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RESEARCH NOTE

Personal Well-Being in Rapid Growth and Stable
Communities: Multiple Indicators and
Contrasting Results!

Richard S. Krannich and Thomas Greider
Department of Sociology, Utah State University, Logan, Utah 84322

ABSTRACT A burgeoning sociological literature pertaining to the effects
of rapid community growth in the western U.S. has repeatedly asserted
that the “boom” often accompanying energy development projects results
in multifaceted social disruption. However, such conclusions have been
subjected to increasing scrutiny and criticism in recent years. Among the
limitations of the “social disruption” hypotheses has been a tendency to
assert the existence of social pathologies as characterizing boom com-
munities generally. Such an approach overlooks the possibility that success
or failure at coping with the changes which accompany boom growth will
vary substantially across distinct subpopulations in rapid growth com-
munities. In this paper we address this possibility. Using three distinct
indicators of personal well-being, we examine differences and similarities
between boom town mobile home residents, boom town residents in con-
ventional homes, and residents of a stable comparison community. Results -
provide evidence of disruption on only one of the well-being indicators
and also indicate the importance of disaggregating boom town populations
into distinct subpopulations when attempting to assess the effects of rapid
growth.

Introduction

During the 1970s energy developments in the western U.S. became
a focus of considerable controversy at local, regional, and national
levels (Clemente and Krannich, 1982; Little, 1976). One of the issues
related to such developments has revolved around the social effects
of rapid population growth in the generally small, isolated, rural
communities affected by large-scale resource extraction and conver-
sion processes. Although residents of rural communities are generally
receptive to such projects on the basis of expected employment and
economic growth (Little and Lovejoy, 1979), some local residents and
many social scientists are convinced that possible economic benefits
may be overwhelmed by fiscal distress, disruption of established ways
of life, and pathological social disorganization, which presumably
accompany rapid development (Cortese, 1982; Cortese and Jones,
1977; Gold, 1974; Wilkinson et al., 1982).
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Despite a substantial consensus among social scientists, the validity
of the now-common assertions about deteriorated personal well-being,
individual distress, and social malaise in boom towns has been only
imperfectly established. With few exceptions, non-comparative case
studies have been the prevailing research design of most boom-town
research. Many observations about the prevalence of assorted ‘‘path-
ologies” have been based upon poorly documented assertions and
weak empirical evidence (Wilkinson ez al., 1982). Recent comparative
research has also failed to resolve the controversy about social dis-
ruption in boom towns. Some findings appear to suggest an absence
of disruption, while others have been supportive of the disorgani-
zation paradigm (cf. England and Albrecht, 1984; Krannich et al.,
1984).

Among the shortcomings of the existing research base is the rel-
atively limited attention directed to specific subpopulations in the
rapid growth community as opposed to assertions or analyses perti-
nent only to the aggregate population. For example, it is often as-
serted that newcomers suffer disproportionately from adjustment
problems (Freudenburg, 1981) and are largely responsible for many
of the commonly noted problems found in boom towns (Freudenburg,
1982). However, with only limited exceptions (e.g., Massey and Lewis,
1979), prior research has not contrasted specific subsets of popula-
tions within boom towns nor compared them with corresponding
populations in non-boom communities. In general, a critical gap re-
mains in determining if, and in understanding why, certain subpopu-
lations exhibit the presumed indicators of stress and dislocation as-
sociated with boom town life.

The study

If any single conclusion may be drawn from the current debate sur-
rounding the effects of rapid growth, it is that a great deal of uncer-
tainty pervades our understanding of community change and the
effects of rapid growth on local social structures, personal integration,
and well-being. The purpose of this research note is to explore some
of these areas of uncertainty. The research examines several attitu-
dinal and perceptual indicators reflecting the degree to which indi-
viduals experience personal integration into the community, perceive
stress in their lives, and exhibit symptoms of psychological distress.
The research incorporates survey data collected in a widely recog-
nized contemporary boom town in southwestern Wyoming and a
carefully selected non-boom community in northern Utah. Samples
from each community are disaggregated to assess the effects of age,
sex, length of residence, income, and religion on the measures of
integration, perceived stress, and psychological distress. In addition,
the analysis examines boom town mobile home park residents as a
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separate and possibly differentially impacted population within the
boom town (see Massey and Lewis, 1979).

Evanston, Wyoming, the boom town in this analysis, experienced
dramatic population growth commencing around 1977 as a result of
rapid expansion of oil and natural gas exploration, extraction, and
processing in the surrounding area known as the “Overthrust Belt.”
With a population in 1970 of 4,462, Evanston remained until the late
1970s a relatively isolated small town that, despite modest population
fluctuations, had maintained a stable and predominantly Mormon
population base for several decades. By 1980, however, the popula-
tion had increased to 6,421 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1982), an
increase of 46.1 percent over ten years. By 1982 available estimates
placed the municipal population over 11,000 (Snyder, 1982), an in-
crease of over 70 percent in just two years.

In contrast to Evanston’s rapid growth, Tremonton, Utah, has
maintained a sustained but modest rate of population increase since
1940. The size of the population in 1970 was 2,794; by 1980 the
population had increased 24 percent to 3,464, a rate of growth sub-
stantially below the statewide increase of 37.9 percent (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1982). Between 1980 and 1982 Tremonton’s popu-
lation only increased an estimated 4.6 percent. In many ways Tre-
monton resembles pre-boom Evanston in being a relatively small,
fairly isolated agricultural service center that is located in a nonmet-
ropolitan county and, like Evanston, is located along a major interstate
highway.

In June and July of 1982 survey questionnaires were hand-delivered
to two random samples in Evanston, one consisting of 95 conventional
homes and the other consisting of 98 mobile homes. This allocation
approximated the proportion of housing unit types in Evanston in
1982. The Tremonton sample consisted of 100 randomly selected
households.? At each household, response was requested from the
self-designated household head or, if that person was unavailable,
from another adult member of the household. Response rates were
75.8 percent from conventional homes in Evanston, 69.4 percent
from mobile homes in Evanston, and 85 percent from the households
in Tremonton.

The analysis presented here incorporates three separate dependent
variables as indicators of individual well-being. While the concept of
“well-being” is extremely broad, the variables used here have fre-
quently been linked to major dimensions of well-being. The first
variable is an additive index reflecting each respondent’s subjective

2 In 1982, mobile homes comprised less than five percent of all dwelling units in
Tremonton and were therefore not sampled separately. Only two of the Tremonton
respondents lived in mobile homes.
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perceptions of his/her integration into the community of residence.?
Sociologists have repeatedly identified the importance of integrative
ties (e.g., Durkheim, 1933, 1951). In particular, integration into the
local community has been identified as a key component of individual
and social well-being (Luloff, 1979; Wilkinson, 1979).

A second measure of individual well-being is based on response to
a single questionnaire item designed to assess the respondent’s sub-
jective sense of the level of stress experienced in everyday life.* There
is a massive literature documenting the pervasive effects of stress as
a source of individual and social pathology (Levine and Scotch, 1970;
Pearlin et al.,, 1981). Some have suggested that among the most im-
portant dimensions of stress is the degree to which people perceive
their lives to be stressful (Cohen et al., 1983; Hagadorn and Webb,
1978).

The third variable used to reflect well-being is a multiple-item index
comprised of items traditionally used as self-reported symptomatic
indicators of psychological distress or impairment.® Such multiple-

3 Three items with response categories of: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3)
agree, and (4) strongly agree were used to construct the integration index. The items
were: “The longer I live in this town, the more I feel I belong here,” “I feel fully
accepted as a member of this community,” and “If I were in trouble most people in
this community would go out of their way to help me.” Scores for the index could
range from three (lowest integration) to twelve (highest integration). The alpha reli-
ability coefficient for the integration index was .846.

* The following question was taken from Hagadorn and Webb (1978), who found
it to be a good summarizing measure of stress: ‘‘How much stress and strain is there
in your everyday life?”” Response options were: (1) no stress, (2) only slight stress, (3)
a moderate amount of stress, (4) a great deal of stress. Although this results in an
ordinal measure of perceived stress, in this analysis we have treated it as approximating
an underlying interval measure and have proceeded with the calculation of summary
statistics and multivariate analyses on the basis of that assumption.

® This index is comprised of the following items, all derived from a longer list of
items taken from Langner (1962), Gurin et al. (1960), and Hagadorn and Webb (1978).
The responses to each item were: (1) never, (2) hardly ever, (3) sometimes, and (4)
much of the time.

. Trouble getting to sleep or staying asleep.

. Nervousness, feeling fidgety or tense.

. Can’t get going in the morning.

. Restlessness, unable to sit still for long.

. Personal problems or worries that get you down physically.

. Feel alone, isolated even from friends.

. Nothing ever turns out the way you want.

. Thinking that nothing is worthwhile anymore.

. Anxious about something or someone.

. Feel that people are saying all kinds of things behing your back.

. Blue or depressed to the point it interferes with your daily activities.

. Times when you can’t seem to stop thinking about things that are both-
ering you.

13. Tendency to make little problems into big ones.

14. Bothered by nightmares.
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The- alpha reliability coefficient for the psychological distress index was .907.






