabling communities to reorganize after disturbance (Tidball, 2014).  

While NYTimes articles about the Bronx River evince a mixed, hybrid 

portrayal of the river that entangles degradation and renewal, our research 

demonstrates how negative, policing or accident-related news represented a top topic 

in both the NYTimes and on Twitter and that the overall sentiment expressed in tweets 

about the Bronx River was negative. Although NYTimes articles present the Bronx 

River as symbolic of restoration and hope, overall, the term “Bronx River” was 

associated with more negative, non-environmental meanings. Positive sentiment 

related to the Bronx River environment represents an important trend but was 

outweighed by other topics associated with the Bronx River, notably death and 

accidents. And although traffic accidents occur in Manhattan just as they do in the 

Bronx, Sampson and Raudenbach’s (2004) work on the impact of neighborhood’s 

racial composition on perceived disorder suggests that accidents in the Bronx, a 

majority minority borough, could perpetuate the Bronx stigma.  

Negativity bias research suggests that people are more likely to pay attention to 

negative information (Baumeister, 2001), but the research about Twitter is not 

conclusive. Some evidence suggests that tweets with strong emotion in general—

either positive or negative—are more likely to be diffused across Twitter networks 

(Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013). Experiences on the Bronx River and in urban nature 

might also predispose people to tweet more positive messages. In one study, visitors to 

urban greenspaces posted tweets with lower negativity on Twitter immediately after 

visiting urban parks than they posted prior to visiting the park, particularly if they 
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visited parks with high amounts of vegetative cover (Schwartz et al., 2019).  

Lack of Change over Time 

 Given actual, ecological changes to the Bronx River over the last 40 years, we 

were surprised to find no significant changes in topics over time. This may be due to 

the fact that, when the Bronx River made the news in the NYTimes, it was primarily to 

highlight positive ecological advances and actions. Indeed, the NYTimes only 

published 33 articles specifically about the Bronx River during this time, and many of 

these were about restoration and recreation, and there may not have been much other 

news related to the Bronx River otherwise. Investigating other, more localized news 

sources from this period, or starting with articles from the 1970s, may have given us a 

better signal of changes over time. On Twitter, the dominant tweeter of Bronx River 

related environmental topics was an environmental organization with a long history 

devoted to recruiting volunteers, funds, and good will for the Bronx River.  

Limitations & Future Research Directions 

This study has several limitations. First, there is the question of whether 

Twitter or the NYTimes present valid pictures of social representations of the Bronx 

River. Future research could ground truth our work with interviews and other, more 

qualitative exploration of texts that were not available for ethical text mining (e.g., 

online, local news sites protected from web scraping). We were also limited here in 

our assignment of user types to Twitter users to two distinct “types” plus an “other” 

category. Assigning user group categories to Twitter users is a notoriously difficult 

task with often imperfect results (Harder et al., 2017). Another limitation is our 

timeline. We were able to access digital versions of NYTimes articles through 
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NexisUni back to 1980, but Bronx River restoration began in earnest earlier in the 

1970s, meaning we may have missed a period when social representations of the river 

environment were more varied or negative. We have scratched the surface of what our 

Twitter data might tell us about trends in sharing Bronx River related news, and future 

research should continue to probe how urban environmental organizations impact 

discourse about places, species, and other topics of interest on social media. Future 

research should also delve into the potential intersections between positive sentiment 

about the Bronx River and narratives of neighborhood improvement and gentrification 

that are often racially coded. 

Conclusion 

In NK Jemisin’s novel, The City We Became (2020), an avatar of the Bronx 

named Bronca calls the Bronx River “the borough’s heart,” while its “teeth, rotting but 

still sharp, are the isolated projects; its ears are a thousand recording studios, all born 

of the boogie-down sound. And its bones are the stones underneath it all, ancient as 

ancestors” (p. 164). NYTimes and Twitter representations of the Bronx River echo this 

complex conceptualization, underscoring how the Bronx River is a polysemous 

symbol that embodies contested meanings, both hopeful and stigmatized. Our research 

suggests that environmental groups strive to present the Bronx River in positive ways, 

and that an elite newspaper often presents river efforts in a positive light, but that 

negative sentiment prevails in tweets related to the river. These contrasting sentiments 

indicate both the potential of urban environmental restoration efforts to challenge 

negative messaging about stigmatized places while also highlighting the difficulties 

groups may have in moving representations from “emancipated” to being the 
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dominant, “hegemonic” representations.  
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CONCLUSION 

This dissertation demonstrates how youth participants at RTB are reshaping 

the image of their borough to resist hegemonic constructions of place and space; it 

demonstrates how RTB’s and the Bronx River’s distinctive place “images,” in 

Lynch’s (1960) words, supported the growth of positive organization identities; and it 

suggests that environmental restoration of the Bronx River features as a key topic in 

Bronx River related discourse in the New York Times and on Twitter. Throughout this 

research, I strove to operate within a desire-based research framework  (Tuck, 2009) 

that highlighted Black and Latine agency in resisting place stigma and creating new, 

polemic social representations rather than playing into the “ruin-porn” agenda that 

often defines Bronx-based media portrayals. I also employed engaged research 

methods and a transformative epistemological paradigm that emphasized power-

sharing in the research process.  

The overarching questions driving this research were: 

1) How do Bronx River-based activities support RTB youth’s place and group identity 

development? 

2) How do Bronx River-based activities foster individuals’ resistance to negative 

social representations and territorial stigmatization of the Bronx? 

3) To what extent does the Bronx River symbolize restoration in Bronx River-

related media, thereby challenging dominant narratives of stigma about the 

wider Bronx? 

In investigating these questions, I have made three primary contributions to the 

literature. First, I take a novel theoretical approach to analyzing positive youth 
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development and center my analysis of PYD outcomes around the intersections of 

place and social identity. Second, I blend agenda setting and social representations 

approaches and employ a not-yet-often-used computational method for understanding 

how the media portrays the Bronx River. Third, drawing from Black and Latinx 

geographies, I highlight the agency that Black and Latinx youth have in rescripting the 

Bronx and how placemaking through environmental stewardship facilitates this 

process. In my conclusion, I highlight four important findings from these studies and 

present future directions for research related to each finding.  

Main Findings 

1. Social and place identity approaches are often disconnected, and PYD 

literature most frequently treats personal rather than social or group-level identity 

development as an outcome. But in this research, we highlight how blending group 

and place identity approaches adds insight to positive youth development 

processes and outcomes. Process-wise, this research illuminates the importance of 

place in serving as both the setting and an actor in and of itself in place-based PYD 

activities, such as rowing and water quality monitoring. Outcome-wise, place-based 

activities that foster positive place meanings among youth then assist them in 

reshaping positive place identities.  

2. Youth demonstrated their agency as they engaged in physical and 

symbolic place-making and resistance to territorial stigmatization.  Environmental 

stewardship opportunities at RTB open a door for youth participants to rescripting 

stigmatized Bronx narratives by facilitating the creation of new, ecological place 

meanings (see also Russ et al., 2015). Youth continue to recognize areas for 
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improvement in their borough while also pushing back against what they perceive as 

non-Bronx residents’ negative perceptions of their borough. Their time spent on the 

river together, engaging in activities that require them to work together as a team, 

supported their positive reappraisals of the Bronx as a whole. Like youth in other 

urban environmental programs that cultivate critical consciousness of place, RTB 

youth were “grappling with complexity” (Delia & Krasny, 2018) as they remade 

place, both symbolically through their words and physically, as they planted and 

maintained marsh grasses.  

RTB youths’experiences demonstrate the potential of urban PYD programs to 

underscore how Black and Latine citizens are “not marginal but central to production 

of space” (McKittrick & Woods, 2007) and to employ critical pedagogies of place 

(Gruenewald, 2003; Haymes, 1995) that encourage youth to perceive, critique, and 

take action against oppression (Gruenewald, 2003). Nayak (2019), and this research, 

demonstrate how urban residents do indeed engage in collective production and 

rescripting of place; in the words of social representation scholars, they develop 

polemic representations that challenge dominant narratives. Future research could take 

the shape of a participatory action research project in which youth create products 

(media, art, events) that reflect their polemic representations. It could also compare 

youth social representations among different groups: those who participate in place-

based stewardship or similar activities and those who participate in other forms of 

youth development, such as sports. Kudryavtsev and colleagues (2012) found that 

youth in stewardship programs but not in sports and arts programs gained ecological 

place meanings about the Bronx and that none of the activities impacted the level of 
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youth place attachment; future research building from our work and Kudryavtsev and 

colleagues’ work to examine whether these different youth development experiences 

impact youth’s ability to contest place stigma.  

3. RTB serves as an anchor institution for youth development and 

continued alumni civic behaviors. Although the term ‘anchor institution’ typically 

applies to large organizations that support community development, such as hospitals 

and universities (Community-Wealth.org, 2012), we see how RTB functions as a 

small anchor institution in that it provides workforce training and then serves as a hub 

for alumni to continue practicing relevant skills and behaviors and to continue 

receiving support through mentorship programs and the alumni social worker. 

Ginwright argues that small organizations in Black communities "provide Black youth 

with critical social capital--connections to small community-based organizations in 

Black communities that foster political consciousness and prepare Black youth to 

address issues in their communities" (Ginwright, 2016). For youth, RTB may be a 

“Youthtopia”: a place where youth collaborate, depend on each other, learn about and 

critique oppression, and lay the groundwork for social change and community 

empowerment (Akom et al., 2008). The important contribution of our work here is in 

our engagement of place as an important driver of initial youth engagement and then 

of continued alumni engagement with the organization.  

Future research could build on Ginwright’s notion of critical social capital and 

investigate more in depth the relationships between an organization such as RTB, 

school districts, other environmental organizations, and participants through social 

network analysis. While we investigated some facets of social and psychological 
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empowerment (such as self-regulation and connection to a group), future research 

could link elements such as critical social capital to empowerment variables in a more 

focused manner, particularly highlighting any economic or political empowerment that 

might indicate social or environmental justice progress.  

4. Twitter and New York Times underscore how the Bronx River is a 

polysemous symbol that embodies contested meanings, both hopeful and 

stigmatized. Our research suggests that environmental groups strive to present the 

Bronx River in positive ways, and that an elite newspaper often presents river efforts 

in a positive light, but that negative sentiment prevails in tweets related to the river 

because environmental groups may be tweeting to an isolated, issue public. Sentiment 

analysis and topic modeling of New York Times and Twitter texts suggests that when 

people write about the Bronx River as an environmental topic, they tend to use 

positive sentiment and write about themes of restoration. Although our research also 

demonstrates that the environmental topic does not generally cross over to individual 

and other news organizations on Twitter, one interesting finding is that a grassroots 

organization (Bronx River Alliance) was a prominent voice on Twitter and in the New 

York Times articles about the environment—in other words, they drove the 

environment agenda in a dominant media source and on Twitter.  

We have scratched the surface of what our Twitter data might tell us about 

trends in sharing Bronx River related news, and future research should continue to 

probe how urban environmental organizations impact discourse about places, species, 

and other topics of interest. Computational approaches could also include other 

sources of crowd-sourced, place-based information from Reddit, where users create 
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subforums specifically about places.  

Tying it all together 

Although I have presented many different constructs here, they are indeed 

interrelated components that serve as contextual factors, interventions, and outcomes 

in RTB participants’ lives (Figure 1). Place and social representations served as 

different contextual factors in this research. Place serves as the context in which 

positive youth development programs occur and is an important component of RTB 

participants’ daily lives. Social representations of place serve as the cognitive context 

that influences the way people think, talk, and write about the Bronx and the Bronx 

River. Social representations and place are, of course, interrelated and co-constituted. 

Place-based PYD and agenda-setting function more like interventions occurring in 

these contexts, and they lead to particular outcomes. The outcomes we describe here 

are interconnected and include different forms of identity—group, organization, and 

place—as well as social network maintenance, pro-environmental behavior, and civic 

behavior. Agenda setting is informed by, reinforces existing, or creates new social 

representations of place; in this research, we described how NYTimes articles and 

Twitter posts portray the Bronx River as a hybrid space that encompasses degradation 

and restoration. Of course, the actual processes are not linear, as we have presented 

them here, but rather intersect and interact over time and in place.  
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Figure 1  

Tying constructs together 

 

 

 

Recommendations for RTB 

When the first author began this research with RTB in 2019, program staff 

were interested in understanding what role environmental activities play in achieving 

their PYD mission. This research has demonstrated that one role the activities play is 

in fostering positive place identities among youth and enabling them to contest 

negative expectations about the Bronx; recognizing the empowering potential of its 

citizen science activities, RTB could build in opportunities for youth to continue 

building critical consciousness, reflecting on their expectations for the river and the 

impact that RTB has had in reshaping those expectations, for better or for worse. 

Youth could develop exhibits or posters for events that reflect their more complex 

vision of the Bronx River and the Bronx more broadly and that put their empowered 
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view of the Bronx River to action in their communities. In this way, they will be 

engaging in what Kemp terms “critical placemaking,” (Kemp 2011).   

Alumni life stories about their youth and experiences at RTB both 

demonstrated their appreciation for the opportunities they gained through RTB and the 

importance of their own, personal attributes as well as of family and school systems in 

supporting their engagement with the program; bringing in these other forces and 

RTB’s role as a hub among them not only demonstrates the importance of RTB’s role 

as a hub but also brings more light to youth assets and strengths, a core dimension of 

PYD. Also related to alumni, the alumni social worker clearly plays a key role in 

maintaining alumni connections, as do social networks. RTB can continue to offer 

opportunities for alumni to maintain their social networks through alumni events and 

programs, including volunteering and working for the organization. 

Final Conclusion 

In summary, we have made theoretical as well as methodological advances in 

understanding PYD processes and outcomes and the media contexts that shape social 

representations of stigmatized places. In highlighting the richness of experience and 

complexities that abound in river-based stewardship, in youth’s perceptions of 

themselves and of place, in alumni connections to RTB, and in media representations 

of the river, we hope that have brought into “focus networks and relations of power, 

resistance, histories, and the everyday, rather than locations that simply subjugated, 

perpetually ghettoized, or ungeographic” (McKittrick & Woods, 2007, p. 7). NK 

Jemison wrote that the Bronx River is the “heart” of the borough. Extending this 

bodily metaphor to this “body” of research, the river is the heart and arterial system of 
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this dissertation, whose veins and pulses connected the researcher to RTB youth and 

alumni during the research process and continue to flow through each chapter.  
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