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Sources of Non-Point 
Source Pollution:

- Lawn Fertilizer
- Animal Waste
- Atmospheric Depo.
- Septic Systems

Nitrogen in Great Bay





Today: 
1. Introduce a regional, integrated lawn care-water quality project

2. Identify a few key social science findings about lawn care and WQ

3. Introduce some outreach products that integrate natural and social 
research

4. Share lessons learned



Changing Homeowner’s Lawn 
Care Behavior to Reduce 
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What We Had to Work With

• USDA Regional Water Program
• multiple land grant institutions
• multiple discipline experts
• collaborative relationship
• regional funding; got project funding
• shared problem and shared objectives
• strong relationships with partners – advisory 

team



Primary Challenges for Outreach/Extension

• Variable fertilizer 
recommendations across states

• No site specific nitrogen soil test 
for turf

• Uncertainty about drivers of 
homeowner’s (DIY) yard care 
practices

• Uncertainty about willingness 
and ability to change practices



Crossing Disciplines

Natural Sciences Social Science



Cross Research, Education and Extension

Education

Research Extension
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Outreach products – CT, MA, NH, RI, VT
• Workshops, trainings, skills clinics, 

library programs

• Community festivals, booths, press 
releases, SD stenciling, doorhangers, 

• Flyers, fact sheets, newsletters, 
articles, book marks, sticky labels, 
brochures, guides, manuals

• Video clips, commercials, TV spots

• Websites, social media

• Prompt kits 



Social Research Methods
•Stage I

•Qualitative = In depth interviews of opinion leaders 
(N=52)

•Stage II
•Quantitative = random sample survey in five purposively 
selected urbanizing watershed communities (1/state)

 (N >1100) 
•40.8% response rate



Qualitative Results: Sample Key Findings

• OL believe there is a lack of recognition that home lawn fertilization 
techniques are linked to water quality. 

• Concerns that DIYers inaccurately identify organic fertilizers as a 
solution to nutrient leaching.

• Many OL felt that alternative fertilizing methods would achieve results 
that satisfy most DIYers.

• It is perceived that the acceptance of prescribed lawn care practices 
will hinge on levels of time, money, and labor needed to carry out the 
recommendation.



What 
Matters to 
People in 
New 
England 
Regarding 
Lawns?



What Are Respondents Currently Doing?







Fertilizer Use…





What Do They Want? (Values and Attitudes)









What Are Their Specific Information Needs?





Bangor Area Pilot
• Following the principles of CBSM, 

findings from the research, and 
partnering with the BASWG a 
multifaceted approach was 
developed :

• Doorhangers
• Storm drain stenciling
• Website
• Business partnerships



Evaluation Results to Date (~2009-2010)
1. Did behavior of target audience change?

• Surveys indicate 55% of respondents experiencing Extension programs use 
less “lawn chemicals”, but only 25% were being reached by Extension in 
past 3 years regarding lawn care. Need more dissemination.

2. Which message framing is most effective?
• Normative framing was most effective at stimulating behavior change.

3. What is the assessment of project overall by key stakeholders?
• Project consistently viewed as high quality and producing valuable 

environmental and social science. Needs more dissemination!



Where are we now?

https://extension.unh.edu/tags/home-lawn-care

https://extension.unh.edu/tags/landscaping-water-quality



Lessons learned

• Working across disciplines (natural and social science, agriculture and 
water quality) improves message content, framing, delivery and 
acceptance. 

• Find willing, enthusiastic partners
• Plan more time, money and effort than you think you’ll need
• Invest in co-learning
• Use the investment for the long haul, evolve and keep testing


