
UKUH Challenge 5 update:
ASSIST: Attitudes to Shale Gas in Space and Time



Summary

 What we aim to understand:

 Whether public perceptions of shale gas change over time

 Whether public perception perceptions vary across space in the UK

 Capturing local, lived experiences in areas of shale gas projects

 What new data sets do we draw on:

 National surveys with the same participants (April 2019, June 2020, May 2021)

 Social media data (Twitter 2015-2020, 317 million tweets)

 Local ethnography and surveys (Lancashire and Yorkshire case studies)



‘Exploring shale gas engagement on Twitter using spatio-
temporal Network Analysis’

• Are there distinct groups of UK 

twitter users that engage in the UK 

shale gas debate?

• Does engagement on Twitter 

changes over time and in space 

across the UK?

• What type of events drive these 

changes?

What is Network Analysis?
Network: Nodes or people that 

are connected by links

Social groups or clusters:

• Cultural background

• Socio-economic status

• Political leanings

• Interests



Key findings 

• Real-time collection of global tweets over 2019 using the key words: ‘frack’, ‘shale gas’ and ‘hydraulic 
fract’ 

• Most people on Twitter are opposed to shale gas development within the UK (>90%)

• Four key groups (provisional labels below) identified using network analysis that differ 

spatially across the UK

• Left of centre - North West (around PNR) and London

• Environmental activists - North East and Midlands (around Woodsetts) and 

London 

• Pro shale – South East and Midlands

• Supporters of Scottish independence – Scotland
• Engagement changes over time driven mainly by political events

• No significant spatial-temporal response for seismic events at PNR and moratorium

• Responses between groups are similar for major shale events 

• Notable changes in sentiment found around the seismic events and moratorium



Twitter activity from 2015 to 2020 (317 million geolocated tweets) Tweet counts related to ‘fracking’ from 2015-2020



-squared surface expectation for fracking related tweet activity - showing regions with higher and lower than expected numbers of tweets



Licenced blocks and three largest clusters of higher than expected Twitter activity
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Moratorium article

 High public awareness and support 

exists towards the 2019 shale gas 

moratorium.

 Sceptical interpretations arose from 

the timing, source and extent of 

policy change.

 Social media analysis enables 

insight into public responses over 

hours and days.

 Mixed methods provides insights 

into diverse publics and drivers of 

ideology, scale and demographics.



Constructing ‘the public’ 

through different methods
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Synthesis: 

‘Understanding how ‘the public’ responds 
to shale gas extraction using a mixed-
methods approach’

All datasets (overarching / methodological paper):

- synergy and divergence in findings across methods 
(what is public response to SGE?):

- strengths and weaknesses of different methods

- constructing 'the public': STS lit on imaginary publics

- using different methods (samples) to construct 
publics: different methods reach (construct) 
different 'publics’ (see Figure, right)


