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ABSTRACT 

 

Public communication is one of the most important aspects of a natural resource 

manager’s job, and social media has opened new channels of communication between 

agencies and their audiences. Not only do most agencies now maintain an overall social 

media presence, but units within agencies typically create unique social media pages. 

This is true for the National Park Service (NPS) in the U.S., where over 400 individual 

parks have a social media presence. Many of these use Facebook for social media 

communication; Facebook is currently the largest social media platform, with over 2.8 

billion monthly users. Drawing from prior research about natural resource-based national 

parks (Marcotte & Stokowski, 2021), and using framing theory, we studied how different 

types of national parks (monuments, historic sites, natural resource areas, and others) 

used social media to “frame” emotion in their Facebook posts, and whether/how social 

media followers expressed emotional responses in response to agency posts. The sample 

included 20 national park units in the Northeastern region of the U.S., included national 

historic sites, national monuments, and national recreation areas, among others. From 

each NPS unit’s Facebook pages, we collected all the agency texts and images, and user 

comments posted during six monthly windows in 2021 and 2022 (accounting for seasonal 

changes and pandemic closures). One researcher collected data, then two researchers 

conducted the qualitative analysis to assure dependability and confirmability. In total, we 

collected 1,161 Facebook text posts and over 8,000 comments. An initial content analysis 

was used to identify examples of emotions across the agency and follower posts, then 

analysis methods suggested by Roberts et al. (2019) were used to evaluate emotion in 

texts as positive, negative or neutral. About two-thirds of all agency posts were judged as 

neutral, with others mostly positive. Following Plutchik’s (1991) classification scheme, 

fourteen unique emotions were identified in agency texts and fifteen unique emotions 

were found in follower comments. Joy was presented the most frequently in NPS texts. 

Analysis shows that emotional tone and content is visible especially in agencies’ uses of 

positive emotional cues, in followers’ reports of positive personal experiences, and in 

negative reviews about the managerial efforts of local park managers. Comparison across 

park types revealed that similar choices were being made across units. Overall, this 

research focuses attention on modern electronic forms of agency public communication – 

an understudied area of natural, cultural, and historic resource management. In practical 

terms, this study draws attention to the role of social media as a central component of 

agency management, and as a tool reflecting an agency’s institutional culture and 

identity. This work thus links theory and practice, as well as agencies and their audiences. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Framing” is a central concept in communication theory and specifically in 

scholarly research about the mass media (De Vreese, 2005; Chong & Druckman, 2007; 

Ardèvol-Abreu, 2015). Framing theory extends earlier communication theory research 

about agenda setting (Rogers et al., 1993; McCombs & Shaw, 1972), which focused 

primarily on the efforts of the news media to select and prioritize issues and topics for 

public discussion. Framing theory takes this further, emphasizing the content of issues, 

including how issues are presented by spokespersons and how resultant frames are 

understood by audiences.  As an act of verbal or nonverbal communication, framing can 

be seen in many domains of public communication including politics, environmental 

issues, sports, religion, and tourism (De Vreese, 2005; Lewis & Weaver, 2015; Afshar, 

2006; Homar & Cvelbar, 2021).  

After the mass media selects, organizes, and portrays “important” topics for 

public consumption, framing describes the choices made for how to present, shape, and 

contextualize the contents of media messages. Spokespersons and audiences each 

develop and present “particular conceptualization(s) of an issue or reorient their thinking 

about an issue” (Chong & Druckman, 2007, p.104). As a result, frames should be seen as 

intentional; they are rhetorical (e.g., persuasive), and designed to influence people’s 

perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors relative to information and its meanings (Chong & 

Druckman, 2007).  
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The idea of framing is a valuable metaphor for what happens to information when 

it is shaped by media and other spokespersons for public consumption. One way to think 

about framing is to imagine a picture hanging on a wall. It was placed there, in that spot, 

by someone who saw it as meaningful. Each aspect of that image – the subject, how the 

foreground and background are cropped, the colors used, the symbolic or prominent 

features of the picture, and even the frame itself and where it is hung (living room, 

bedroom, bathroom) – is meant to convey meaning. The person who selected and hung 

that picture also made choices about its presentation. Thus, understanding the social 

processes of framing can illustrate the communicative work people do to shape ideas and 

influence others. 

Though analyses of framing have primarily been applied to study conventional 

mass media messages, the spread of social media over recent decades has created new 

opportunities for researchers to study framing. Mass media sources like newspapers 

involve spreading information from one source to many, while meso-level sources (mid-

range communication, between mass and micro levels) such as social media are 

discursive spaces where two-way communication is possible, as speakers/writers can 

reach both followers and other sources (Schrape, 2016). Further, because social media 

involves communication that happens quickly and in high volumes across days, weeks, or 

months, framing efforts might also be persistent and fast-paced.  

As defined in the literature, social media “are internet-based channels that allow 

users to opportunistically interact and selectively self-present, either in real-time or 

asynchronously, with both broad and narrow audiences who derive value from user-

generated content and the perception of interaction with others” (Carr & Hayes, 2015, p. 
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50). Social media involves interactive digital spaces that allow users to create, share and 

react to content through postings (written and visual texts), comments, and reactions in 

the form of icons, emojis, and hashtags. Choices are made intentionally and offer a range 

of “services” to others: entertainment, information, self-promotion, personal support, 

virtual presence, and so on.    

Because social media is omnipresent and increasingly important in society today, 

it offers new contexts for evaluating the practices of framing and asking questions about 

how framing influences social action. Researchers have studied how government 

agencies, news agencies, and social organizations use framing in their social media. For 

example, Hemphill et al. (2013) analyzed how the U.S. Congress frames political issues 

through its use of Twitter hashtags. Guenther et al. (2020) examined social media sites 

associated with the German Identitarian Movement, asking how these groups employ 

memes (humorous images, videos, or written texts, often with symbolic meanings) on 

their Facebook page as framing devices to increase popularity. Other researchers have 

studied social media framing in politics, cartoons, and social movements (Howard & 

Parks, 2021; Brusse et al., 2017; Hon, 2016). Though framing studies typically focus on 

written texts, some researchers have examined processes of framing within visual 

contexts (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011), including those of news photographs. For 

example, Greenwood & Thomson (2020) looked at how photographs framed war 

refugees fleeing from Turkey, finding that photographs highlighted vulnerability and 

differences, leaving out imagery related to shared social and cultural connections and 

integration.  
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The research about framing in social media across a variety of fields tends to 

focus on news and current events – but social media provides content that goes well 

beyond informational. Further, participation in this form of communication is elective, 

encompassing leisure time uses as well as professional contexts. As a result, the study of 

framing in social media should pay attention to diverse contexts (formal/informal, 

official/personal), content (information as well as entertainment), and communication 

styles (message presentations that incorporate humor, emotion, symbolism, and figurative 

language) as related to this technology. 

Attention to framing in social media messages, then, suggests at least three 

research issues related to its non-news characteristics. These include how public sector 

entities such as government agencies and non-profit organizations use framing on their 

social media platforms; how entertainment and informational aspects of social media 

communication may be subject to framing practices; and how audiences receive and 

respond to entertainment values of social media framing (including how emotional 

impacts arise from social media framing by non-news entities).  

Relative to these questions, framing can provide a lens for studying emotional 

aspects of social media as a communication tool for natural resource management 

agencies. Effective resource management depends on not only information transfer, but 

also on building public support for an agency and its managerial initiatives, fostering care 

for resource places, and linking diverse audiences. Making emotional connections across 

agencies and the public is a central aspect of this task, and as researchers have shown, 

emotion can facilitate the completion of managerial goals such as increasing 

environmentally conscious behaviors, employing park staff and increasing visitation 
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(Bixler & Powell, 2003; Wang & Lyu, 2019). The research presented here specifically 

considers the presentation of emotion in the written text posts and user comments 

presented on the social media Facebook pages of a selection of U.S. national parks. 

(Photographic images were also collected, but given the quantity of textual data collected 

and the difference in analysis methods required for images vs. text, images are not 

analyzed in this study.) The research questions that were addressed in this study are:  

1. How is emotion shown in the social media posts of U.S. national parks? 

2. Does the framing of emotion vary across types of national park sites, and if so, 

how? 

3. Do followers of national park social media sites express emotion in their 

comments when responding to an agency’s social media posts? 

In this research, we focus on Facebook because it is currently the most used social 

media platform in the world (Dixon, 2023) and because many national park units 

maintain Facebook pages. The use of social media by both agencies and followers to 

assert emotional values related to national parks can help to inform and enhance park 

management and public communication.  

Over the past several years, research about the social media use of natural 

resource agencies and visitors has been increasing (Norman & Pickering, 2019; 

Mangachena & Pickering, 2021; Marcotte & Stokowski, 2021; Cummings, 2022), and 

the research discussed in this document extends this work. We specifically chose to study 

the U.S. National Park Service (NPS) because historically, national parks are considered 

places associated with high cultural values and emotional connections. These can be seen 

through its early history and the philosophy of monumentalism (Manning et al., 2016), 
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and through its ties to American identity and the emotions and spirit of wilderness. 

Monumentalism was a driving factor behind the Yosemite Act of 1864 and the birth of 

the NPS. American identity has roots in this formation and the creation of federally 

protected parks intended to preserve and memorialize historical connections and 

American beauty (Runte, 2010).  

This study focuses on analyzing emotion as it appears in the Facebook posts 

uploaded by national park staff, but social media followers also may respond emotionally 

to agency postings and interact with others who comment. We discuss the nature of 

framing processes used by agencies to communicate emotionally with audiences over 

social media, and the interactions that may arise when those responding online to agency 

posts offer their own comments. This research has practical applications in terms of 

informing park agencies about how the choices made on their social media pages are 

received by followers, and how both agencies and followers attempt to frame ideas about 

parks and people.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Communication in the Mass Media  

 Mass media communication has a long history dating back to the 19th century, 

beginning with technological advances such as the telegraph and printing press that 

spread information to as many people as possible (Frang,1997). What we call the “mass 

media” refers to the organizations and technologies of broadcast media – radio and 

television stations, news media, and publishers – as well as the messages and materials 

that are produced by these entities, which involve the spread of information and 

entertainment programming from a source to many consumers. Mass media remains a 

prominent form of communication in society, and it continues to advance through 

physical (newspapers, magazines, paper books) and digital (broadcasts, news websites, 

digital books) sources.  

 The mass media are important institutions of social life because they provide 

powerful voices that influence public education, knowledge, and opinion. This can be 

seen through processes like agenda setting that control what information is being 

presented to the public, how often it is presented, and the perceived importance of that 

information (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Mass media sources may then take further steps 

to manage public opinion by choosing how to package and present information by 

framing.  
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Framing Theory 

Framing takes place across many communication channels, and it has been 

studied specifically in mass media contexts (Vliegenthart, 2012; Boykoff, 2006), with 

considerable research about the effects of framing as related to news information 

(Brantner et al., 2011; Cho & Gower, 2006; Entman et al., 2009). Some authors assert 

that framing can occur in social media contexts as well (Valenzuela et al., 2017; Wagner 

et al., 2017; Brusse et al., 2017), suggesting that framing is not only oriented to news or 

factual material but can also involve entertainment forms of communication.  

Framing is an active choice made by mass media communicators to package 

information in specific ways; it involves content and material that is presented to 

audiences as well as what is purposefully excluded or unseen (Nabi, 2003). Often 

unaware of framing practices, viewers may be led to consume, consider, and interpret the 

content in ways the source intended. Frames vary depending on the intended message. 

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) identified five distinct types of news frames: conflict, 

human interest, attribution of responsibility, morality, and economic consequences. Each 

news frame adjusts the packaging of information to accomplish its goals because not 

every framework works for every intended message or audience. For example, in a study 

about public drunkenness, Brusse et al. (2017) demonstrated that while messages may be 

framed in a “scholarly” manner by an expert citing accident statistics, another approach 

might use cartoon messages to discourage drunk cycling. In their research, the authors 

found that messages were more effective when the emphasis was placed on what the 

audience had to gain by not cycling drunk rather than by what they had to lose.  
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Researchers have identified two general categories of framing that differ in 

content, purpose, and intended outcome: episodic and thematic. Episodic frames focus on 

a single event or case study that paints a detailed portrait of a singular issue or 

experience. Thematic frames focus on broader contexts, including how events develop 

over time and general policy issues; they present less detail about individual experiences 

(Gross, 2008). Episodic frames are more emotionally engaging and tend to produce a 

more significant emotional response than thematic frames (Gross, 2008) due to the 

connection to individual human experience. 

 Mass media sources do more than just provide news and information. They also 

provide channels for entertainment (commercials, sports, talk shows). Framing can be 

used in both informational and entertainment contexts, as well as in contexts where 

information and entertainment overlap. For example, Lewis and Weaver (2015) explored 

how the mass media present professional and non-professional athletes. Findings suggest 

that reporting that goes past athletic performance and statistics into personal lives and 

actions of the athletes is favored by consumers. What the media choose to present about 

an athlete’s personal life thus also impacts how an individual is viewed as an athlete. This 

study also addressed emotion and suggests that the overall framing of athletes affects the 

enjoyment that viewers experience when watching sports through media channels. This 

links framing and emotion, highlighting how the presentation of emotion has impacts on 

how stories are communicated and received by audiences.   

 Similar to the mass media, social media is a space where a variety of content is 

presented to audiences. Thus, it is likely that the public (as well as researchers) will find a 

wide variety of content on social media – news, entertainment, questions, literary 
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material, images, symbols, and informational material – and that framing efforts will be 

found within all these forms of communication.  

 

Social Media  

The relatively recent rise of social media over the past few decades challenges the 

dominant view of the mass media as the only or primary center for framing practices. 

Schrape (2016) refers to social media as a meso-level (in-between mass and micro) 

spread of information from many sources to many other sources with the added ability of 

interaction between sources. This raises new questions about the nature and methods of 

communication and their impacts. Social media is an interactive space where users 

(friends, groups, businesses, organizations, and others) can create, share, and consume 

written and visual content. With the ability to reach millions of people within seconds, 

social media has influenced how we receive, gather, and process information (Kudeshia 

et al., 2016). As technology has advanced and communication techniques have evolved, 

the internet is now a place where information spreads quickly and widely.  

Social media platforms are constantly innovating, and they differ in how content 

is presented to followers and how users can interact with the content. For example, 

Instagram prioritizes photo posts, TikTok focuses on video posts, and Twitter supports a 

variety of photo, video, and text post combinations. Though these sites differ in content 

and form, they all publish messages produced by individuals or collective entities 

(agencies, organizations) and provide users with opportunities to comment directly (in 

writing, hashtags, or emojis) on the published content.  
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  Currently, the largest social media platform in the world is Facebook (Dixon, 

2023). Facebook was created in 2004 and now has roughly 2.9 billion monthly users 

(Meta, 2022). Facebook was originally created to connect Harvard students with one 

another, but the site quickly expanded to become a global platform (A&E, 2021). After 

its inception, Facebook continued to innovate, creating features such as the “like” button 

and the ability of users to “share” materials and interact beyond just interpersonal 

interactions. This evolution eventually allowed and incentivized organizations – not just 

individuals – to broadcast information across the platform and interact with existing 

material.  

The modern version of Facebook is typically used as an online space for 

individuals to catch up with friends, interact with new people, share pictures, join groups, 

and follow pages of interest. Individuals use the site to share personal information and 

links, and to present one’s personality and interests to others (Nadkarni & Hofmann, 

2012). For organizations and other corporate entities, Facebook is a complex platform 

used to post a wide variety of text, image, and video content, including original messages 

and information, commentary, shared content, and other kinds of material. Individuals or 

organizations can also like and re-post materials from other sources, enhancing the 

messages on their home page. Though social media does present news items, it also 

contains content that does not fall under the news umbrella. Thus, studying social media 

can help in understanding the variety of types of content published outside the traditional 

news media, and can provide insight about the framing of emotional aspects in the 

communications of both the producers and consumers of social media material. It is also 

important to note that almost every major news organization utilizes social media to 
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spread their content, and all encourage users to “share” articles and current event 

commentaries.  

Though studies of emotion are rare in the context of social media and natural 

resource places, some researchers have begun focused on the contents of national park 

Facebook pages. For example, Marcotte & Stokowski (2021) studied the rhetoric used by 

NPS sites over Facebook. Cummings (2022) identified park personalities in the images 

produced by NPS Facebook. Hoag (2023) studied the presence of imaginaries in the 

textual and visual discourses of NPS agency Facebook posts.  

 

Primary and Secondary Emotions   

Psychologists have studied the concept of emotions for decades, and they 

traditionally consider emotions to be something internal to individuals (Ekman, 1992; 

Baker, 2004; Gu et al., 2019). Emotions have been defined as a combination of 

conceptual knowledge and underlying feelings of affect and arousal (Brady et al., 2021). 

Plutchik’s (1991) categorization scheme for emotions is well-known; he visualized 

emotions as a continuum in the form of a wheel that includes eight primary categories: 

ecstasy, vigilance, admiration, terror, amazement, grief, loathing, and rage (Krommyda et 

al., 2021). These primary emotions are also associated with secondary emotions in 

Plutchik’s conceptualization; the secondary emotions include three more groupings of 

eight (less intense) emotions that can be visualized as a cone. The primary eight emotions 

form a circle at the open funnel top of the cone, with the secondary emotions funneling 

down to a point at the bottom of the cone. The farther down the cone an emotion is (and 

the further away from the primary eight emotions), the less intense it is said to be. Thus, 
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at the point of the cone are emotions such as acceptance, interest, and boredom – 

emotions that would be hard to identify unless they were explicitly stated (“I’m bored” or 

“I’m interested”).  

Plutchik’s categories of emotions have been used to study the psychology of 

emotion in a wide array of contexts, including marketing strategies, gender issues, and 

education (Taylor, 2000; Garcia-Rudolph et al., 2019; Munezero et al., 2013). Other 

researchers such as Averill & More (1993) also have discussed the theoretical 

complexities of emotions such as happiness. These authors assert that happiness is 

fleeting and always has other emotions occurring such as joy or even grief.  

 

Studies of Emotion in the Parks, Recreation and Tourism Literature  

The study of emotion in parks, recreation and tourism research has involved 

theoretical/framework studies, survey-based studies, and studies that explore individual 

emotions in particular contexts.  

Theoretical exploration of emotion in the parks, recreation and tourism fields has 

included development of models such as a study done by Coghlan et al. (2012) which 

used survey techniques to identify words used when experiencing awe in tourism 

contexts. Hosany et al.’s (2015) is another framework driven study that created the 

Destination Emotion Scale (DES) which seeks to measure emotional diversity and 

intensity towards tourism destinations. Methods included a 7-point scale where 

respondents rated their emotional experiences during tourism activities. Researchers 

found that love, joy, and positive surprise were all relevant emotions for travelers during 

their tourism experiences. Data were collected from individual diaries and supplemental 
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interviews. Another framework, the Disconnected Emotions Model (DEM), used a 

combination of interviews and written diaries to define the primary emotions that 

travelers feel while disconnected from technology (Cai et al., 2020). 

Survey based methods have also been used to address various research questions 

about emotion in parks, recreation, and tourism contexts. Weaver et al. (2018) collected 

data using on-site questionnaires at Japanese and Russian Prison museums in Lushun, 

China, to investigate the emotions towards Japanese people and products after visiting the 

museums and to identify the triggers for the associated emotions. 

 Using a 4-point survey administered to suburban and rural eighth grade students 

in Texas, Bixler & Floyd (1997) explored relationships between disgust sensitivity, fear 

expectancy, desire for modern comforts, and preference for wildland and built 

environments. A correlation was found between students with high fear expectancy, high 

disgust sensitivity, and a high desire for modern comforts – suggesting that those students 

would be less likely to be interested in careers in the outdoors. Bixler and Floyd (1999) 

also explored the relationship between disgust sensitivity and preference for 

environmental education activity. The authors found a correlation between students with 

low ratings for activities requiring the manipulation of organic material and high ratings 

for disgust sensitivity; no differences were found when the activities were just 

observational.  

 Other studies have focused on identifying one specific emotion (or category of 

emotion) to answer various research questions. For example, Wang & Lyu (2019) studied 

the emotion of awe (a positive emotion) experienced at tourist destinations. These authors 

used 7-point Likert scales on surveys and an observational study to see how awe might 
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impact visitors’ environmentally responsible behaviors; results showed a positive 

relationship. The authors suggested that awe can inspire people to take environmentally 

responsible actions when the focus is on the community rather than centered on the 

individual. Using qualitative approaches based on personal field notes and recorded 

conversations, Mitas et al. (2012) focused on the role of positive emotions in adult tourist 

experiences. This study found that positive emotions result from humor, friendship, 

engagement in activities, and dealing with loss. These results supported the notion that 

social interactions can foster positive emotions which contribute to developing a sense of 

personal connection and feelings of community in adult tourists that foster meaningful 

experiences.  

Finally, McIntosh & Wright (2017) recognized the importance of awe in tourism 

travel noting that this emotion often results from visitors seeing big mountains, 

waterfalls, beautiful lakes, and other natural features. This research aimed to explore the 

factors that might contribute to meaningful wildlife encounters. The study was done in 

several national parks in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. Data were collected using 

questionnaires and interviews, and thematic and negative case analysis was used to 

interpret the data. Web blogs were also used to supplement interviews. The authors 

concluded that on-line platforms were an effective way to access visitor emotions from 

outdoor experiences. Awe is included in Plutchik’s categorization scheme as a 

combination of fear and surprise and identified within written texts and photographic 

images. McIntosh & Wright’s (2017) study used a series of self-report methods to 

identify emotions but ultimately found that tourists had trouble putting their experiences 

into words and mainly used generic terms such as “exciting” or “incredible.”    
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Studies about Emotion and Social Media in Parks, Recreation and Tourism 

National parks and other protected areas are popular destinations for millions of 

visitors annually (Balmford et al., 2015). These areas are known for their efforts to 

protect valued ecosystem services while also facilitating public enjoyment and 

interactions with natural, cultural, and historic environments (Norman & Pickering, 

2019). Social media creates an avenue for prospective visitors and local people to enjoy 

parks and protected areas without having to be physically present, as social media has 

now opened the door to allow remote interactions with parks and resource places.   

As a channel for communication, social media is utilized by resource management 

agencies to disseminate information quickly and market widely. The National Park 

system maintains an overall agency-based social media presence, while individual units 

support their own unique presence on social media platforms. These pages archive the 

social media dialogue of that park, including written texts posted by the agency, the 

comments of users, and visual images (and sometimes videos). The agency-wide 

National Park Service page on Facebook currently has 1.7 million likes, and individual 

national parks vary in their popularity.  

Written (agency-provided) texts and (follower) comments are valuable 

components of social media, and several studies have addressed discourse and text-

related issues of natural, cultural, and historic places. For national parks specifically, 

these studies include looking at the virtual visitors that interact with parks on social 

media sites like Facebook (Miller & Freimund, 2018), the construction of social media 

messages on national park Facebook pages, and their relationship to place (Marcotte & 
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Stokowski, 2021), and discourses about national park management choices through 

Twitter postings (Pickering & Norman, 2020). 

Twitter has been a popular form of social media for studying emotion, and 

Roberts et al. (2019) used Twitter data to study emotional responses to urban green 

spaces in Birmingham, England. Data were manually coded and revealed the importance 

of the relationship between human and natural spaces (especially urban spaces) for 

overall human well-being. Many Twitter studies involve large data samples and utilize 

machine learning and quantitative techniques in their analyses. Manoharan (2020) also 

explored the emotions experienced at theme parks using Twitter data. Fifty thousand 

tweets were collected and analyzed using Russel’s Circumplex Model of Affect to 

identify tweets containing emotion. Of the 50,000 tweets, 20,400 contained one or more 

of the emotions identified in the Circumplex Model. Results show that positive emotions 

such as excitement, arousal, and astonishment were the most popular experiences at 

theme parks.  

In another study, Schwartz et al. (2019) found that positive and negative word 

associations can also provide a window into the emotions of social media users. Positive 

words include “happy,” “fun,” and “beautiful”; negative words include “no,” “can’t,” and 

“don’t.” Other aspects of social media texts that may reveal emotional states include 

punctuation (exclamation points, question marks) that can offer insight about how a 

writer is feeling and how they are choosing to express it (Schwartz et al., 2019).  

Often the easiest emotion to identify is that of love. On social media, it is often 

easy to spot this emotion as users state it literally throughout their comments and in their 

use of hashtags or symbols (e.g., hearts). In a recent study, Filieri et al. (2021) used 
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Instagram data to identify and explore tourists’ declarations of love towards London, 

England. Analysis was done through a combination of manual thematic analysis and 

quantitative analysis through Leximancer. This social media study used a combination of 

self-identification through hashtags (#IloveLondon, #londonlove), visual content analysis 

for photographs, and text analytics to find latent meanings throughout the collected 

images and text data. The study found that emotion could be detected through posted 

photographs and descriptive text by visitors who used Instagram to describe their 

experiences while in London. Varying emotional clues – including amazement, 

attractiveness, pleasure, and enhancement – were used to indicate visitor love. 

Photographs were found to show love through context, with many posts celebrating 

relationships with family, friends, and significant others (Filieri et al., 2021).  

Photographic images can also help to bridge the gap between an in-person 

experience of a resource place and an online one. Photos can express emotion while also 

evoking it in viewers. Cummings (2022) examined how U.S. national parks use images 

on their Facebook pages to present “park personality.” Results indicated that the image 

content uploaded by the agency presented varying personalities. For example, images of 

flora and fauna could be interpreted as sincerity and femininity, while images of 

landscapes present as ruggedness and sacredness. Notably, the author found that images 

of people were used to emphasize excitement, indicating the presence of emotion in 

social media images.   
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Summary 

The research discussed in this project applies the concept of framing in social 

media contexts that involve both informational and entertainment contexts and that are 

published on the Facebook pages of the NPS, a public agency. This study builds on the 

growing body of literature about emotion in the parks, recreation, and tourism fields. 

Studies such as those of Filieri et al. (2021) provide the groundwork for identifying 

specific emotions in social media postings. Roberts et al. (2019) offers a method for 

identifying the presence of an emotion by breaking down social media posts into 

emotionally positive, negative or neutral categories. The research described here 

contributes to the literature because to date few studies examine emotions expressed in 

the social media data derived from Facebook or consider the relationships between 

agency posts and follower comments.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS  

This study examined the text posts and user comments published on the Facebook 

pages of a regional sample of U.S. national parks to explore how emotion is presented by 

the agency and whether and how emotional responses are presented by followers. For this 

research we chose sites managed by a single federal agency, the National Park Service 

(NPS). We did this for several reasons. First, prior research about social media and the 

NPS has focused on large, well-known natural resource-based parks (Marcotte & 

Stokowski, 2021; Cummings, 2022), and international research about national parks also 

tends to focus on large, well-known sites (Pickering, 2016; Rossi et al., 2015). Second, 

there is a lack of literature focusing on emotion in the parks, recreation, and tourism field, 

though the literature that does exist indicates emotion as an important tool in achieving 

managerial goals. Third, there are many kinds of units in the national park system, 

ranging from well-known national parks to historic parks, monuments, lakeshores, and 

battlefields – and these sites may use social media in ways unlike larger, well-known 

parks. Fourth, studying a variety of parks can offer a comparative perspective, and may 

be especially valuable on a regional level. Fifth, the NPS widely uses Facebook, so 

comparing one social media platform across many sites is useful for understanding trends 

across units within the national park system. Finally, different kinds of parks are likely to 

attract distinct sets of followers, so audiences may respond in unique ways to materials 

posted by resource managers and their followers.  
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Sampling Procedures 

Given the variability of national park locations, the types of national parks (for 

example, seashores, battlefields, military parks), and the presence of active Facebook 

pages at individual sites, the entire set of NPS units in the New England states was first 

identified using information posted on the NPS website. Because some of the smaller 

New England states have only one NPS unit, the initial list was supplemented with other 

national park units from nearby states (New York and Pennsylvania) to address two 

criteria: inclusion of different types of national park units, and park units with active 

Facebook pages. A total of 20 national park units (of 65 total in the sample area) were 

then selected from northeastern US states including Vermont (VT), Maine (ME), New 

Hampshire (NH), Connecticut (CT), Rhode Island (RI), Massachusetts (MA), New York 

(NY), and Pennsylvania (PA). This research thus constitutes a regional study that 

analyzes the Facebook-based social media presence of 20 units that represent the most 

common types of national park units in the northeastern region of the U.S.  

To understand the relationships between selected park units, their individual 

histories, and their contemporary social media accounts, the history of each park unit was 

summarized from historical sources, including each park’s origin document from its date 

of inclusion in the NPS (Appendix B). This documentary evidence provided historical 

context prior to and after the site was designated as a national park. Though this did not 

directly address a specific research question, it helped to enhance the overall analysis 

related to aspects of emotion, types of park units, and the presentation of social media 

contents. 
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The 20 study parks, differing by size and number of Facebook followers and 

arranged by state, are listed in Table 1. Some were very small (African Burial Ground 

National Monument), while others were thousands of acres in size (Delaware Water Gap 

National Recreation Area). The number of Facebook followers ranged from 1.2 thousand 

(Stonewall National Monument) to 258.5 thousand (Acadia National Park). The data also 

show that agencies posted on their park’s Facebook pages at differing rates. Two national 

park units extended across two states each (Gateway; Delaware Water Gap).  

 

Table 1. National Park Study Sites, by State 

 

 U.S. National Park Service  

 

Size  

(acres) 

Facebook 

Followers  

VT Marsh Billings Rockefeller NHP  643 5,900 

NH Saint-Gaudens NHP  190 7,700 

ME Acadia National Park 48,000 258,500 

CT Weir Farm National Historical Park 60 5,500 

RI Blackstone River Valley National Historical Park 1,000 3,600 

 Roger Williams National Memorial 4.5 3,900 

MA Cape Cod National Seashore 43,600 52,700 

 Lowell National Historical Park 137 11,000 

 New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park 34 7,500 

 Salem Maritime National Historic Site 9 11,000 

NY Fire Island National Seashore 19,580 14,400 

 Gateway National Recreation Area (NY & NJ) 27,000 25,000 

 African Burial Ground Nat. Monument 0.34 9,200 

 Stonewall National Monument 7.7 1,200 

 Home of Franklin Delano Roosevelt National 

Historic Site 

898 7,000 

PA Fort Necessity National Battlefield  902 8,500 

 Gettysburg National Military Park 6,000 150,000 

 Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area (PA 

& NJ) 

66,740 70,000 

 Flight 93 National Memorial 1,000 81,000 

 Steamtown National Historic Site 62 34,000 
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Data Collection 

Data collection occurred during six monthly windows in 2021 and 2022, 

replicating procedures used by Marcotte and Stokowski (2021). Proportionally reducing 

the number of weeks of data collection while increasing the number of sites studied, NPS 

agency Facebook posts were sampled across two weeks each month (14 days total) 

during March, June, September, and December of 2021 to account for seasonal changes. 

Two additional months of data collection were later added (March and June 2022) to 

account for variation in park closures in 2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The result 

was a total of 84 data collection days per park during which each park’s text and image 

posts, and follower comments associated with those posts, were collected (not every park 

posted on every day of the study period). Data collection involved copying and pasting 

all text posts and associated comments to an external Word document, with photographic 

images downloaded and saved to a separate file. The reliability of the data collection 

process was confirmed in a comparison of this study’s data files for three specific parks 

(Acadia National Park, Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park, and Saint-

Gaudens National Historical Park) with data collected for another graduate student’s 

(Hoag, 2023) social media study occurring at the same time. 

 

Data Analysis: Overview 

Once data were collected and organized, descriptive analyses were undertaken to 

count all individual text posts and images posted by the NPS, and all comments and 

visual media posted by followers in the comments section of each site; this information is 

shown in Table 2 in Results. Then, analyses of emotion in the written agency text posts 
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were conducted for each national park site, then comparatively across sites, and finally 

across types of parks. Analyses of a small sub-sample of follower comments was then 

conducted using three park units. Throughout, one researcher performed much of the 

initial work of data reduction and interpretation, while two analysts collaborated in the 

interpretation and presentation of results. This follows guidelines suggested by Lincoln 

and Guba (2008) for assuring dependability and confirmability in analyzing qualitative 

data.  

 

Analysis of NPS Agency Text Posts 

To address the first research question, an initial content analysis was performed to 

examine whether emotion was present in agency Facebook posts. This initial examination 

focused on four emotional states – love, admiration, amazement, and grief – that had 

been observed in a preliminary reading of the entire study data, and that had been 

featured in both the parks and tourism literature (Filieri et al., 2021) and Plutchik’s 

(1991) wheel of emotion. For each of the root words illustrating these four emotions, we 

also followed (Filieri et al., 2021) in applying and searching for accepted variations and 

synonyms. For “love,” we also searched on the terms loved and loving; for “admiration,” 

the words appreciation, admirable and adoration were also searched; for “amazement,” 

awesome, magnificent and amazing were also used; and along with “grief,” the synonyms 

of sadness, heartbreak and mourning were also used. Details of the analysis of these 

emotions and the variants across the entire set of agency posts were used to decide how to 

proceed with the analysis; results of this initial content analysis are presented in 

Appendix A. 
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The result of this exercise was an awareness that while our planned approach for 

identifying emotion seemed appropriate, it was time-consuming because emotion seemed 

to appear in only low quantities in the agency’s textual data. An alternative approach was 

needed to identify emotion across the entire data set. Thus, rather than searching for 

specific emotions one-by-one, we decided to search the entire set of agency text posts for 

their emotional valence (Roberts et al., 2019) to determine whether text posts could be 

classified as positive, negative, or neutral. 

Thus, following methods outlined by Roberts et al. (2019) one manual annotator 

examined every agency text post for all study sites to determine the overall emotional 

valence of each post (this included the consideration of emoji use in the text). 

Punctuation (e.g., exclamation points) was ignored in this assessment, as these marks 

could have various meanings beyond emotion. Decisions about the valence of emotion at 

the word and sentence level were based on common-sense, literal readings of the (English 

language) posts.  

After identifying texts as positive, negative, and neutral, the posts with positive 

and negative emotions were examined in more detail to identify and assign specific 

emotions and to consider the contexts in which emotions were presented. For example, a 

positive post that claimed, “we are happy to announce” was coded as “happiness.” 

Plutchik’s (1991) wheel of emotions was used to identify specific emotions and was 

supplemented with emotions identified in previous literature on emotion in park settings 

(Roberts et al., 2019). The emotion of “gratitude” was independently added due to 

evidence of its prominence in the data.  
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With an understanding of the types and prevalence of emotions in the social 

media data, the next step was to explore how the NPS framed the emotions identified in 

their text posts (research question 2). The issue of how emotions might appear in 

language was informed by considering Barthes’ (1977) work on denotations and 

connotations in language use. Barthes explained that words either denote (provide a 

literal description and meaning) or connote (implicitly suggest meanings that must be 

interpreted by readers). Denoted emotions thus are likely to be illustrated with explicitly 

written emotional statement, for instance: “I am in love with the ocean” (agency post, 

Cape Cod National Seashore, June 8(b), 2022). Emotions presented as connotations 

require that readers to understand context and interpretation, for example: “If you have a 

purpose in which you can believe, there’s no end to the amount of things you can 

accomplish” (African Burial Ground National Monument, March 12, 2021) which can be 

interpreted in a variety of ways including emotions such as optimism or vigilance.   

In this analysis step, then, the goal was to identify patterns in how framing was 

used in conjunction with emotion across the study parks. Instances of explicit and 

implicit uses of emotions, textual strategies related to positive, negative and neutral 

emotions, and interactive qualities in agency/follower posts, were analyzed.  

The entire set of 20 national park units was considered in addressing research 

questions 1 and 2. The analysis was conducted for each of the 20 study parks, and then 

results were compared across the five general categories of types of park units 

represented (National Historical Parks, Recreation Sites, National Memorials and 

Monuments, National Historic Sites, and Military Sites & Battlefields). The overall 
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presence of emotion, the types and valence of emotions, and the framing devices used 

were all analyzed to identify patterns in the data.  

 

Analyzing Follower Comments 

The same processes as described above were used to address research question 3, 

which considered emotion in the comments posted by social media followers in response 

to agency text posts. Given the enormous volume of follower comments across the 20 

study parks, though, only a small case study of three park units differing in physical size 

was undertaken. The three parks were: the African Burial Ground National Monument 

(small park, about 0.34 acres; 9.7 thousand Facebook followers; 47 agency text posts and 

167 follower comments); Fort Necessity National Battlefield (medium-sized park, about 

900 acres; 8.5 thousand Facebook followers; 15 agency text posts and 15 follower 

comments); Cape Cod National Seashore (large park, 43,600 acres; 52.7 thousand 

Facebook followers; 84 agency text posts and 895 follower comments). The expectation 

was that three parks of different geographic size could provide insight about the textual 

interactions of agency posters and their social media followers, thus providing insights 

about the emotional content and form of texts produced by Facebook followers compared 

to those of NPS agency social media posts. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS  

 

Following a descriptive summary of the collected data, this chapter presents 

analyses of emotion in NPS agency Facebook text posts and follower comments and 

discusses the characteristics of framing processes related to the identified emotions.  

 

National Parks and Facebook Posts 

Some park units posted to their Facebook platforms on a regular schedule (e.g., at 

least once a day) while others had a more variable schedule. Table 2 shows the variability 

across park units in terms of their total numbers of text posts, photographic images, and 

follower comments. Based on the total number of Facebook text posts only, some parks 

have a very large social media presence (Acadia National Park), while others have a more 

moderate social media presence (New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park), and 

others have a minimal social media presence (Fort Necessity National Battlefield). These 

data also show that the number of comments made by NPS Facebook followers varies 

widely, with some parks receiving very few comments from followers, while others 

receive thousands. Additionally, in some cases, followers seem enthusiastic about posting 

not only comments but also images – even to the extent that in one case (Gettysburg 

NMP), followers posted more photos in comments (column 4 in the table) than did the 

agency in their own postings. 
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Table 2. Texts, Images, and Comments across NPS Study Sites 

 
Park Name # Text 

Posts 

# Image 

Posts  

# Total 

Comments 

# Photos in 

Comments 

Acadia NP 124 316 1,888 4 

African Burial Ground NMem 47 51 167 5 

Blackstone River Valley NHP 58 65 53 1 

Cape Cod NS 84 85 895 43 

Delaware Gap NRA 74 71 1,066 55 

Fire Island NS 48 66 117 6 

Flight 93 NMon 24 2 543 3 

Fort Necessity NB 15 11 34 2 

Gateway NRA 87 115 396 6 

Gettysburg NMP 62 69 2,136 79 

Home of FDR NHS 104 158 79 1 

Lowell NHP 74 145 346 1 

Marsh Billings Rockefeller NHP 18 22 7 0 

New Bedford Whaling NHP 69 179 60 12 

Roger Williams NMem 25 31 149 1 

Saint-Gaudens NHP 42 65 97 4 

Salem Maritime NHS 55 58 33 1 

Steamtown NHS 62 102 294 19 

Stonewall NMon 41 44 3 1 

Weir Farm NHP 48 56 79 1 

Totals 1,161 1,737 8,442 245 

 

 

 

Agency Uses of Emotion in Facebook Postings 

 This results below address research question 1, which considers how emotion is 

shown in the agency-sponsored social media posts of 20 northeastern U.S. national parks. 

Content analysis was used to determine whether agency Facebook posts were positive, 

negative or neutral – then the types of emotions present were categorized.  



 

 

 30 

 

Positive, Negative, and Neutral Emotions in Agency Text Posts   

The number and percentage of positive, negative and neutral emotions in agency 

text posts are shown in Table 3. Nearly 60% of all posts could be classified as neutral. 

When not neutral, agency posts were more likely to express positive emotion (33.8% of 

all posts) rather than negative (4.9%). Parks with notably high percentages of negative 

posts were Lowell NHP (13.5%), Gettysburg NMP (14.5%) and African Burial Ground 

NMem (10.6%). Parks with a notably high percentage of positive emotional posts were 

Weir Farm NHP (50%), Stonewall NMon (56.1%) and Fire Island NS (52.1%). Fort 

Necessity NB and Roger Williams NMem exhibited the lowest frequency of emotion in 

their posts with 80% and 76% of their posts categorized as neutral.  

 Emotional neutrality is common across all NPS units’ Facebook posts. Even parks 

with higher percentages of positive or negative emotion posts still see consistently high 

neutral percentages. There may be several reasons for the high percentages of neutrality 

identified here: posts may be implicitly emotional but at a level of intensity not detectable 

in this analysis; agencies may intentionally aim to limit emotion in posts; or the kinds of 

content published on agency Facebook pages is more neutral in nature (for instance, 

informational materials vs. entertainment).  
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Table 3. Positive, Negative and Neutral Emotions in Agency Text Posts    

 
Park Name Positive Negative Neutral  

 

Blackstone River Valley NHP 19/58 

(32.8%) 

1/58 

(1.7%) 

38/58 

(65.5%) 

Lowell NHP 19/74 

(25.7%) 

10/74 

(13.5%) 

45/74 

(60.8%) 

Marsh Billings Rockefeller NHP 7/18 

(38.8%) 

0/18 

(0%) 

12/18 

(66.6%) 

New Bedford Whaling NHP 25/69 

(36.2%) 

1/69 

(1.4%) 

41/69 

(59.4%) 

Saint-Gaudens NHP 17/42 

(40.5%) 

2/42 

(4.8%) 

26/42 

(61.9%) 

Weir Farm NHP 24/48 

(50.0%) 

1/48 

(2.1%) 

23/48 

(47.9%) 

Home of FDR NHS 30/104 

(28.8%) 

7/104 

(6.7%) 

60/104 

(57.5%) 

Salem Maritime NHS 17/55 

(30.9%) 

3/55 

(5.5%) 

35/55 

(63.6%) 

Steamtown NHS 17/62 

(27.4%) 

1/62 

(1.6%) 

42/62 

(67.7%) 

African Burial Ground NMem 19/47 

(40.4%) 

5/47 

(10.6%) 

22/47 

(46.8%) 

Stonewall NMon 23/41 

(56.1%) 

2/41 

(4.9%) 

16/41 

(39.0%) 

Flight 93 NMon 7/24 

(29.2%) 

2/24 

(8.3%) 

13/24 

(54.2%) 

Roger Williams NMem 5/25 

(20.0%) 

1/25 

(4.0%) 

19/25 

(76.0%) 

Delaware Gap NRA 20/74 

(27.0%) 

1/74 

(1.4%) 

53/74 

(71.6%) 

Gateway NRA 31/87 

(35.6%) 

5/87 

(5.7%) 

51/87 

(58.6%) 

Cape Cod NS 28/84 

(33.3%) 

3/84 

(3.6%) 

52/84 

(61.9%) 

Fire Island NS 25/48 

(52.1%) 

1/48 

(2.1%) 

22/48 

(45.8%) 

Fort Necessity NB 3/15 

(20%) 

0/15 

(0%) 

12/15 

(80%) 

Gettysburg NMP 10/62 

(16.1%) 

9/62 

(14.5%) 

39/62 

(62.9%) 

Acadia NP 48/124 

(38.7%) 

2/124 

(1.6%) 

74/124 

(59.7%) 

Totals 394/1161 

(34.0%) 

57/1161 

(4.9%) 

697/1161 

(60.1%) 
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Types of Emotions in Agency Text Posts   

 Once agency posts had been evaluated for their valence, emotional contents of 

each post were identified. In this interpretive process, a total of 14 unique types of 

emotions were identified. The number and percentage of each is shown in Table 4. 

Among these, only the top six were used comparatively often; many emotions appeared 

only rarely in the social media posts (for instance, disapproval and vigilance). In some 

cases, the social media staff at each park posted texts that referenced multiple emotions 

(usually all were of the same valence, positive or negative). For these, the most 

prominent emotion was selected as defining a post’s emotional tone and character.   

 

Table 4. Types of Emotions Identified in the Agency Text Posts   

Emotion % Agency 

Text Posts 

Example  

Joy 8.9% “As some of the ice begins to melt, park staff made sure 

to get out and enjoy the blue skies and sunshine on trails 

around the park” (Acadia NP, March 9, 2021) 

Admiration 6.9% “Arthur applauds her talents in an annual report” (Acadia 

NP, March 22, 2022) 

Happiness 4.2% “We wish you a happy, healthy and safe holiday 

season” (Steamtown NHS, December 23, 2021) 

Love 3.9% “In Whitinsville, Massachusetts, employees of the 

Whitin Machine Works loved to share stories about the 

dogs in their lives.” (Blackstone River Valley NHP, June 24(1st 

post), 2022 

Gratitude 3.8% “Thanks to all who participated in yesterday’s 

#MondayHistoryMystery!” (Cape Cod NS, June 21, 2021) 

Amazement 3.0% “Come see in person some of the amazing objects we 
have been featuring for the last year on 
#CitizenSoldierSaturday!” (Salem Maritime NHS, 
December 11, 2021) 

Calmness 0.9% “End your week with this moment of zen” (Steamtown 

NHS, March 11(2nd post), 2022) 

Grief 0.9% “In her grief, Marcella writes of the ‘helpless rain like 

our teardrops’ that falls on his grave.” (Lowell NHP, June 

6, 2021) 
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Sadness 0.8% “We are deeply saddened by the tragic death of 

Hancock County Sheriff’s Deputy Luke Gross on 

Thursday September 23.” (Acadia, September 24 (4th post), 

2021) 

Anticipation 0.5% “In Hawaii waited for news with both hope and nervous 

anticipation.” (Lowell NHP, December 7, 2021) 

Interest 0.2% “Edmonia Lewis attracted widespread interest which 

continues to this day.” (Saint-Gaudens NHP, June 27 (2nd 

post), 2021) 

Ecstasy 0.2% “The royal couple delighted in their Hyde Park 

experience.” (Home of FDR NHS, June 9(2nd post), 2022) 

Fear 0.2% "I was a little scared about the belts. In those days they 
didn't have security; they weren't as organized like 
they are today with everything boxed in” (Lowell NHP, 
September 20, 2021) 

Disapproval 0.2% “When have you actively disliked a piece of art?  What 

provoked your negative reaction? What informed your 

criticism?” (Saint-Gaudens March 24, 2021) 

 

Data show that the emotion used most frequently in agency posts was joy. Other 

positive emotions also used frequently include happiness and admiration. Negative 

emotions were used less frequently in agency texts, with no negative emotions in the list 

of top 6 emotions.  

 

Framing Emotion in National Park Posts  

This section provides data and analysis related to research question 2. After 

defining the valence and nature of emotions present in the social media data, we explored 

how those emotions intersected with agency framing practices. This is more than a 

question of valence or content: framing involves all the way that emotions are presented 

and contextualized to influence readers. Four general issues in framing can be drawn 

from the analysis: first, whether emotional content is presented explicitly or implicitly in 

agency text posts; second, trends showing that posts discussing events and places tend to 
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frame emotion implicitly; third, framing practices related to negative emotions and 

events; and fourth, whether and how the framing of emotion varied across different types 

of national park sites. 

 

Framing Emotion Explicitly and Implicitly 

One prominent approach to framing used by park units was whether agencies 

presented emotion in either explicit or implicit ways. Explicit framing was apparent when 

agency text posts referenced emotion in overt, literal ways. For example, the post “we are 

happy to announce” (Lowell National Historical Park, June 21, 2022) specifically 

referenced the emotion of happiness in their post. Implicit framing, on the other hand, 

occurred when a text post suggested emotion without overt attribution of emotional 

phrases. For example, “her nomination to the prestigious position received widespread 

praise” (Home of Franklin Delano Roosevelt National Historic Site, March 10 (first post), 

2022). The phrase “widespread praise” implicitly references emotions such as admiration 

for the woman described in the post.   

 Among the top six emotions identified in NPS text posts (Table 4), joy, 

amazement, and admiration tended to be framed both explicitly and implicitly; happiness 

and love were framed only explicitly; and gratitude was framed only implicitly. Though 

there were limited instances of the emotion of grief, it was presented implicitly in posts 

that dealt with death, loss, and tragic events. In some cases, multiple emotions were 

presented both explicitly as well as implicitly in single text posts (for example, posts 

about celebrations referenced several emotions such as joy, happiness, and admiration). 

In these cases, the text post was coded for its most prominent emotion. 
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Figure 1 visually illustrates the distribution of framing using explicit vs. implicit 

references to emotions in posts that were identified as containing either positive or 

negative emotion (posts that were neutral on emotion were excluded). Lowell NHP and 

Cape Cod NS presented texts posts with the highest percentage of framing using explicit 

emotion, while African Burial Ground NMon presented the fewest number of posts with 

framing of explicit emotion. Across all park units, most of the emotion presented within 

agency text posts was framed implicitly. Only Facebook posts for Steamtown NHS and 

Salem Maritime NHS had equal numbers of texts posts that were explicit and implicit, 

and they are both National Historic Sites.  

 

Figure 1. Percent of Explicit vs. Implicit Framing in Agency Posts Containing 

Emotion across Parks 
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Framing Events and Places using Implicit Emotion 

Beyond framing explicit and implicit emotional content, implicit emotion 

specifically was used to shape how content would be viewed by the followers. Agency 

text posts that mentioned events and celebrations in particular tend to frame emotion 

implicitly. Posts that discuss celebrations were prevalent across this study’s agency 

Facebook pages, and while some park events were introduced with just their necessary 

information, other event postings used implicit emotions frequently.    

 Positive emotions such as happiness and admiration were commonly used to 

frame celebration events such as birthdays or anniversaries, including birthdays, 

anniversaries, park openings and staff accomplishments, among others. Celebration 

events were almost always coded as reflecting implicit emotion, except in cases where 

the agency added explicit emotional language. For example, the directive “celebrate 50 

years of Gateway” (Gateway National Recreation Area, June 24, 2022) reflects implicit 

emotional content, while the post text “to celebrate, enjoy a weekend of free public 

events” (Blackstone River Valley National Historical Park, September 22, 2021) invokes 

an explicit emotion (joy).   

In addition to using implicit emotion to frame celebrations and events, implicit 

emotion was also used widely across text posts, and these subtle uses were interpreted 

from the text posts. A variety of specific words or phrases were used repetitively and 

implicitly to reference emotion. For positive emotions, these terms included perfect, 

beautiful, favorite, and great, among others. For example, Weir Farm NHP presented a 

post focusing on the historic values of discussing their “crafted beautiful stone walls” 

(Weir Farm National Historical Park, June 7, 2021). Adding “beautiful” to the description 
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of the stone walls implicitly references the emotion of admiration towards the landscape. 

For negative emotions, these words included blame, miss, sorry, and “ew,” among others. 

Finally, all uses of “thanks” and “thank you” were recorded and counted as being positive 

expressions of gratitude.   

The data also reveal differences in how explicit and implicitly framed emotions 

were presented in agency text. Explicit emotion was often used at the very beginning or 

very end of a post – a significant marker of its importance – while implicit emotion was 

used throughout text post contents. An example of these textual differences can be seen 

in the placement of emotion in an agency post by Gateway NRA on March 13, 2022. This 

post provides information about daylight savings time, and emotion is not a factor until 

the very last line: “So, as we set our clocks forward, let’s just enjoy the day outdoors at a 

later, bay horizon sunset (7:01 p.m. EST) and oceanside sunrise (7:09 a.m.) at Sandy 

Hook.” Here, the agency is ending their post by directing followers to feel a certain 

emotion: “let’s enjoy the day.” 

 

Framing Negative Emotions and Events 

A notable finding from the initial content analyses was that park agencies do not 

seem to present many negative emotions in their posts. When they do present negative 

emotions, however, they tend to frame text post contents in a way that gives the post a 

positive emotional spin. On December 24, 2021, the Home of FDR NHS posted, “We 

know our visitors were disappointed that Springwood was not decorated this year, so we 

wanted to look back.” Beginning by stating a negative emotion (disappointment), this 

post then was crafted to reorient from negativity to positivity. This technique was used in 
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a several cases with negative contexts, where positive emotions were used to immediately 

follow the negative framing, replacing negative emotions with positive or discouraging 

negative behavior. Fire Island NS, for example, created a post addressing illegal dumping 

sites within the park. Their agency post reminded social media followers that this is a 

“place for our enjoyment, and for the enjoyment of future generations” (Fire Island 

National Seashore, December 8, 2021).  In these cases, explicitly or implicitly framing 

positive emotion in a text seems to be used to encourage a reciprocal positive emotional 

response from followers.  

Other examples of using negative emotional langue in agency text posts to 

discourage negative emotions can be seen in Delaware Water Gap NRA’s post that began 

a post with “don’t be afraid”; Gateway NRA also began one of its posts with “don’t 

worry.” These examples also use negative emotional language to evoke positive emotions 

in followers such as serenity and trust.  

Events that were potentially negative in tone or spirit were also sometimes 

addressed with logistic and safety information rather than with emotion. For example, 

rather than invoking the potential negative emotions associated with natural disasters or 

historical events (e.g., 9/11), the NPS reframed posts as neutral, factual information. The 

obvious example of this is Fort Necessity NB, a place of potentially strong emotion that 

commemorates a mid-1700s war and its attendant deaths. Yet, Fort Necessity exhibited 

the highest rate of emotional neutrality in its text posts, with 0% of them presenting a 

negative emotion. The lack of overt negative emotions (fear, anger, grief) expressed in 

Fort Necessity’s text posts illustrated the work of framing to turn attention away from 

negative emotions and focus instead on more neutral reporting of park history, values, 
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and events. This allows NPS managers to accomplish their goals of providing enjoyment 

for visitors and social media followers through education, information, and site 

experiences, while also retaining a respectful presence in their social media posts.   

 

Framing Emotion across Types of National Parks  

 

The NPS study included were subdivided into five categories (Table 5): National 

Historical Parks (6 units), National recreational sites (5 units), National Memorials and 

Monuments (4 units), National Historic Sites (3 units), and Military sites and battlefields 

(2 units). 

 

Table 5. National Park Units Organized by Category  

 

Type of Park U.S. National Park Service (Federal agency) 

National Historical Parks Marsh Billings Rockefeller    
Saint-Gaudens   
New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park 

 
Weir Farm National Historical Park  
Blackstone River Valley National Historical Park 

 Lowell National Historical Park 

National Recreation Sites Cape Cod National Seashore 

 Gateway National Recreation Area (NY & NJ) 

 Delaware Gap National Recreation Area (PA & NJ) 

 Acadia National Park   
Fire Island National Seashore 

National Memorials and 

Monuments 

Flight 93 National Memorial 

 African Burial Ground Nat. Monument 

 Stonewall National Monument 

 Roger Williams National Memorial 

National Historic Sites Salem Maritime  

 Home of Franklin Delano Roosevelt  

 Steamtown  

National Military Sites & 

Battlefields 

Fort Necessity National Battlefield 

 Gettysburg National Military Park 
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As shown in Table 6, the category with the highest percentage of positive and 

negative emotions presented within text posts is that of National Memorials and 

Monuments (46.7%). Though these types of park units had the highest percentage of 

emotional referents, all categories of parks were similar in having a majority of neutral 

posts. Across park types, however, Military sites and battlefields were notable for 

framing emotion as neutral in text posts (71.4%), and correspondingly, the lowest number 

of posts with positive or negative emotion. This category has some of the most 

emotionally charged park histories, but their approach to framing emotion is to remain 

strongly neutral by presenting information in dispassionate, factual ways. The other five 

categories of parks were similar in presenting many more positive than negative posts. 

Of the six National Historical Parks, four had a majority of posts where emotion 

was framed in neutral terms, while Weir Farm NHP and Lowell NHP presented higher 

percentages of posts containing emotion. Weir Farm NHP presented a high percentage of 

agency text posts framing specific positive emotions (love, admiration, and amazement) 

and overall positive posts. Lowell NHP was also an outlier in terms of framing emotions 

in negative terms and had the second highest percentage of negative posts among the 20 

study units (Figure 2).  

Beyond Lowell NHP, all types of parks presented slightly more implicit emotion 

than explicit emotion (Figure 2) – though the differences were not large except for the 

category of National Memorials and Monuments. Memorials and monuments often deal 

with negative histories and contexts (see Appendix B). As discussed above, framing 

negative emotions implicitly and/or in more positive or neutral terms may be a 

managerial strategy that facilitates other agency goals. This is especially true for park 
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units where implicit emotion is already embedded in the histories of events around which 

parks have been designated such as 9/11 (Flight 93 NMem) or the Stonewall riots 

(Stonewall NMon) (see Appendix B).   

 

Table 6. Positive, Negative, and Neutral Emotions by Types of Parks  

 

 Posts Containing 

Emotion (Pos + Neg) 

 Neutral Positive Negative  

National 

Historical 

Parks 

 

126/309 

(40.8%) 

183/309 

(59.2%) 

111/309 

(35.9%) 

15/309 

(4.9%) 

Recreation 

Sites 

164/417 

(39.3%) 

253/417 

(60.7%) 

152/417 

(36.5%) 

12/417 

(2.8%) 

National 

Memorials and 

Monuments 

 

64/137 

(46.7%) 

73/137 

(53.3%) 

54/137 

(39.4%) 

10/137 

(7.3%) 

National 

Historic Sites 

75/221 

(33.9%) 

146/221 

(66.1%) 

64/221 

(28.9%) 

11/221 

(5%) 

Military Sites 

and Battlefields 

22/77 

(28.6%) 

55/77 

(71.4%) 

13/77 

(16.9%) 

9/77 

(11.7%) 
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Figure 2. Explicit vs. Implicit Emotion across Types of Parks  

 

 

 

Framing Emotion in the Follower Comments to Agency Posts 

Social media platforms such as Facebook often have comment sections, which – 

unless turned off or limited – are spaces where users can directly interact with agency 

produced materials. Comment sections also allow the agency to add commentary to their 

original post or respond to comments left under their posts. This interaction theoretically 

can stimulate dialogue between commenters and also between commenters and the 

agency.  

Research question 3 considers whether and how followers of national park social 

media sites express emotion in their comment responses to an agency’s social media 

posts. Given the volume of comments posted by social media followers on NPS 

Facebook sites (over 8,000 for our sample of 20 northeastern national parks), this 

question was addressed with a small sub-sample analysis involving three national parks. 
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The three parks chosen were the African Burial Ground NMem, Fort Necessity NB, and 

Cape Cod NS. These three units represent a small, medium, and large park, and were 

chosen based on their potential for emotional presentation given their history and use 

(one battlefield, one monument and one recreational site). Analyses methods followed the 

same procedures as for agency posts. 

 

Positive, Negative and Neutral Emotions  

Follower comments followed a similar trend as park agency postings (Table 7; see 

agency data in Table 3). Nearly 60% of all comments were framed as neutral, 33.2% 

were positive and 9.3% were negative. There was a slight uptick in negative comments 

relative to the agency postings, but the number remained under 10% of all user 

comments, regardless of type of park, size of park, or number of followers.  

 

Table 7.  Positive, Negative and Neutral Emotions in Agency Text Posts: Comparing 

Three Study Sites 

 

Park Name Positive Negative Neutral 
African Burial Ground 

NMem 
18/47 

(38.3%) 

 

5/47 

(10.6%) 
23/47 

(48.9%) 

Fort Necessity NB 3/15 

(20%) 

 

0/15 

(0%) 

12/15 

(80%) 

Cape Cod NS 28/84 

(33.3%) 

 

3/84 

(3.6%) 

52/84 

(61.9%) 

Total 49/146 

(32.9%) 

 

8/146 

(5.5%) 

87/146 

(59.6%) 
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Table 8. Positive, Negative and Neutral Emotions in Follower Comments to Agency 

Text Posts: Comparing Three Study Sites 

 

Park Name Positive Negative Neutral 

African Burial Ground 

NMem 

40/159 

(25.2%) 

 

30/159 

(18.9%) 

89/159 

(55.9%) 

Fort Necessity NB 8/34 

(23.5%) 

 

0/34 

(0%) 

26/34 

(76.5%) 

Cape Cod NS 313/895 

(34.9%) 

 

71/895 

(8.0%) 

509/895 

(56.9%) 

Total 361/1088 

(33.2%) 

 

101/1088 

(9.3%) 

624/1088 

(57.4%) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Comparing Positive, Negative and Neutral Emotions in Agency Text Posts 

and Follower Comments across Three Study Sites 
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Types of Emotions in Follower Comments    

 

Once follower comments were evaluated for their valence, the emotional contents 

of each comment were identified. A total of 15 unique types of emotions were identified 

(Table 9). While the valence of emotions distributed across follower comments was 

similar to the pattern in agency text posts, the types of emotions differed across agencies 

and followers. 

 

Table 9: Types of Emotions in Follower Comments  

 

Emotion Percent (%) Examples 
Love 8.5% “Love this” (African Burial Ground NMem, 

March 24, 2022) 

Admiration  7.2% “Big applause” (Cape Cod NS, March 8, 2022)  

Happiness 7.2% “Happy birthday” (Cape Cod NS, September 

22(2nd post), 2021)  

Gratitude  3.3% “Thank you” (Fort Necessity NB, June 22, 2022) 

Amazement  3.0% “Amazing” (African Burial Ground, September 

23, 2021) 

Annoyance  2.1% “Perhaps if people slow down and pay attention 

while driving they will spot them easier” (Cape 

Cod NS, March 10, 2021) 

Anger 1.9%  “Stupid is what it is” (Cape Cod NS, June 11, 

2021)  

Aggressiveness 1.8% “Don’t buy one. Won’t open til birds fledge and if 

you don’t like it go to hell” (Cape Cod NS, June 

22(3rd post), 2021)  

Joy 1.3% “Every creature needs joy just like us” (Cape Cod 

NS, December 22, 2021) 

Sadness 1.2% “Sad for the whales” (Cape Cod NS, March 22, 

2021) 

Serenity  0.7% “I just took a deep breath, very much needed” 

(Cape Cod NS, June 8(2nd post), 2021) 

Fear 0.8% “Revenge is more painful as you are scared” 

(African Burial Ground, March 25, 2022) 

Anticipation 0.5% “Cannot wait to be back soon” (Cape Cod NS, 

March 11, 2021)  

Interest 0.5% “So interesting” (Cape Cod NS, March 8, 2022)  

Disgust  0.5% “Ew” (Cape Cod NS, June 12, 2021) 
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Ten emotions had at least 1% or more representation in the follower comments of 

the three chosen parks. Though the top five emotions were all positive, four negative 

emotions had over a 1% representation in the comments. Three of those four were in 

higher use than joy (the top emotion for agency text posts). This suggests that the 

emotions presented by the agency are not necessarily the emotions they receive back 

from the follower. Instances of annoyance were usually directed at the agency, but 

negative emotions such as anger and aggressiveness were mostly seen in dialogue 

directed at other users in the followers’ comment sections. It is also notable that follower 

comments were quite a bit shorter than agency posts, indicating that emotion can be 

conveyed very quickly by followers. 

 

Framing Emotion in Follower Comments 

The emotion framing practices of followers are both similar and different from 

those of the NPS at park units. They are similar in the fact that, overall, both the agency 

and the commenter tended to remain neutral in their emotional presentations. An 

observed difference is that commenters tended to be more explicit with their presentation 

of emotions. 

Dialogue between commenters is often where the most emotion is seen, both 

positive and negative. Followers frame positive emotions, for example, in sharing 

emotions about the agency’s posted communications or the park in general. This can be 
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seen when a commenter makes a positive remark and then another commenter replies 

directly with them in agreement.   

Dialogue in the comments also presents opportunity for framing negative 

emotions in disagreements between follower commenters. This is where most of the 

followers’ negative emotions are seen and where the agency attempts to avoid negative 

emotion. An example is seen on a post created by African Burial Ground National 

Monument on December 7, 2021. The agency post describes the heroism performed by 

Doris Miller (he was a Navy cook during World War II) in relation to Pearl Harbor. 

Amid mostly positive and neutral commentary, a disagreement breaks out between two 

social media followers. The interaction (exactly as written in posts) is as follows: 

Commenter 1: when men were men and someone to look up to! A real American 

hero!  

 

Commenter 2: I have no idea what his heroic actions have to do with the current 

state of masculinity. He lived in a time when white supremacy, homophobia, and 

misogyny were state policy.  

 

Commenter 1: I am quite aware of the racism during that time. It isn’t the first 

thing that comes to mind for us non- racists. I’m simply giving great credit to 

someone wo was more of a man than at his age than the silver spoon kids that are 

that age today. Color of skin has nothing to do with my comment!  

 

Commenter 2: I see you don’t like young people also. So… get off my lawn? I’m 

glad I don’t have your hostile attitude towards the world.  

 

Commenter1: I love everybody, even you! (African Burial Ground National 

Monument, December 7, 2021) 

 

The initial positive exclamation by Commenter 1 sparked controversy in the 

language used to express their admiration of Miller. Though framed as a positive emotion 

towards masculinity, the implicit historical meanings behind the idea of masculinity 
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sparked a controversy in the dialogue that unfolds. Instances like that were coded as 

positive emotions such as admiration but it is important to note the more negative 

undertones that also come through such as annoyance. Commenter 2’s remarks are then 

directed to commenter 1, not to the agency’s post that initiated the dialogue.    

 

Dialogue between Commenters and the Agency 

In all three parks, there were instances where the agency responded to users in the 

comments. Though the agency does have a minimal presence in the comments, their 

responses are few and far between. When the agency does respond, they either frame 

their comments in neutral terms or present positive emotions towards the commenter. In 

most cases, the agency responds to answer a follower’s question or extend gratitude 

towards a commenter. For example, on June 25, 2022, Cape Cod National Seashore 

created a post about renting kayaks stating, “discover the beauty and diversity of the 

national seashore from the water” (Cape Cod National Seashore, June 25, 2022). The 

three comments below this post show an exchange of information between commenter 

and agency.  

Commenter: Searching Kayak does not show any results  

 

Agency: Hi [Commenter] Here is the link. You will see many kayak trips 

scheduled for July. The last trip in June went out on the 24th. (link included) Put 

Kayak in the keyword field. 

 

Commenter: I did put kayak in, but I did not realize I had to change the month. 

Thanks (Cape Cod National Seashore, June 25, 2022).  

 

Overall, the NPS tends to not respond to emotion framed by followers as 

explicitly negative. For example, Cape Cod National Seashore created a post on June 22, 
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2022, about surf fishing. This post contains the comments of two different followers and 

one agency comment. The first commenter reports that they are not able to see anything 

on the event calendar. The agency responds that they are still building the calendar with 

additional information for the commenter. Below that comment is a commenter 

exhibiting explicit negative emotion. Their comment reads: 

Bummer here! I used to purchase an over sand permit but it’s not worth it to me 

any longer. The Provincetown beaches for Vehicles have been closed more than 

open over the last few years due to Piping Plover restricted areas well into 

August. Couple that with lost beech area due to storms and it’s become real 

frustrating. I really enjoyed my over sand experience (Cape Cod National 

Seashore, June 22, 2022). 

 

This commenter clearly frames their emotion in negative terms, explicitly stating 

that they are frustrated and that they used to enjoy their experience but will no longer 

participate. To this comment, there is no agency response. The agency addressed the 

neutral comment but gave no attention to the explicit negative reaction, signaling that 

they will not engage in comment debates. Rather, the emotional framing used by the 

agency is to provide clarity and encourage positive emotions such as appreciation and 

gratitude. This is seen throughout the comments after the agency provides a clarifying 

answer. Users respond with varying forms of “thank you.” 

 

Interactions: Framing Emotions in NPS and Follower Posts 

 The framing approaches and mechanisms of framing emotional content in the 

social media postings of NPS agencies and their followers are both similar and different. 

Below is a summary of the main findings of this research and a discussion of their 

importance. 
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Analysis showed that negative emotions were minimized in the social media posts 

of the NPS. When agencies post material on social media, they are presenting to a wide 

array of audiences. In addition, the NPS is a government agency and is mandated to both 

protect resources and provide for the enjoyment of all visitors (on-site or remotely). 

Given this broad mandate, the NPS must be conservative in the materials presented to 

audiences and in the ways they communicate. This likely leads them to avoid emotionally 

heavy material that could spark backlash, increase controversy across visitors, followers, 

or groups, or engage in arguments that detract from the enjoyment of audiences that is 

part of their dual mission.   

Overall, the social media of NPS sites provides both explicit and implicit 

emotional content – but framing emotions in neutral terms is the most common approach 

used in their social media. This aligns with the previous paragraph on the lack of negative 

emotions on NPS social media. Though the agency wants people to enjoy the parks and 

the social media content, ultimately, they want to appeal to the widest range of people 

possible. Every NPS site has its own unique history, and that contributes unique historical 

frames and aggregated social and cultural meanings through the NPS. Using social media 

to create a neutral space for park information and emotion allows the NPS to reach wide 

audiences with people of different interests and demographics. It is perhaps no surprise, 

then, that emotional content identified in agency and follower posts was so often related 

to non- controversial, conventional topics. 

The follower comments to agency Facebook posts are also presented in a mostly 

neutral tone. Commenters tended to answer questions, tag friends, or make short 

commentaries about the posts and materials provided by the NPS on social media. The 
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major difference between agency posts and follower comments was that followers framed 

issues and emotions in their comments more negatively than did the NPS in their posts or 

replies to comments. 

This may be because those writing comments are individuals, not organizations 

looking to accomplish managerial goals or cater to large groups of people. They are 

“visiting” the agency Facebook pages to voice (mostly) unfiltered reactions to the social 

media posts of the NPS. This is likely why emotions like annoyance, aggressiveness and 

anger are voiced in the comment’s posts. Even when the NPS does its best to strive for 

neutrality, there is always a chance that agency texts will produce unexpected 

connotations. For example, Cape Cod NS presents a lot of material on protecting the 

Piping Plovers (an endangered species of bird), and their efforts involve enacting a lot of 

beach closures. The agency announces these closures on their Facebook page, and usually 

the overall tone of the beach closure announcement is relatively neutral. Yet, followers 

tend to fill the comments section with anger and annoyance directed at the NPS and 

related to the blocked access to the beach. Though the agency post itself is neutral, years 

of controversy related to the nesting birds’ protection results in aggressiveness in the 

comments on agency social media sites. Emotional debates among followers over the 

importance of protecting species vs. allowing human recreation to ensue, but the agency 

rarely responds, maintaining an attitude of neutrality. This is a reasoned response to 

maintain civility and avoid escalating negative emotions towards the agency or other 

followers.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 Over the last decade, social media has developed into a central tool for mass 

communication. There are a growing number of social media platforms, but Facebook 

consistently remains on top as the most used social media platform globally. In addition 

to individual users, organizations, businesses, and government agencies use platforms 

such as Facebook to communicate with the public. Facebook is particularly favored by 

natural resource management agencies in the United States, including the National Park 

Service.    

The research presented here examined the Facebook text and comment posts of a 

sample of national park units to address the question of how parks’ social media posts 

might function to communicate emotions. Studying the written texts of social media 

across park sites was important because almost every social media post by the NPS 

included written texts, and these contained evidence of positive, negative, and neutral 

emotions. To analyze emotion in these texts, we applied Plutchik’s (1991) wheel of 

emotions, one of the most common emotion identifiers in scholarly literature, because it 

includes a wide array of emotions. Two emotions not central to Plutchik’s wheel 

(happiness and gratitude) were also included. Happiness was included because other 

recreation literature accounts for it (Roberts et al., 2019) and because the word “happy” 

was seen throughout an initial scan of NPS social media texts. Gratitude was added due 

to its abundant presence in outdoor recreation and parks-related data.  
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Further, in this study framing theory provided a lens through which emotions 

could be evaluated within the content of posts, including how issues are presented by the 

agency and how resultant frames are understood by audiences. Analysis of framing 

practices does not just involve counting how often emotional words are found in 

Facebook posts. Rather, framing relates to how the agency presents emotions, the kinds of 

emotions they present, and when they choose to use them. Framing also attends to the 

emotions that are not present.  

Results showed that when emotion was presented in national park social media 

texts, it was more likely to be positive than negative. This may be because national parks 

are already places where visitors expect to experience happiness and joy. Existing social 

and cultural frames already create positive associations with the NPS. Thus, when the 

agency makes a post on social media, the implicit valence of the presented content is 

already shifted towards positive.  

Negative emotions were not completely absent from the collected text posts; 

rather, they were presented at a very low frequency. Often negative emotions presented 

by the agency were framed as alluding to more positive emotions. This was visible 

throughout the entire data set when negative emotion was evoked. Because this was a 

surprising finding, we reviewed the Facebook pages of two national parks in California 

that had recently experienced a natural disaster to see how they handled negative news. 

Joshua Tree National Park in California addressed the flood as doing its best to “dampen 

the mood” and then pivoted the topic towards the “smiles” from a recent unveiling of an 

exhibit. Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Park addressed concerns about the impacts 

that the rain had on the forest, but told visitors, “don’t despair” following an update about 
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the flooding. Overall, their Facebook posts aligned with results found in our study parks: 

when a negative event was discussed in social media posts, the NPS tended to address the 

issue by putting a positive spin on the event and its aftermath.  

 The most notable result from our study of emotions and framing, however, was 

that, in general, the NPS tended to present itself and its social media messages in neutral 

emotional tones. Overall, positive and negative emotions were used in a relatively small 

percentage of the agency’s social media posts: neutrality was the most prominent framing 

device used by the NPS. Using neutral frames moves attention away from negative 

framing and allows followers to assume implicit positive emotions.  

At the same time, framing posts as neutral also allows the agency to present 

emotions implicitly, rather than explicitly. That is, emotions that are less intense such as 

interest and acceptance can be found in text posts when stated explicitly (for example, 

“this is of interest”) but implicit interest is likely to be much harder to detect. Framing 

NPS Facebook messages in more neutral ways may be a strategic decision by the agency 

to avoid controversy, using social media instead to publicize information, news, and 

motivational material to audiences who are already assumed to be supportive of parks 

and the NPS. 

The use of emotional language and contexts, then, may not be central to the 

agency’s Facebook communication goals. Additionally, there may be pressure for the 

NPS to focus on neutrality in social media posts in an effort to appear fair, impartial, and 

consistent in carrying out their public communications work and in their treatment of 

sites and followers.  
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Gross (2008) identified two general categories of framing (episodic and thematic) 

and asserted that episodic frames are more emotionally engaging. Episodic frames focus 

on a single event or case study while thematic frames focus on broader contexts. Our data 

show that the NPS used both kinds of frames in their Facebook material to address 

specific events vs. entire park issues. But the episodic frames (for example, referencing 

short-term events and celebrations) were more emotionally engaging. Thematic frames 

were used when presenting long-term issues such as historic battles and tragic events like 

9/11. These frames provided broader information that was more neutral, and not as 

emotionally engaging (possibly to avoid presenting negative emotion). This research thus 

supports Gross’s (2008) conceptualization.   

The framing of emotions in social media reinforces the idea of national parks as 

places where people can connect with nature and with one another. This was evident in 

this study in a sub-sample analysis of the comments made by social media followers to 

NPS posts. Comments written by followers referenced more positive emotions than did 

agency posts; some included emotions like serenity that are often associated with human 

to nature connection. While the study presented here did not fully address the 

interactional aspects of agency/follower communication, analysis of comments posted by 

social media followers might provide an avenue for agencies to learn about their visitors 

or potential visitors. These comments can also offer insights into how agency posts are 

received. Many times, an agency post coded as neutral received positive and negative 

responses from social media followers.  

The results of this study align with those of other social media researchers. 

Hausman et al. (2020) evaluated sentiment across the Instagram posts of four South 
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African national parks. Results indicated that about 60% of all posts were neutral, with 

the remaining 40% mostly positive. That study also found that the emotion most 

frequently expressed was joy. These results and ours add to the growing body of evidence 

that social media posts by natural parks are mostly neutral and when they exhibit 

emotion, it is positive.  

 

A Critique and Implications for Future Research  

This study utilized manual methods of data collection and qualitative, interpretive 

analyses. Other, larger “big data” social media studies (Manoharan, 2020; Schwartz et al., 

2019) can analyze large quantities of data but require special quantitative skills and an 

understanding of machine learning techniques and calculations. The methods used in the 

current study, while time consuming, offered nuanced interpretations of emotions in 

social media data. An issue in using this methodology, though, is how emotions are 

identified. While it may be relatively easy to identify explicit examples of positive and 

negative emotions (Roberts et al., 2019), it is far more difficult to identify or interpret 

implicit emotions in social media texts, and to understand how other social media content 

like photographic images might be analyzed for emotional content and valence.    

Analyzing follower comments to agency posts also offers a new line of analysis 

for social media studies. Given that the research presented here involved over 8,000 

comments and the use of qualitative methods, it was difficult to manage all the textual 

data. In addressing agency/follower interactions, we used only a small sub-sample of 

parks and texts. Another approach, however, would be to evaluate a large case study of 
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park comments and sample each comment section randomly; this would obtain a wider 

sample from more parks.  

Social media platforms are public forums where both the agency and commenters 

understand that what they write can be viewed and interpreted by anyone. A limitation of 

this study relates directly to comments. Facebook allows users to delete their own 

comments and allows an agency to delete comments that are left on their posts. 

Researchers may not know if or when a follower deleted their own comment, or if the 

comment section was censored by the agency. This is important to consider when 

analyzing emotional content of posts in the comment sections of agency posts. 

Facebook does not fully represent every form of social media utilized by national 

parks, and delivery of content varies across different platforms. Even though Facebook is 

prominently used by the NPS, it is just one of many social media platforms that the NPS 

uses. It is likely that different demographic groups of visitors/followers use different 

social media platforms to interact with the NPS. Though we found low percentages of 

emotion presented on Facebook, the agency may use other forms of social media 

(Twitter, TikTok, Instagram), to present more emotion-laden content. Certain social 

media platforms also present information in 24-hour windows called “stories” and this 

format may provide content different from other kinds of social media posts. Comparing 

messages across social media platforms could provide insight about how the NPS 

expresses emotions in different ways for different groups of followers. There is also a 

chance that emotions are presented visually in photographic images, videos, hashtags, 

and other social media features – and these, along with follower comments, deserve 

further attention in future research.   
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It is also possible that frames change quickly and over time. While emotional 

content was not found in high frequency in this data set (representing 2020 and 2021 

Facebook posts), other frames may be emerging as pandemic times recede. For example, 

as a current follower of NPS social media, I have personally observed that the agency 

often relies on humor in their posts. This may indicate that changes in how the NPS uses 

their social media are occurring. Whether this is only with respect to the social media for 

specific parks is unknown, but it does suggest some other directions for future research.  

The social media data studied here also implicitly suggests several emotional 

frames that are used by the NPS to communicate about the places managed by the 

agency. That is, emotion may be used in specific ways by the NPS to convey social and 

cultural imaginaries about “the Great Outdoors” (Hoag, 2023). Emotions associated with 

joy, amazement, love, and admiration, among others, are the foundational ingredients for 

elevating American national parks to mythic status in America.  

Understanding emotions, when they are presented and how they are presented is 

not just important for the NPS but for the entire parks, recreation, and tourism field. This 

research provides an accessible way of identifying how emotion is presented by an 

agency as well as how emotion becomes visible in social media followers’ responses, and 

it is less expensive than performing a large psychological study. This form of collecting 

information also differs from typical visitor surveys providing alternative data for 

managers.  
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Contextualizing Results 

Outlined in in a 2011 Policy Memorandum by the United States Department of 

the Interior, the NPS has developed an overarching policy for their social media accounts. 

The policy defines social media, social networking, and official uses allowed by the NPS. 

Guiding principles include a list of requirements when acting in “official capacity on 

behalf of the NPS” (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2011). Such requirements include 

expectations to not engage with vulgar or abusive language, not endorse commercial 

products or services, not endorse political parties or groups, and to understand that social 

media platforms are public domains that represent the NPS. The extent to which 

individual parks are impacted by this policy in their social media choices is unknown – 

but future research should engage with individual park units to determine their local 

choices for social media use and development. 

Social media does raise issues about an agency’s public communication goals and 

practices. National parks are vehicles for education, and for “passing on” ideas for the 

future. The agency constantly creates and upgrades educational materials and produces 

events to inform and inspire people about the history and importance of sites, and to 

reinforce the meanings of those sites for the contemporary world. Many parks are also 

central to local communities, offering programs such as the Junior Ranger program that 

bring children together, connects them to one another, and connects a park to its local 

communities. The hands-on experiences that national parks offer create meaningful 

human experiences with knowledge and connection to history. This framing of the NPS 

as a benevolent, forward-looking, supportive agency is implicitly reinforced on NPS 

social media.  
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When used well, social media can help accomplish managerial goals such as 

increasing visitation, spreading logistic information, and adding to visitors’ overall 

experience of national parks by providing supplemental material online that may not be 

available at a park. The  comparison we conducted across types of parks indicates that 

individual park units seem to be making similar choices in social media presentations. 

This gives the NPS something of a unified voice in their social media communications. 

This unified voice could be further refined by having the NPS develop consistent job 

descriptions related to social media operations. Of course, there is a lot to be said for 

having unique social media programs at each national park, given their unique histories 

and appeal.  

The research presented in this document adds to the growing body of literature on 

social media in the outdoor recreation and tourism industry, highlighting the importance 

of emotion in agency social media productions. This research has practical applications 

as it informs agencies about how their social media may be received by viewers. Social 

media is a central component in contemporary agency communications and management 

practices and should also be viewed as a tool for reflecting an agency’s institutional 

culture and identity.  

 

National Park Histories and Social Media    

Each individual park unit has its own history – a history preceding its designation 

as a national park, and a history that follows that. These sites also have unique reasons for 

their inclusion in the national park system, and the individual park histories presented in 

Appendix B describe some of the social and cultural contexts supporting NPS 



 

 

 61 

preservation efforts. These histories include excerpts from the official documents 

supporting each site’s designation – information-laden summaries about the qualities that 

make each park unit special. In many ways, these documents and histories are the 

opposite of Facebook posts that are focused on short-term experiences of place, timely 

notices, and casual conversation about park places. Each type of communication – a 

park’s origin documents, and the Facebook posts – use emotion quite differently in 

communicating the meanings of parks.  

Facebook is not used by the NPS as a source of extensive historic information 

where people can learn in-depth about a park. Instead, framing becomes an issue in 

Facebook posts because the platform allows the agency to talk about park history even 

without details and information. Like other social media platforms, Facebook focuses on 

timely, continuous sharing and reactions. Complicated histories are not fully displayed 

and the whole story is not always presented – but positive and neutral emotional framing 

retains followers’ attention. 

Social media thus frames the contemporary stories of parks in ways that are 

different from how official documents explain a park’s history. Both types of textual 

evidence present only the partial stories of the past and the present. Yet, both use framing 

devices to tell the story of people and park places, ignoring some information, featuring 

other perspectives, shaping narratives to fit current interests and concerns, and sharing the 

informative, educational, and emotional materials with the public. Together, the stories 

inherent in the historical record and the explicit and implicit emotional aspects of parks’ 

social media remind us of our connections to one another and to the natural, historic and 

cultural places we collectively value.  
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APPENDIX A:  

RESULTS FROM PILOT TEST OF FOUR EMOTIONS 
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Frequency of Specific Emotions in Agency Text Posts 

The first step in the analysis was to search for key words that signify specific 

emotions. The limited results relating to identification of four specific emotions in the 

data (love, admiration, amazement, and grief) show that agency posts do not frequently 

exhibit specific emotion in their posts.  

Love was found to be attributed to 3.9% of posts, amazement at 3%, admiration at 

6.9% and grief at 1.1%. These percentages show that – at least for the categories of 

emotions studied – specific emotion presentation is low in frequency and positive 

emotions are more frequent than negative ones. Love and admiration overlap in 

expression and often were seen together. Weir Farm and Flight 93 had the highest rates of 

love presented in their agency posts. Weir Farm also had one of the highest rates of 

amazement along with Fire Island. Saint-Gaudens had the highest percentage of 

admiration with almost 20% of its posts exhibiting that emotion. Grief was absent from 

most of the agencies’ posts but is seen in the posts of Fort Necessity and Lowell.  

 

Table 10. Percentage of Emotion in Text Posts, by NPS Study Sites 

 

Park Name Love Amazement Admiration Grief 

Blackstone River Valley NHP 1 /58 

(1.7%) 

0 /58 

(0%) 

2 /58 

(3.5%) 

0 /58 

(0%) 

Lowell NHP 5 /74 

(6.8%) 

1/ 74 

(1.35%) 

6 /74 

(8.11%) 

3 /74 

(4.1%) 

Marsh Billings Rockefeller 

NHP 

1 /18 

(5.5%) 

0 /18 

(0%) 

0 /18 

(0%) 

0 /18 

(0%) 

New Bedford Whaling NHP 3/69 

(4.4%) 

1/69 

(1.5%) 

7/69 

(10.2%) 

0/69 

(0%) 

Saint-Gaudens NHP 2/42 

(4.8%) 

0/42 

(0%) 

7/42 

(16.6%) 

0/42 

(0%) 

Weir Farm NHP 2/48 

(8.3%) 

4/48 

(8.3%) 

3/48 

(6.3%) 

0/48 

(0%) 

Home of FDR NHS 7/104 

(6.7%) 

4/104 

(3.9%) 

9/104 

(8.75) 

2/104 

(1.9%) 
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Salem Maritime NHS 2/55 

(3.6%) 

2/55 

(3.6%) 

6/55 

(10.9%) 

0/55 

(0%) 

Steamtown NHS 1/62 

(1.6%) 

2/62 

(3.2%) 

3/62 

(4.8%) 

0/62 

(0%) 

African Burial Ground Nat. 

Mon 

0/47 

(0%) 

0/47 

(0%) 

2/47 

(4.3%) 

1/47 

(2.1%) 

Stonewall Nat. Mon 0/41 

(0%) 

0/41 

(0%) 

1/41 

(2.5%) 

1/41 

(2.4%) 

Flight 93 Nat. Mem 3/24 

(12.5%) 

1/24 

(4.2%) 

1/24 

(4.2%) 

0/23 

(0%) 

Roger Williams Nat. Mem 0/25 

(0%) 

2/25 

(8.0%) 

2/25 

(8.0%) 

0/25 

(0%) 

Delaware Gap NRA 4/74 

(5.4%) 

1/74 

(1.4%) 

2/74 

(2.7%) 

0/74 

(0%) 

Gateway NRA 5/87 

(5.8%) 

2/87 

(2.3%) 

7/87 

(8.1%) 

3/87 

(3.4%) 

Cape Cod NS 5/84 

(5.9%) 

2/84 

(2.4%) 

6/84 

(7.1%) 

0/84 

(0%) 

Fire Island NS 2/48 

(4.2%) 

5/48 

(10.4%) 

1/48 

(2.1%) 

0/48 

(0%) 

Fort Necessity NB 0/15 

(0%) 

0/15 

(0%) 

1/15 

(6.7%) 

1/15 

(6.7%) 

Gettysburg NMP 0/62 

(0%) 

0/62 

(0%) 

6/62 

(9.9%) 

2/62 

(3.2%) 

Acadia NP 3/124 

(2.4%) 

8/124 

(6.5%) 

9/124 

(7.3%) 

1/124 

(0.8%) 

Total 46/1161 

(3.9%) 

35/1161 

(3.0%) 

81/1161 

(6.9%) 

13/1161 

(1.1%) 

 

Keyword searches of the same emotions used in the search of agency posts were 

then applied to all social media follower comments. Specific emotions in the comments 

followed a similar trend, with love appearing at 4%, amazement at 3.9%, admiration at 

0.6% and grief at 0.8%. Out of the four emotions, admiration was found at the highest 

frequency in text posts but the lowest frequency from commenters (with love being a 

separate category). These findings show that key words only account for a certain 

presentation of emotion, and that certain types of emotional presentation are used in low 

frequency by both the agency and commenters.   
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Table 11. Percentage of Emotion in Follower Comments, by NPS Study Site  

 

Park Name Love Amazement Admiration Grief 

Blackstone River 

Valley NHP 

4/53 

(7.5%) 

2/53 

(3.8%) 

1/53 

(1.9%) 

0/53 

(0%) 

Lowell NHP 17/346 

(4.9%) 

12/346 

(3.5%) 

1/346 

(0.3%) 

3/346 

(0.9%) 

Marsh Billings 

Rockefeller NHP 

0/7 

(0%) 

1/7 

(14.3%) 

0/7 

(0%) 

0/7 

(0%) 

New Bedford Whaling 

NHP 

4/60 

(6.7%) 

1/60 

(1.7%) 

1/60 

(1.7%) 

0/60 

(0%) 

Saint-Gaudens NHP 7/97 

(7.2%) 

11/97 

(11.3%) 

0/97 

(0%) 

0/97 

(0%) 

Weir Farm NHP 8/79 

(10.1%) 

6/79 

(7.6%) 

2/79 

(2.5%) 

0/97 

(0%) 

Home of FDR NHS 9/79 

(11.4%) 

4/79 

(5.1%) 

0/79 

(0%) 

0/79 

(0%) 

Salem Maritime NHS 1/33 

(3.0%) 

1/33 

(3.0%) 

1/33 

(3.0%) 

0/33 

(0%) 

Steamtown NHS 4/294 

(1.4%) 

11/294 

(3.7%) 

0/294 

(0%) 

1/294 

(0.3%) 

African Burial Ground 

Nat. Mon 

5/167 

(3.0%) 

4/167 

(2.4%) 

1/167 

(0.6%) 

1/167 

(0.6%) 

Stonewall Nat. Mon 0/3 

(0%) 

0/3 

(0%) 

0/3 

(0%) 

0/3 

(0%) 

Flight 93 Nat. Mem 32/543 

(5.9%) 

48/543 

(8.8%) 

3/543 

(0.6%) 

16/543 

(2.9%) 

Roger Williams Nat. 

Mem 

12/149 

(8.1%) 

5/149 

(3.4%) 

1/149 

(0.7%) 

3/149 

(2.0%) 

Delaware Gap NRA 31/1066 

(2.9%) 

24/1066 

(2.3%) 

6/1066 

(0.6%) 

3/1066 

(0.3%) 

Gateway NRA 16/396 

(4.0%) 

19/396 

(4.8%) 

0/396 

(0%) 

2/396 

(0.5%) 

Cape Cod NS 35/895 

(3.9%) 

37/895 

(4.1%) 

3/895 

(0.3%) 

4/895 

(0.4%) 

Fire Island NS 5/117 

(4.3%) 

6/117 

(5.1%) 

0/117 

(0%) 

1/117 

(0.9%) 

Fort Necessity NB 0/34 

(0%) 

0/34 

(0%) 

0/34 

(0%) 

0/34 

(0%) 

Gettysburg NMP 67/2136 

(3.1%) 

61/2136 

(2.9%) 

16/2136 

(0.7%) 

25/2136 

(1.2%) 

Acadia NP 83/1888 

(4.4%) 

77/1888 

(4.1%) 

13/1888 

(0.7%) 

8/1888 

(0.4%) 

Total 340/8442 

(4.0%) 

330/8442 

(3.9%) 

49/8442 

(0.6%) 

65/8442 

(0.8%) 
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Introduction 

The establishment of Yellowstone National Park on March 1, 1872, marks the 

beginning of a movement by the United States government to preserve and protect land 

on the national level. Since that day, land continues to be protected under the umbrellas 

of various government departments, including the Department of the Interior, War 

Department, and Department of Agriculture (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2022a). On 

August 25, 1916, the National Park Service (NPS) was established within the United 

States Department of the Interior through the Organic Act which designated the NPS to 

act as the single government entity to oversee all federally protected park sites. Through 

the 1916 Organic Act, as well as President Roosevelt’s 1933 Executive Orders that 

reorganized the executive branch of federal government, a national system of parks was 

created, and responsibility for oversight of the nation’s parks, monuments, and historic 

sites was transferred to the NPS (U.S. Department of the Interior, n.d., a).  

Over the years, there have been various other legislative acts to manage and 

preserve the nation’s park system, and the NPS has continued to acquire and designate 

sites. There are currently 424 individual park units spanning over 85 million acres of 

land. These range from national parks to historical parks, to seashores, battlefields, 

recreation areas, and others (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023a). For my master’s 

research, I am focusing on 20 individual units of varying types located across all the New 

England states as well as New York and Pennsylvania. These units are unique in their 

origination stories and represent a wide range of social and natural history. 

Understanding the history of each of my units provides important context for my research 
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that helps inform how the NPS handles the framing of those emotions on their social 

media.  

This document discusses each of the 20 units studied in my research. Each 

summary includes the unit’s history before being designated as a federally protected park 

area and references its origin document from the unit's formation. These paragraphs 

discuss the history of each unit that stimulated their protection. Though not every 

summary below references the pre-colonization history of these park units, it is important 

to acknowledge the indigenous land that now hosts our American national parks.  

The following summaries are organized alphabetically. Note that Gettysburg was 

federally protected before the 1916 establishment of the NPS and was acquired by the 

NPS at a later date. Acadia and Fort Necessity were initially protected under other 

government agencies before the 1933 reorganization moved them to the NPS. 

 While it should be easy to find information about national treasures such as these 

park sites, in fact it is surprisingly difficult. There was not a singular source that 

contained all of the NPS origin documents. Consistent presentation of park information 

was difficult to find especially because some of the park origin documents are from the 

early 1900s while others are from the 2010s. Information and stories of how places came 

to be preserved were scattered and varied in the depth of information. National Park 

Service websites typically provide only a short overview of preserved places; while they 

are clear about the resources of each site, they are often silent on how these sites actually 

came to be protected. Thus, while the historic record is a sober, factual, “official” version 

of a place’s designation, the details and the emotional histories of sites are carried by 
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different kinds of narratives and a wide variety of source materials that cannot all be 

addressed here. 

 

Acadia National Park 

Pemetic, Mount Desert, Schoodic, Sieur de Monts, Lafayette, Dawnland, 

Homeland …  these are just some of the names that the land now referred to as Acadia 

National Park has been called throughout its 5,000 years of human history (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2022b). Acadia, which sits on an island in the Northeast 

corner of Maine, has a long and intricate history. The island has had three principal 

groups of inhabitants: Native Americans, French, and English. Artifacts show that the 

Wabanaki people inhabited this land thousands of years before Western settlement. They 

named the island Pemetic or “the sloping island” and lived from the natural resources 

found in the forest and surrounding water (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2022c). In the 

early 1600s, French explorer Samuel de Champlain landed on Acadia, naming the island 

the Land Isles des Monts Deserts. French influence was minimal, and the island primarily 

served as a landmark for passing seaman. In 1759, British troops took control of the land, 

and by the mid-1850s, Acadia was a hub for lumbering, fishing, and shipbuilding (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2022c). The island soon became internationally recognized 

through paintings of the beautiful landscape, sparking a movement to protect the land. 

The federal conservation of Acadia National Park began in 1913 when George 

Dorr began to push for preservation efforts. George Dorr was born into wealth in 

Massachusetts and spent much of his life traveling with his family. On one trip, he visited 

Mont Desert Island and quickly decided to call it home. Dorr loved nature and saw value 
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in its protection – and the rapid development of the neighboring Bar Harbor community 

spurred him to take action to prevent the island from the having the same fate. Donating 

his land to the federal government and encouraging others to do so, Dorr pushed for full 

National Park status and is now referred to as the father of Acadia National Park. In July 

of 1916, President Wilson established Sieur de Monts National Monument through 

Presidential Proclamation, writing: 

. . . that the said lands hereinbefore described, and which are located within the 

irregular tract and fully delineated on the diagram hereto attached and made a part 

hereof, are hereby reserved and set apart as a National Monument, to be known 

and recognized as the Sieur de Monts National Monument. (U.S. Department of 

the Interior, 1916, p. 16) 

 

This proclamation was “an Act for the preservation of American antiquities” 

(U.S. Department of the Interior, 1916, p. 9) following the American Antiquities Act of 

1906. In 1919, the monument was expanded to a park and was renamed Lafayette 

National Park; in 1929, it was renamed once more to what we now know as Acadia 

National Park.  

 

African Burial Ground National Monument 

           Surrounded by the urban landscape of New York City, the African Burial Ground 

National Monument commemorates the history of thousands of 18th century African 

Americans (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2021a) who lived in this area. When a 1991 

excavation of the plot of land in lower Manhattan began for the construction of a federal 

government office building, something unexpected was discovered. Lost to city 

urbanization were the remains of 419 free Africans and African descendants and over 500 

artifacts (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2021a). These artifacts and remains give 
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valuable insight into the approximately 15,000 African Americans living in NYC during 

that time. Once discovered, negotiations began between the General Service 

Administration, historians, anthropologists, and other groups about what should happen 

with the site. An emphasis on civic engagement eventually led to an agreement for the 

“ancestral remains' reinterment within the original site of rediscovery” (U.S. Department 

of the Interior, 2021f) and for a memorial to be constructed.  

           On February 27, 2006, President George W. Bush declared this plot of land as 

historically significant and said that it would be protected as a national monument 

managed by the NPS. In his public proclamation, Bush stated that the area will be, 

“reserved as the African Burial Ground National Monument for the purpose of protecting 

the objects” and history of the 18th century residents of this area of New York (Federal 

Registration, 2006). The authority for Bush to declare make this proclamation was made 

possible by the Antiquities Act of 1906 which gave presidents the ability to protect sites 

without an act of Congress (Ellis, 2000). 

 

Blackstone River Valley National Historical Site 

           Blackstone River Valley is famously known as “the birthplace of the American 

Industrial Revolution” (National Park Foundation, n.d., a). Following the Blackstone 

River through sections of Massachusetts and Rhode Island, this area of New England is 

home to a rich history of the extraordinary life changes experienced by farmers in the 

early 1800s. Here, in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, Samuel Slater's historic cotton spinner 

mill, powered by the Blackstone River, caused a chain reaction in the transition from 
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agriculture and farming to industrial work, factories, and urban life (U.S. Department of 

the Interior, 2021b).   

               Initially, this land was protected as the Blackstone River Valley National 

Heritage Corridor in 1986 by congressional law “to preserve and interpret the unique and 

significant contributions to our national heritage of historical and cultural lands, 

waterways, and structures within the Blackstone River Valley in the states of 

Massachusetts and Rhode Island” (U.S. Congress, 1986). Blackstone River Valley 

remained a National Heritage Corridor until December 19, 2014, when it was re-assigned 

to the NPS. The law cites that the valley and corridor “contained nationally significant 

resources which were suitable and feasible for inclusion in the National Park System” 

(U.S. Congress, 2014). The main difference between its heritage corridor designation and 

its now historic site designation is that the corridor created a broad context for the sites 

importance while the historic site “preserves resources and tells stories related to the birth 

of industry in America” (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2020c). 

 

Cape Cod National Seashore 

Cape Cod, Massachusetts, is one of New England’s most visited recreation and 

tourism destinations, with an average of over 4 million visitors per year (Mass Moments, 

n.d.). Cape Cod is famously known for its “arm-like” peninsula and its eastern shoreline 

containing forty miles of beaches, large spans of marshes, countless ponds, and diverse 

uplands (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2021c). Cape Cod is regarded widely as a relic 

of geologic history thanks to the most recent Ice Age that shaped the sandbar into its 

unique peninsula (NASA, n.d.). Cape Cod also contains rich human history, including 
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architectural wonders such as historic lighthouses and the original sites of our modern-

day radio (NASA, n.d.). As the rest of the New England Eastern Seaboard began to see 

rapid development, concern rose about the possibility of Cape Cod assuming the same 

fate and losing the features that initially drew people there in the first place (Mass 

Moments, n.d). After World War II, recreation in national parks began to see an increase 

in visitation. “In 1956, the National Park Service began Mission 66, a 10-year program to 

expand and upgrade visitor facilities in the national parks” (Manning et al., 2016, p. 17). 

This mission prompted the government to establish more seashores and lakeshores. Cape 

Cod National Seashore was one of those recreation places. 

On August 7, 1961, President Kennedy signed legislation authorizing Cape Cod 

National Seashore as federally protected land. In a brief statement following the signing, 

Kennedy proclaimed, “this act makes it possible for the people of the United States 

through their government to acquire and preserve the natural and historical values of a 

portion of Cape Cod for the inspiration and enjoyment of people all over the United 

States” (Office of the White House Secretary, 1961). To this day, the National Seashore 

contains numerous recreational trails, pristine beaches, protected dunes, and significant 

species of birds and other wildlife, and it remains largely undeveloped.  

 

Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area 

The area now known as Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area has a 

renowned history and is known for its beautiful natural features. Located in Pennsylvania, 

this is a section of the Delaware River that, through years of erosion and gradual uplift, 

has created a beloved scenic landscape cutting through two mountains (National Park 
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Foundation, n.d., b). This area has a human history dating back to the Native American 

and the early colonial period. In the early 1950s, there was a proposal to build the Tocks 

Island Dam on this section of the river. The dam was never built but the land remained 

“condemned, purchased, or taken by the federal government through eminent domain” 

which displaced thousands of people (Loyola University Chicago, n.d.). The dam would 

have flooded thousands of acres of land creating a large man-made lake. As an alternative 

to that project, the federal government created a national recreation area. The Delaware 

Water Gap National Recreation Area was thus designated on September 1st, 1965. Its 

function is to preserve the “scenic, scientific and historic features contributing to public 

enjoyment of such lands and waters” (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1965). The 

waterway and adjacent land have been managed since then by the NPS.  

 

Fire Island National Seashore 

Located on the shore of Long Island, NY, the land now known as Fire Island 

National Seashore has a long history as a sought-after site prior to its 1964 National 

Seashore designation. Prior to the colonization of the area, the land of Fire Island was 

utilized by Native Americans for successful hunting and fishing. After settlement, the 

area became home to 17 individual communities and William Floyd, a signer of the 

Declaration of Independence (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2016). Early on, the land 

was cherished for its beaches, dunes, and other natural features, as well as its proximity to 

the densely populated areas of Long Island and New York City. For these reasons, a call 

for preservation was triggered in 1908 with the designation of the land surrounding the 

historic Surf Hotel as Long Island’s first official state park. In 1924, the park was 
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expanded to create Robert Moses State Park. The Sunken Forest was protected in 1938 

and established as a preserve in 1960 (NPS History, n.d.). After the Organic Act and 

executive branch reorganization in 1933, Robert Moses State Park and the Sunken Forest 

were transferred to the NPS. 

  After World War II, recreation in national parks began to see an increase in 

visitation, and “in 1956, the National Park Service began Mission 66, a 10-year program 

to expand and upgrade visitor facilities in the national parks” (Manning et al., 2016, p. 

17). This mission prompted the government to establish more public seashores and 

lakeshores. Just like Cape Cod National Seashore, Fire Island National Seashore was one 

of those recreation places. On September 11, 1964, the previously protected parks and 

forests were aggregated to create the greater Fire Island National Seashore, all designated 

under the NPS. Congressional law declares, 

That (a) for the purpose of conserving and preserving for the use of future 

generations certain relatively unspoiled and undeveloped beaches, dunes, and 

other natural features within Suffolk County, New York, which possess high 

values to the Nation as examples of unspoiled areas of great natural beauty in 

close proximity to large concentrations of urban population, the Secretary of the 

Interior is authorized to establish an area to be known as the “Fire Island National 

Seashore”(Gov Info, 1964, p.928).   

 

Flight 93 National Memorial 

          On September 11, 2001, in the deadliest terror attack in U.S. history, nearly 3,000 

people lost their lives when two jets hijacked by al Qaeda terrorists flew into the Twin 

Towers in New York City (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2022d). Flight 93 was one of 

four hijacked planes, but unlike the two that hit the Twin Towers, it never reached its 

intended target of the U.S. Capitol. Thanks to the courageous actions of the Flight 93 
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passengers, who realized what was happening and took action, the plane crashed in a 

field in Western Pennsylvania. Their bravery and actions to fight back against the 

hijackers saved countless lives (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2022e).  

Almost exactly one year later, Congress designated the Flight 93 Memorial on the 

crash site in Pennsylvania to “commemorate the passengers and crew of Flight 93, on 

September 11, 2001, courageously gave their lives thereby thwarting a planned attack on 

our Nation’s Capitol, and for other purposes” (U.S. Congress, 2001). Sites like Flight 93 

were created in an effort by the NPS to expand civil engagement opportunities and 

diversify the kinds of stories told at national parks (Manning et al., 2016, p. 131). 

 

Fort Necessity National Battlefield 

The Battle at Fort Necessity occurred on July 3, 1754, in Fayette County, 

Pennsylvania. General George Washington led the Virginia Regiment to the Great 

Meadows where troops reinforced Fort Necessity; eventually, though, they were forced to 

surrender to the French and Indians. This NPS historic site marks a critical moment in 

Washington’s military career and is the only time he surrendered to an enemy (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2022f). The Battle at Fort Necessity marks the beginning of 

the English and French war over North America, which later evolved into the Seven 

Years' War and resulted in the removal of the French from North America (National Park 

Foundation, n.d., c).   

           Established on March 4, 1931, Fort Necessity National Battlefield was preserved 

to commemorate that historic battle and George Washington as a military leader (U.S. 
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Department of the Interior, 2022f). Originally protected through the War Department, the 

law states: 

That for the purpose of commemorating the Battle of Fort Necessity, in the State 

of Pennsylvania, on the 3rd day of July 1754, the Secretary of War is authorized 

to accept title to not less than one acre of land, which will include the site of said 

fort, free of cost to the United States, and to erect a monument thereon (Denver 

Service Center, National Park Service, Department of the Interior, 1976). 

 

Following the Civil War, veterans advocated for the protection of places where they had 

fought, and in the 1890s Congress began to create national military battlefields managed 

by the U.S. War Department (Manning et al., 2016, p.139). On June 10, 1933, Fort 

Necessity was transferred to the NPS as part of the reorganization of the executive branch 

(U.S. Department of the Interior, 2022g).  

 

Gateway National Recreation Area 

Overlapping New York and New Jersey, Gateway National Recreation Area is 

divided into three separate sections: Jamaican Bay, Sandy Hook, and Staten Island (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2020a). The area has abundant human history centered around 

its harbor, where notable forts, former airports, and America's oldest operating lighthouse 

are located. It also features significant natural history throughout its wildlife refuge, 

Holly Forest, dunes, and coast (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2022h). Geographically, 

the Area lies at the “gateway” of New York Harbor, where the Hudson River feeds into 

the Atlantic Ocean. Gateway “is one of the first urban parks in the National Park 

System,” its hallmark is the “connection between ecological and urban systems” (NPS 

History, 2023). During the environmental movement of the 1960s, the NPS shifted their 
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focus towards optimizing recreation opportunities in urban spaces. Gateway was a 

product of that movement (Manning et al., 2016, p. 17).   

On October 27, 1972, U.S. Congress established Gateway as a National 

Recreation Area to “preserve and protect for the use and enjoyment of present and future 

generations an area possessing outstanding natural and recreational features” (Gov Info, 

1972, p. 1308). Given its location near major urban population centers, Gateway 

experiences high levels of visitation with an average of over 9 million visitors per year 

(Statista Research Department, 2022).  

 

Gettysburg National Military Park 

The battle of Gettysburg, fought on June 3, 1863, in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, is 

one of the most historically important battlefield engagements during the Civil War. The 

battle was later coined as a significant turning point and the Civil War's bloodiest battle. 

It was on this battleground that President Abraham Lincoln gave his famous 

“Gettysburg Address,” in which he honored the dead and “renewed the Union cause to 

reunite the war-torn nation” (National Park Foundation, n.d., d). The Battle of Gettysburg 

has historical importance as a significant victory for the Union ending the second 

invasion of the North by General Robert E. Lee's Northern Virginia Army (National Park 

Foundation, n.d., d). Following the civil war, veterans advocated for the protection of 

places where they had fought and in the 1890s, Congress began to create national military 

battlefields managed by the U.S. War Department (Manning et al., 2016, p. 139). 

Gettysburg National Military Park was established on February 11, 1895, by 

Congressional law,  
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the purpose of Gettysburg National Military Park is to preserve, protect, and 

interpret for this and future generations the resources associated with the 1863 

Battle of Gettysburg during the American Civil War, the Soldiers' National 

Cemetery, and their commemorations (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1895) 

 

The site also contains a designated cemetery for soldiers who lost their lives 

during the battle, with more than 7,000 internments including over 3,500 from the Civil 

War (National Park Foundation, n.d., d). Gettysburg was originally protected under the 

U.S. War Department as its establishment preceded that of the NPS. The NPS assumed 

oversight of Gettysburg National Military Park in 1933 when “Roosevelt transferred the 

U.S. War Department’s historic military sites” (Manning et al., 2016, p.15).  

 

Home of Franklin Delano Roosevelt National Historic Site 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born in 1882 into a wealthy family and educated 

privately at his father’s estate – a property that had been purchased by Roosevelt's father 

in 1867 (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023b). Franklin Roosevelt became the 32nd 

President of the U.S. and he and his mother continuously renovated the family property, 

creating a grand estate. As the only President to be elected four times, FDR led the 

United States through both the Great Depression and World War II while cherishing his 

home and estate as a retreat to uplift his spirit during difficult times (U.S. Department of 

the Interior, 2023b). The estate is also FDR’s final resting place, where he is buried in the 

rose garden (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023c). Roosevelt donated the property to 

the federal government in December 1943 and the NPS designated Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt National Historic Site the following month (U.S. Department of the Interior, 

2020d). 
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On January 15, 1944, the Congress of the U.S., through Congressional law, 

proclaimed the home of FDR to be a National Historic Site to “preserve for public use 

historic sites, buildings, and objects of national significance for the inspiration and 

benefit of the people of the United States” (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1944). In this 

law, there is no specific reason for the site's designation other than fulfilling the NPS goal 

of preserving historic sites and that FDR had donated the property. 

 

Lowell National Historical Park 

           Lowell, Massachusetts, is historically significant in contributing to the beginnings 

of the American Industrial Revolution in the early 1800s. The city's canals powered the 

textile looms that would later manifest into the founding mechanics for other leading 

industries (The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2018). By the mid-1800s, the Lowell canals were 

the power source for about 40 mill buildings. The woolen mills attracted women and 

immigrants to leave their farms and homelands, thus stimulating a rural to urban 

migration in the eastern U.S. Over 75% of the workforce were women, who were known 

as the “mill girls.” As World War II came to an end and mills began to close, concern 

grew about the need to preserve the buildings and artifacts from such a formative period 

in U.S. industrial and urban history (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023d).  

 During the 1970s the “federal government responded to the needs of declining 

urban centers and neighborhoods with little access to nature by establishing a new 

generation of urban national parks” (Manning et al., 2016, p. 187). This movement 

prompted the designation of Lowell National Historical Park and many other urban parks. 

Congress designated Lowell National Historical Park on June 5th, 1978, citing a 
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substantial list of reasons for the decision. In summary, the purpose of the law is cited “to 

preserve and interpret the nationally significant historical and cultural sites, structures, 

and districts in Lowell, Massachusetts, for the benefit and inspiration of present and 

future generations” (U.S. Congress, 1978, p. 290). 

 

Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park 

           The land now known as Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park 

reveals a unique history as the only national park dedicated to conservation history and 

land stewardship in America. Marsh, Billings and Laurence Rockefeller all came from 

wealthy backgrounds and participated in higher education. The land was first home to 

George Perkins Marsh, who grew up on the property and is recognized as one of 

America's first global environmental thinkers and renowned conservationists (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2020b). Following Marsh, the area was home to Fredrick 

Billings, a railroad magnate and conservationist who continued to work the land. Billings 

managed the surrounding forests and created a progressive dairy farm on the property. 

Later, the land belonged to two other conservationists, Mary French Rockefeller and 

Laurence S. Rockefeller. The Rockefellers continued Billings’ conservation efforts on the 

forest and dairy farm, eventually opening the Billings Farm and Museum (National Park 

Foundation, n.d., e).   

           On August 26, 1992, the land that had most recently belonged to the Rockefellers 

was donated to the NPS and designated as a National Historical Park. The park was 

named the Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park in honor of the major 

owners of the property and their collective dedication to land stewardship. The law 
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indicated that the purpose of this designation was “to interpret the history and evolution 

of conservation stewardship in America” (Gov Info, 1992) as well as recognize the 

conservation accomplishments of Marsh, Billings, and the Rockefellers. 

 

New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park 

By 1840, New Bedford, Massachusetts, was the wealthiest city in the world (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2021d). This land, purchased in 1652 from the Wampanoag 

people, was developed into a whaling port in the mid-1700s and by 1832 the port led the 

world by having the most whaling ships annually departing from its shores. The 

combination of port access and the creation of the railroad system granted easy 

distribution of whale and other fish products to economic hubs such as New York City 

and Boston, allowing New Bedford’s economy to boom (U.S. Department of the Interior, 

2021d). New Bedford is a classic example of a resource-dependent community organized 

around the fishing and whaling harvest and trade. Much like other urban parks, New 

Bedford Whaling was a product of the 1970s NPS movement to create parks in close 

proximity to cities (Manning et al., 2016, p. 187).  

On September 30, 1996, Congress established a 34-acre, 13-city block section of 

New Bedford as the New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park. This land was 

chosen to commemorate the 19th-century U.S. whaling industry, as no unit in the NPS 

currently filled that role. The rationale, according to Mr. Murkowski (a representative for 

the Congressional Committee on Energy and Natural Resources) was “to preserve and 

interpret the nineteenth-century whaling industry” (U.S. Department of the Interior, 

1996) and because “the National Park System presently contains no sites commemorating 
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whaling and its contribution to American history’’ (U.S. Department of the Interior, 

1996).  

 

Roger Williams National Memorial 

Roger Williams was born in England in the early 1600s. After being ordained as a 

minister in the Church of England, he later began to align his beliefs more closely with 

Puritan ideals than the Church, which he believed was moving away from its traditional 

values and more towards the ideals of the Roman Catholic Church (U.S. Department of 

the Interior, 2023g). In 1630, when approximately 1,000 Puritans came to what would 

become the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Williams and his wife decided to follow, and 

they arrived soon after. In 1636, though, Roger Williams was banished from 

Massachusetts due to his religious beliefs, which included the belief in the separation of 

church and state. This is how he came to found what is now known as Providence, Rhode 

Island. Subsequently, Williams spent his time there working towards establishing 

freedom of religion (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023e).  

On October 22, 1965, Congress designated the 4.5-acre urban greenspace in 

downtown Providence as the Roger Williams National Memorial. The 1965 law states 

that this site is designated “for the purpose of establishing thereon a national memorial to 

Roger Williams in commemoration of his outstanding contributions to the development 

of the principles of freedom in this country” (U.S. Congress, 1965). This designation 

commemorates the Providence founder’s life and the significance of his advocacy for the 

religious freedom movement – which ultimately led to the establishment of one of this 

country’s oldest and most basic constitutional rights.  
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Saint-Gaudens National Historical Park 

 Born in Ireland in 1848, Augustus Saint-Gaudens – recognized as one of 

America's most notable sculptors – resided in Cornish, New Hampshire, from 1885 until 

he died in 1907 (National Park Foundation, n.d., f). There, he transformed his estate 

through elaborate landscaping, including numerous gardens, tall hedges, and recreational 

ventures such as a bowling green, swimming pool, and a golf course (Historic Artists 

Homes and Studios, n.d.). An old hay barn was converted into his studio, where he 

created over 150 works of art. His most notable pieces include the Shaw Memorial and 

his design for the 1907 twenty-dollar gold piece, both currently displayed on the property 

(National Park Foundation, n.d., f). The Shaw Memorial holds particularly important 

significance as it pictures the 54th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry in the Civil War 

which is the “North’s first documented African American regiment (Manning et al., 

2016, p. 27).” This is the first monument to accurately portray African American soldiers 

instead of their stereotypes (Manning et al., 2016, p. 27).  

           On August 31, 1964, Congressional law brought the Saint-Gaudens estate into the 

National Park system as Saint-Gaudens National Historic site. The law explains that the 

designation was “. . .in order to preserve in public ownership historically significant 

properties associated with the life and cultural achievement of Augustus Saint-

Gaudens…” (U.S Congress, 1964). The site was later redesignated as Saint-Gaudens 

National Historical Park on March 12, 2019. The difference between historic sites and 

historical parks is that historical parks are greater in size and complexity (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2017) and the new name signifies that Saint-Gaudens meets 

historical park qualifications.  
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Salem Maritime National Historic Site 

           Salem, Massachusetts, is a waterfront town along the Atlantic Ocean whose 

shoreline provides an historically significant port. Due to its maritime access and historic 

waterfront, this area became a focal point for international trade and economic prosperity. 

Maritime industries were crucial to an early U.S. economy, and Salem was at the heart of 

its success. The history of this area is told through the area’s port towns, historic 

buildings, and maritime infrastructure (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2021e). 

Salem Maritime was designated as a National Historic Site when the federal 

government directed the NPS to identify and preserve significant places based on their 

ties to the nation's history. Salem Maritime was the country's first National Historic Site, 

designated on March 17, 1938, by order of the Secretary of the Interior. This directive 

affirms the government’s commitment to the development and protection of Salem’s 

significant historic infrastructure,  noting that, “certain lands and structures in Salem, 

Massachusetts, including Derby Wharf, the Richard Derby House, and the Custom 

House, by reason of their relationship to the maritime history of New England and the 

United States, have been declared by the Advisory Board on National Parks, Historic 

Sites, Buildings, and Monuments to be an historic site of national significance” (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 1938). This relatively small, 9-acre site was chosen due to its 

nearly 600 years of New England maritime history, including its historic waterfront (U.S. 

Department of the Interior, 2021e). There has been recent momentum to redesignate the 

site to a historical park, but no official changes have yet been made.   
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Steamtown National Historic Site 

In the mid-1850s, the state of Pennsylvania became one of the nation’s leading 

production sites for steam railroad development; it even led the nation in the total mileage 

of rail tracks (2,600 miles). By 1860, steam-powered railroads had gained popularity as 

an economical way to move goods and by 1920 there were over 11,000 miles of tracks. 

As a result, the U.S. was catapulted into an economic boom as transport of goods 

increased and travel became more accessible. The area that is now Steamtown National 

Historic Site originally encompassed 40 acres of the railroad in Scranton, Pennsylvania, 

but it has expanded to around 62 acres in size over the years. Today it includes some of 

the earliest U.S. rail lines such as the former Delaware Lackawanna and Western 

Railroad (PHMC, 2015).  

As part of an effort for the NPS preserve sites of historic significance, on October 

30, 1986, Congress passed a law for historic preservation stating: 

The property known as Steamtown, consisting of the land, historic roundhouse, 

switchyard, and associated buildings, track, and equipment, and located on 

approximately 40 acres in Scranton, Pennsylvania, is hereby designated as the 

Steamtown National Historic Site (hereafter in this Act referred to as “the Site”) 

(U.S. Department of the Interior, 1986).  

 

The document cites this designation as “An Act to provide for the preservation of 

historic American sites, buildings, objects, and antiquities of national significance and for 

other purposes” (U.S. Department of the Interior, 1986). This is another example of 

advances achieved by the Industrial Revolution as it developed over time in the U.S.  

 

 



 

 

 93 

Stonewall National Monument 

           Located in the heart of Greenwich Village in New York City, various historical 

sites including Christopher Park and the Stonewall Inn mark critical moments in the 

LGBTQ+ liberation movement (National Park Foundation, n.d., g). Just over half a 

century ago, on June 28, 1969, police raided the Stonewall Inn, a gay nightclub in this 

area. Police raids on LGBT bars, night clubs and private clubs become increasingly 

common during the 1960s and 1970s. The June 1969 raid sparked outrage in the 

community and triggered a six-day-long uprising along the surrounding Christopher Park 

and area streets. In response, gay rights groups began to emerge and organize across the 

U.S. over the following years (National Park Foundation, n.d., g). 

         In 2015, during President Obama’s second term, the importance of LGBTQ+ rights 

were emphasized, and same sex marriage was legalized. In support of the advocacy and 

advances for the LGBTQ+ community, the NPS set goals to include representation of the 

community in the national parks system (Chappell, 2015). On June 24, 2016, Stonewall 

National Monument was formed through a Presidential Proclamation declaring the 

Stonewall Inn, Christopher Park, and parts of the surrounding area as historical 

landmarks to be managed by the NPS. President Obama declared:  

the designation of a national monument at the site of the Stonewall Uprising 

would elevate its message and story to the national stage and ensure that future 

generations would learn about this turning point that sparked changes in cultural 

attitudes and national policy towards LGBTQ+ people over the ensuing decades 

(Obama White House, 2016).   
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Weir Farm National Historical Park 

In 1882, American Artist Julian Alden Weir traded a painting for 153 acres of 

land in southwestern Connecticut (National Park Foundation, n.d., h). Here, Weir spent 

his life painting the 60 acres of land, woods, bodies of water, structures, and other 

features. Joined by fellow artists, Weir created hundreds of art pieces that have come to 

define American Impressionism (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023f). After his death, 

Weir’s daughter Dorothy Weir and her husband Mahonri Young carried on the tradition 

of the land and continued to capture the homestead through art. Weir and Young were 

followed by close friends, Sperry and Doris Andrews, who carried on the heritage, 

marking three generations of artists drawing inspiration from the 60-acre site. Weir Farm 

continues to inspire artists worldwide, acting as artistic inspiration for over 120 years 

(National Park Foundation, n.d., h). 

  Given its long-standing importance in American art history, Congress designated 

Weir Farm National Historic Site on October 31, 1990. The law cites three prominent 

reasons for this decision:  

(1) to preserve a significant site of the tradition of American Impressionism; 

(2) to maintain the integrity of a setting that inspired artistic expression and 

encourages public enjoyment; and (3) to offer opportunities for the 

inspirational benefit and education of the American people (U.S. Department 

of the Interior, 1990).  

 

The Historic site was redesignated into Weir Farm National Historical Park on January 5, 

2021.  
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