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Abstract 

 I investigated representations of the National Park Service and national park 

system through a content analysis of the NPS’s Facebook and Twitter pages. I analyzed 

visual and textual material posted on Facebook between the years of 2009 and 2018 

and Twitter between the years of 2014 and 2018. I used the theories of the sociology of 

knowledge, discourse, and visuality to consider the impacts of hegemonic discourses of 

the national park system on public perceptions of NPS sites. Additionally, I attempted 

to determine whether representation of NPS differed between the Trump and Obama 

administrations. I found that visitors of the NPS’s social media pages are most likely to 

find visuals of nature and national parks. Visitors are thus exposed to hegemonic 

discourses that reinforce existing narratives about the national park system related to 

wilderness, American history, and public use. Finally, the posts emphasize that the 

primary purpose of the NPS is to support the public use and enjoyment of the national 

park system. Social media posts differed little between the Trump and Obama 

administration, with the exception of climate change, where the Trump administration 

saw no mention of climate change on NPS social media. My research demonstrates that 

with a few exceptions, the NPS continues to promote very similar narratives and 

messages to those with which it began over 100 years ago. Ultimately, the NPS fails to 

push back against decades old hegemonic messages and reinforces problematic 

systems of knowledge associated with the national park system, such as the invisibility 

of Native Americans and inequitable representation of minority experience in America.  
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Introduction 

The national park system, often referred to as “America’s Best Idea,” has a storied 

history in the United States and a legacy that spans over a century (National Park Service 

2009b). Although the National Park Service (NPS) was not officially created until 1916, 

proponents of the national park idea began lobbying for nationally protected lands during 

the 1800s. Yellowstone, founded in 1872, is heralded as America’s first official national 

park. However, the national park idea truly began during the fight to preserve Yosemite 

Valley, which earned protection in 1864 under President Lincoln (National Park Service 

2009a). The year 1890 saw the first national military parks and in 1906, President 

Theodore Roosevelt gave presidents the power to declare national monuments (National 

Park Service 2009a). As years went by, new types of units began cropping up, including 

national recreation areas, national seashores, and national heritage areas.  

When the NPS was established in 1916 by The Organic Act it was in charge of 35 

parks and monuments; today, it manages 417 sites that cover 84 million acres (Depper et 

al. 2017:53). The NPS oversees a multitude of natural, cultural, and historical sites and in 

2016, 331 million people visited units within the national park system (National Park 

Service 2017a). The NPS has a variety of responsibilities and functions, the management 

of national parks being just one of the most significant and well known. Their official 

mission statement is as follows:  

The National Park Service preserves unimpaired the natural and cultural 
resources and values of the National Park System for the enjoyment, 
education, and inspiration of this and future generations. The Park Service 
cooperates with partners to extend the benefits of natural and cultural 
resource conservation and outdoor recreation throughout this country and 
the world. (National Park Service N.d.) 
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In addition to acting as the steward for America’s national parks, the NPS serves to 

administer educational initiatives, recreation, and various other civic and social 

programming. In 2016, the National Park Service celebrated its 100th anniversary. This 

milestone prompted considerable reflection on the history of the Park Service as well as 

the value of the national park system in American society.  

I see it as immensely important to reevaluate and critically examine this enduring 

American institution as the twenty first century continues. A number of scholars have 

investigated the role the national park system plays in this country (Cronon 1995; Depper 

et al. 2017; Doss 2016; Finney 2014; Foote 1990; Jones, Shipley, and Ul-Hasan 2017; 

Keller and Turek 1998; O’Brien, Dailey, and Riding In 2007; Olwig 1995; Orr and 

Humphreys 2011; Spence 1999; Runte 1987;1998; Wilson 2004; Wray et al. 2009). In 

doing so, they have provided literature on both existing hegemonic discourses as well as 

newer critical or alternative discourses surrounding the national park system. My thesis 

contributes to this ongoing conversation.  

The initial impetus for this project stemmed from a couple places. First, I was 

interested to discover what discourse is used to represent America’s important natural and 

historical spaces to the public. Along those lines, I wanted to know what people and 

places are not represented in NPS discourse. The second thing that drove the creation of 

this project was a personal interest in visual discourse and how imagery conveys 

meaning. Finally, with more and more people across the world using social media as an 

information and news source, I wanted to investigate how the NPS uses those platforms 

to communicate with the public. I formulated two research questions in order to address 

these goals. 1) As the self-proclaimed steward of America’s natural and cultural 
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resources, how does the NPS represent itself as an organization and the sites it manages 

to the public on social media? And who and what is represented in this depiction of 

America? 2) How, if at all, do the differences in environmental views and policies 

between the Trump and Obama administration manifest on the NPS’s social media 

pages? Does representation of America’s natural and cultural resources change based on 

the administration in power? To answer these questions, I performed a content analysis of 

the NPS’s Facebook and Twitter pages.  

This line of investigation is significant for a few reasons. First of all, social media 

is increasingly becoming a widely used form of information sharing and consuming in 

society, and therefore should be paid attention to by sociological inquiry. Unlike 

traditional media, social media allows a user, in this case the NPS, to create an entire 

identity on one contained and easily accessible platform. Social media is free to use and 

has no limits in terms of how much information can be shared. It departs drastically from 

traditional mass media in its interactive and relatively unrestricted nature. This allows for 

users from across the globe to more freely communicate and spread information. My 

study illuminates how an institution like the NPS can use social media platforms to 

essentially construct an institutional identity that is entirely accessible to the public as one 

continuous stream of information. The second reason this line of investigation is 

important is because the national park system contains spaces that have been dubbed of 

value to America, and it is important to understand how the federal agency in charge of 

those places represents them to the American public. Along those lines, the national park 

system is in theory a collection of sites of importance to “American” culture, society, and 

environment. It’s necessary to consider and examine what exactly constitutes the NPS’s 
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version of “America.” Finally, inquiry into the representations of public lands, and the 

environment more broadly, is especially important given the recent change in presidential 

administration. President Obama was a strong and vocal supporter of protecting public 

lands and tackling environmental issues. President Trump, now having completed his 

first year in office, has presented a different agenda, already pledging to downsize 

protected areas and gut environmental regulations.  

The purpose of this study is to extend ongoing conversations about the role of the 

national park system and NPS into a sociological realm. In pursuing this research, I 

deepen understanding on the ways in which “America’s Best Idea” is presented to the 

public. My thesis is organized into six parts. Following the introduction, Chapter 2 will 

introduce the theoretical framework I used to approach this project. Chapter 3 provides a 

detailed literature review, with special attention paid to literature on the NPS and national 

park system. Chapter 4 outlines the methods, followed by results in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 

contains my discussion on the implications of my results and finally, I wrap up the 

project with the conclusion in Chapter 7.  
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Approach 

My thesis is grounded primarily in the theoretical work of two scholars from 

the field of sociology: Reiner Keller (2011; 2012) and Antonia Schmid (2012). Their 

work focuses on the ways in which discourse analysis is a valuable avenue through 

which to approach the study of the social production of knowledge, meaning, and 

reality. Both Keller (2011;2012) and Schmid (2012) demonstrate the importance of a 

sociological understanding of discourse. Keller (2011;2012) combines theoretical work 

on both knowledge production and discourse mobilization, while Schmid (2012) draws 

attention to the significance of visual discourse and representation. Their work 

provided the platform from which I investigated the representation of the national park 

system through the National Park Service’s mobilization of discourse on its Facebook 

and Twitter pages.   

Both Keller (2011;2012) and Schmid (2012) are influenced by the work of 

Michel Foucault (1972;1995), who is considered by many scholars to be the father of 

discourse theory. Foucault (1972;1995) formulated foundational connections between 

discourse, knowledge, and power, connections that still dominate discourse 

scholarship. I want to acknowledge Foucault’s undeniable contributions to the field of 

discourse study, but also provide an explanation for why his work on discourse does 

not provide the theoretical foundation for my thesis. While Foucault provides critical 

insight on discourse, much of his work focuses on historical analyses. Keller 

(2011;2012) however, provides a more contemporary theoretical view of discourse. For 

example, Keller (2012) tends to use his SKAD framework to study discourse within 

media and popular culture, which relates more closely with my research than 
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Foucault’s historical approach. I decided to use Schmid’s (2012) work in addition to 

Keller’s (2011;2012) because of her explicit focus on visual discourse, something 

Foucault does not touch on as heavily. Finally, Keller (2011;2012) and Schmid (2012) 

situate discourse explicitly within sociology, which is something that Foucault does not 

do as purposefully. There is no doubt that Foucault contributed greatly to the 

sociological understanding of discourse, however, for the purposes of my paper, Keller 

(2011;2012) and Schmid’s (2012) specific focus on discourse from within the field of 

sociology is more helpful for my thesis.  

Before I begin discussing the two theorists in detail, I want to clarify how I 

conceptualize of discourse. Keller (2012:58) identifies discourse as “regulated, 

structured practices of sign usage in social arenas, which constitute smaller or larger 

symbolic universes. Discourses are simultaneously both an expression and a 

constitutional prerequisite of the (modern) social.” He follows this by stating, 

“Discourses can be seen as attempts to freeze meaning, or more generally speaking, to 

freeze more or less broad symbolic orders, that is fix them in time and by doing so, 

institutionalize a binding context of meaning, values, and actions/agency within social 

collectives” (Keller 2012: 59). From Keller’s complex explanation of how he views 

discourse, I glean my own understanding: discourse (both visual and textual) is the 

social use of signs to express and create shared meanings, values, and courses of action 

that have the potential to be institutionalized. In the context of my study, I see the NPS 

social media pages as arenas in which shared meanings, values, and courses of actions 

in relation to the national park system are further formulated and disseminated.  
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Section 1.1: Reiner Keller’s Sociology of Knowledge Approach to 
Discourse 
 

Keller’s (2011; 2012) framework, the Sociology of Knowledge Approach to 

Discourse (SKAD), combines a sociological understanding of knowledge with a 

recognition of the important role discourse plays in systems of knowledge. My use of 

Keller’s (2011;2012) approach functions primarily to provide a theoretical platform 

through which I can consider the ways in which NPS discourse on social media can 

contribute to the construction of knowledge and information about the national park 

system. 

Keller (2011;2012) takes a constructivist approach to understanding the 

relationship between discourse and knowledge. In The Social Construction of Reality, 

Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966:15) claim that “the sociology of 

knowledge is concerned with the analysis of the social construction of reality.” Berger 

and Luckmann’s (1966) work focuses on people’s institutionalization and 

internalization of realities and knowledges. According to this constructivist tradition, 

there are mechanisms within society that formulate realities, which eventually become 

widely accepted forms of social knowledge by participating members of that society. In 

terms of looking at the NPS and the information put forth on its social media pages, 

this constructivist framework allows for the consideration of how common knowledge 

about the national park system is shaped by social actors and institutions. In the case of 

my research, the institution of interest is the NPS itself. Keller (2012:59) states: “Social 

relationships of knowledge are complex sociohistorical constellations of production, 

stabilization, structuration and transformation of knowledge within a variety of social 

arenas.” No one has an innate understanding of the national park system or the NPS. 
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Children are not born with a natural comprehension of what national parks are or what 

the NPS does. Rather, people must learn what those things are, and they do so by 

relying on knowledge that has been created by those who have come before them. 

Overtime, understandings have been socially constructed by various organizations, 

institutions, and actors, and certain conceptions have become naturalized and 

entrenched in mainstream society. Twitter and Facebook, then, can be seen as two 

specific platforms through which knowledge about the national park system can be 

publicized and disseminated.  

According to Keller’s (2011; 2012) framework, one way in which knowledge is 

produced and circulated is through discourse. Keller (2012:59) states, “SKAD is 

concerned with [the] correlation between the sign usage as a social practice and the (re) 

production/transformation of social orders of knowledge.” Keller (2012:51) advocates 

for the incorporation of discourse into the sociology of knowledge in order to analyze 

various forms of knowledge, culture, and identity as they are constructed by discourse. 

When considering the process through which knowledge about national park systems is 

produced, this relationship between discourse and knowledge is useful. It allows me to 

analyze the NPS Facebook and Twitter pages as discourse fields, or spaces in which 

discourse is constructed and distributed, that contribute to the construction of public 

knowledge and information about the NPS and the lands, monuments, and sites it 

manages.  

Another important aspect of SKAD is its emphasis on sociological analysis and 

study of discourse (Keller 2011; 2012). Keller (2011; 2012) views discourse as real 

social practice with tangible affects in the social world. By situating discourse as a 
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form of social action, Keller (2011; 2012) opens the door for it to be studied and 

analyzed sociologically as social phenomena. SKAD promotes the sociological study 

of discourse through the analysis of textual and visual data that appear in various forms 

of communication (Keller 2011; 2012). For the purposes of my investigation, Keller’s 

(2011; 2012) work allows me to view Facebook and Twitter posts, which contain both 

textual and visual discourse, as pieces of communication that have the potential to 

foster concrete social impact. Finally, it also justifies my decision to look at recorded 

communication as one way in which meanings and knowledge regarding the national 

park system are produced. 

Section 1.2: Antonia Schmid’s Critical Theory of Visual 
Representation 
 

Antonia Schmid’s (2012) work on visual representation and discourse provides 

the theoretical background for my methodology, which codes visual images that appear 

on NPS social media sites. Like Keller (2011;2012), Schmid (2012:77) highlights the 

role that discourse plays in the construction of reality, but more specifically, she 

emphasizes how images shape conceptions of reality. Her primary argument is that 

discourse analyses should include the investigation of visual representations (Schmid 

2012:77). Her work supports my position on the importance of visual communication 

in the production of social knowledge and realities, therefore bolstering my decision to 

focus my analysis on social media posts that contain images.  

Schmid (2012:78) specifically advocates for a Critical Theory of Visual 

Representation that focuses on the social context in which visuals exist. In other words, 

visual discourse analyses should be performed in ways that connect them to bigger 
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social circumstances (Schmid 2012:78). Discourses, both textual and visual, do not 

occur in vacuums. They interact with and constitute one another, which is why it is 

important to analyze them in relationship other discourses as well as broader social, 

political, and cultural contexts (Schmid 2012:81). Likewise, in the case of my study, it 

is important to acknowledge that social media is also not a vacuum. The content posted 

on Facebook and Twitter can be impacted by external social and political happenings. 

This is especially true for the NPS, which as a government agency, exists within a 

broader political context that can be influenced by things such as the presidential 

administration. Schmid (2012) also brings up issues of power that stem from discourse 

and representation. One important question that Schmid (2012:85) poses is who or 

what is absent in a visual representation: “It is also crucial to ask what, respectively 

who is being made absent by the presence of the visible?” The ability to formulate an 

answer to this question lies in the situating of an image in socio-political context 

(Schmid 2012: 85). An analysis of what is absent can be equally as important in 

understanding social phenomena as an analysis of what is present. This reflects a 

significant portion of my research. Ultimately, I am interested to discover what (or 

who) is or is not represented by the NPS.  

Schmid’s (2012) initial work on a Critical Theory of Visual Representation 

provides a solid platform for my analysis of the NPS’s visual representations of the 

national park system on social media. It justifies visuals as a legitimate and important 

subject of sociological inquiry and supports my position that the visuals posted on the 

NPS’s social media pages have the potential to provide significant sociological insight 

into the construction of meaning surrounding the national park system.  
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In conclusion, I use both Keller (2011;2012) and Schmid’s (2012) work to 

situate my research in a specifically sociological understanding of discourse, meaning 

production, and knowledge. Many scholars have tackled these ideas; however, Keller 

(2011;2012) and Schmid (2012) do so through an explicitly sociological lens, which 

lends itself well to my work. Keller (2011;2012) provides the broader framework 

through which discourse and knowledge are intertwined, while Schmid (2012) provides 

a more focused understanding of how visual discourse functions in society. 

Additionally, both take seriously the impacts that discourse, both visual and textual, 

have in society, allowing me to feel confident in my focus on NPS social media as 

meaningful spaces of knowledge formation and dissemination. With my project firmly 

situated in a theoretical framework, I will now move on to providing the academic 

context in which it rests.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In reviewing scholarship for this study, I found four veins of literature that I 

considered to be the most relevant. In this section, I elaborate on each of these four 

areas of study: media and the environment, the federal government’s use of social 

media, the National Park Service (NPS) and national park system, and the visual 

representation of the national park system. Through the literature review, I found there 

to be a substantial collection of academic writing on the national park system. 

However, there has been no intensive study of NPS media representation, making mine 

the first. I used the extensive literature that already exists about the NPS and national 

park system to create my own original investigation into the institution. The following 

sections situate my study in each of these arenas of investigation, and shows how my 

thesis intertwines and connects all of these disparate veins of research into one 

investigation.  

Section 2.1: Mass Media, Social Media, and the Environment 

Contemporary society is dominated by ever increasing amounts of information 

that are dispersed by various forms of media and technology. Appadurai (1990:9) 

explains this new world as a “mediascape,” in which, thanks to new technological 

innovations, information and “strips of reality” are able to travel more widely around 

the globe, giving more people access to mass media. The acceleration and proliferation 

of mass media and mass communication has been notably documented by scholars of 

many fields, including sociologists (Appadurai 1990; Brienza and Revers 2016; 

Gamson et al. 1992; Reese and Shoemaker 2016; Silbermann 1980). Many of these 
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scholars have noted the ways in which mass media influences public opinions, 

perceptions, and attitudes (Boykoff 2009; Brienza and Revers 2016). As sociologists 

have aptly demonstrated, the increase in mass media and mass communication is 

shaping the social world (Brienza and Revers 2016:545).  

One area in which mass media has been especially impactful is in its 

representation of the environment. There has been significant research done on the way 

that mass media represents the environment and constructs environmental meanings 

(Bell 1994; Boykoff 2009; Deluca and Demo 2000; Meisner and Takahashi 2013; 

Seppänen and Väliverronen 2003). Boykoff (2009) examines how the media represents 

the issue of global climate change and creates environmental meanings. Seppänen and 

Väliverronen (2003) look at the way in which biodiversity is represented in news 

media photographs. Goodman et al. (2016:679) investigate what they call “spectacular 

environmentalisms,” or media spectacles that depict environmental issues. These three 

studies represent an entire vein of research that looks specifically at how the media 

creates and disseminates environmental understandings that are easily consumable by 

the public. In a world in which environmental issues are increasingly prominent and 

mass media has become the primary method of information dispersion and 

consumption, it is vitally important to understand the relationship between mass media 

and environmental perceptions. 

Since social media, also referred to as new media, is a recent invention of the 

21st century, much of the sociological literature surrounding these communicative 

platforms focuses on identifying typologies or broader trends in new media (Arora 

2012; Pavlik 2013). Murthy (2012:1065) argues that although scholarship of social 
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media is new in the social sciences, it is an important endeavor due to the way social 

media shapes the social world. Pavlik (2013:2) provides a broad overview of the 

heightened role new media plays in society today, showing how social media platforms 

function as sources of news and information, sometimes competing with traditional 

news media sources. There is significantly more research on more traditional forms of 

media, such as newspapers and television, so this thesis necessarily extends 

sociological scholarship on social media. 

Although there is less literature on social media than traditional forms of mass 

media, some scholars have begun to further investigate the interaction between the 

environmental realm and social media. Merry (2014) performed a content analysis on 

the use of Twitter by environmental groups, and Hendricks, Duus, and Ercan (2016) 

looked at environmental controversies on Facebook. However, neither study really 

addressed how social media representation can influence environmental perceptions 

and understandings. Rather, they looked more at the actions of the social media users 

themselves (Hendricks et al. 2016; Merry 2014). As I touched on in the introduction, 

social media differs in many ways from traditional media. Account holders can interact 

with the public and post continuous, large amounts of information. Compared to 

traditional media, there is much more freedom on social media. In coining the term 

“Nature 2.0,” Büscher (2013) gives a name to the process through which shared 

understandings of the environment are constructed on social media specifically, and in 

ways that differ from traditional media. Nature 2.0 is defined as the “new virtual forms 

and manifestations of nature” that occur on Web 2.0 platforms, also described as new 

media, like Facebook, Twitter, and Youtube (Büscher 2013:1). Buscher (2013) has 
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started the conversation, but there is much more room to grow and expand academic 

knowledge on social media’s role in shaping environmental perceptions, 

understandings, and opinions. In this thesis, I contribute to a growing body of literature 

that attempts to investigate the overlap between media and the environment specifically 

by looking at how representation on social media contributes to systems of knowledge 

and meaning.  

Section 2.2: The Federal Government and Social Media 

In 2009, President Obama released the Transparency and Open Government 

Memorandum. This memo was the impetus for the adoption of social media by various 

governmental agencies, a process that has been relatively well studied (Mergel 2013; 

Rabina, Cocciolo, and Peet 2013). With the goals of transparency, participation, and 

collaboration in mind, a multitude of agencies fostered social media presences (Rabina 

et al. 2013:76). Since then, social media has become a widely acceptable platform with 

which federal agencies can provide information to and communicate with U.S. citizens. 

In a study done on social media adoption tactics by federal agencies, Mergel (2013) 

found that the federal government and its various agencies were compelled to make the 

move to social media due its increasing ubiquity in everyday life. Mergel (2013) 

describes how social media has become a source of news and information for many 

citizens. The movement toward social media by the federal government represents an 

effort to reach constituencies that may not otherwise interact as often with government 

agencies (Mergel 2013:143). Through a massive qualitative analysis of over 1,500 

URLS, Rabina et al. (2013) found that in 2013, there was a total of 1,362 social media 
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pages associated with the federal government, with Facebook and Twitter being the 

most used platforms respectively (Rabina et al. 2013). 

As I have already discussed, more and more people today rely on social media 

to gather and synthesize information about a variety of things, including the work of 

federal agencies like the NPS. 70% of American adults use social media, and while 

rates of use are higher in younger people, usage has continued to increase across all age 

ranges (Pew Research Center 2018). It is important to understand what exactly the 

public is viewing and consuming on these social media sites and to begin studying how 

social media can act as a vehicle of knowledge and information, especially when it 

pertains to the federal government. As I touched on in the introduction, the NPS is over 

100 years old now, and it is important to critically reflect on its role and value in 

American society. One way to do so is analyze how this 100 year old institution 

represents itself and America’s public lands and cultural, historical sites to the public. 

To my knowledge there has been no research done on the National Park Service and its 

use of social media, so my thesis fills in that gap.  

Section 2.3: The National Park Service and America’s National Park 
System 
 

The academic literature on the National Park Service (NPS) and national park 

system is extensive and far-reaching (Cronon 1995; Depper et al. 2017; Doss 2016; 

Finney 2014; Foote 1990; Jones et al. 2017; Keller and Turek 1998; O’Brien et al. 

2007; Olwig 1995; Orr and Humphreys 2011; Spence 1999; Runte 1987; 1998; Wilson 

2004; Wray et al. 2009). Scholars have identified several reoccurring narratives that 

arise in discourse surrounding the national park system. My initial inductive coding 
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scheme was structured around several of these discourses: American identity and 

history, wilderness and nature preservation, public use, race, and Native American 

relations. I will briefly summarize each of them and connect them to my research on 

NPS self-representation on social media.  

American Identity and History  

The first and potentially most widely promoted vein of discourse about the 

national park system is that it was “America’s Best Idea” due to the way in which it 

protected and promoted American exceptionalism. This narrative has been reified, as 

scholars have identified, by the representation of NPS sites as inherent and important 

parts of American identity and history (Keller and Turek 1998; Spence 1999; Runte 

1998). There has been significant scholarly attention paid to the ways in which the 

national park system influences American identity and historical understanding (Doss 

2016; Foote 1990; O’Brien et al. 2007; Runte 1998; Wilson 2004). Doss (2016:109) 

states: “The U.S. National Park Service is the major institutional body in America 

today charged with shaping understandings of national identity through its 

management of America’s national parks, memorials, historic trails, historic sites, and 

more.” From a sociology of knowledge perspective, the NPS is an institution that 

structures public knowledge about American history, identity, and lands. However, as I 

will expand on later, the “America” that is represented by the national park system is 

very culturally and ethnically specific, and often excludes many marginalized groups 

(such as African Americans and Native Americans) and their histories (Finney 2014; 

Keller and Turek 1998; Spence 1999).  
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Alfred Runte (1998), one of the foremost scholars of the national park system, 

explains how many of the original advocates of national parks wanted them to be the 

ultimate symbol of American greatness. The establishment of the first parks in the late 

1800s, Yosemite and Yellowstone, was an attempt to create an American national 

heritage that could compete with that of European countries (Runte 1987:11). National 

parks were meant to highlight the monumental natural wonders of the U.S., 

maintaining dominant perspectives of American exceptionalism (O’Brien et al. 

2007:286). Even as monumentalist rhetoric became less popular, the national park 

system was still viewed as a way to celebrate American history as it was conceived of 

by the country’s leaders (Runte 1987:107). Olwig (1995:393) notes that the first 

director of the NPS saw national parks as places for people to experience and learn 

about “Americanism,” furthering this conception of the national park system as an 

entity that functions to foster national identity and community. It is not just the earliest 

parks like Yosemite and Yellowstone that exemplify this nationalistic focus. Olwig 

(1995:398) explains further how monuments within the national park system like 

Mount Rushmore, although often not viewed as “natural” like Yosemite or 

Yellowstone, embody this patriotic and nationalistic ideal to the fullest.  

Wilderness and Nature Preservation 

 Another dominant discourse found in literature on the national park system is 

one of environmental stewardship and wilderness preservation. In the 1930s, about 

fifteen years after the NPS was established, discussion of establishing a national park 

in the Everglades started. According to Runte (1987:134-5), this was the first time a 

national park was promoted as a way to preserve “pristine wilderness” and wildlife 



19 
 

populations. Everglades National Park marked a turning point in the rhetoric 

surrounding the national park idea—preservation became about more than just physical 

scenery (Runte 1987:137). In 1933, the NPS published a report stating that rather than 

just scenic features, more importance should be paid to nature itself (Runte 1987:139). 

Preservation initiatives began to focus on the maintenance of natural conditions and 

untouched wilderness (Runte 1987:170). In 1964, the wilderness movement was 

legitimized, and the concept of untrammeled wilderness solidified, through the 

Wilderness Act signed by Lyndon B. Johnson (Runte 1987:240). The Wilderness Act 

allowed for the designation of land that could not be developed or touched.  

 This vein of discourse stems from a conception of nature as wilderness, or 

empty of human impact. William Cronon is one of the foremost scholars on the topic 

of wilderness and nature in America. Cronon (1995) questions the entire category of 

wilderness, arguing that it is a human creation that has been constructed over time. He 

describes wilderness in America as originating from ideas of the romantic sublime and 

rugged frontier individualism, which resulted in a strong preservationist movement 

(Cronon 1995:76). National parks are often represented along these lines, as 

uninhabited wilderness, a romanticized and constructed notion of nature (Spence 

1999:5). Likewise, Spence (1999:70) explains how the first national parks were seen as 

“Edens,” and Keller and Turek (1998:19) describe the untrammeled wilderness 

conception of national parks as a “nostalgia for the wild.” I will go into more detail 

later, but it is important to note that the understanding of national park lands as empty 

of human inhabitants is predicated upon falsities promoted by early park advocates, 

who claimed Native Americans rarely if ever used or visited those lands (Keller and 
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Turek 1998:23-25). In addition, Finney (2014:57-58) argues that a romanticized 

wilderness narrative silences African American environmental experience through the 

omission of the history of slavery and Jim Crow, which conditioned and continues to 

condition many African Americans’ experiences with and views of natural spaces. 

Thus while the picture of national parks as wild nature is attractive, its conception rests 

upon the invisibility of Native Americans and African Americans.  

Public Use 

 A third vein of discourse found in national park system literature positions the 

national park system as something to be enjoyed by (theretically) everyone, as a 

“national playground system” (Spence 1999:116). Idolization of national parks resulted 

in a strong emphasis on visitation and tourism (Runte 1998:25-26). Tourists began 

flowing in to Yosemite and Yellowstone during the late 1800s (Runte 1987:59). In a 

time of intense urbanization, nature came to be viewed as an escape from dense 

populations and cramped, dirty cities (Cronon 1995:78; Runte 1987:85). At the time of 

the NPS establishment in 1916, supporters of national parks presented a “See America 

First” campaign in an effort to increase visitation rates and as a result, heighten the 

economic contribution of national parks (Runte 1987:105). Runte (1987:168-9) 

criticizes the Park Service for promoting what he calls “carnivalism,” in which the NPS 

turns America’s lands and historical sites into entertainment.  

 An important aspect of the public use narrative is its contradiction to the 

wilderness preservation narrative, an issue addressed by many scholars who refer to it 

as the “dual mandate” (Depper et al. 2017; Jones et al. 2017:45; Orr and Humphreys 

2011). The Organic Act, which founded the NPS, provided the agency with two 
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conflicting goals: public use and preservation. The dual mandate encompasses two of 

the NPS’s most important functions. However, it also highlights the contradictory 

nature of the institution. The case of the automobile in parks provides a prime example 

of a conflict arising from the dual mandate. Cars allow huge amounts of people to visit, 

and support the public use aspect of the NPS mission. However, cars also have 

environmental impacts and can conflict with the preservation aspect of the mission. 

Should the NPS encourage more people to visit or should it pay more attention to 

preserving public lands? This tension between use and preservation remains a hot topic 

of scholarly discussion of the national park system.  

Critical Narratives 

 In recent scholarship, new conversations regarding the NPS and national park 

system have begun. O’Brien et al. (2007:287) highlight the ways in which the NPS is 

attempting to “expand interpretation of our national history.” Both Cronon (1995) and 

Olwig (1995) critique the removal of Native American communities so that white 

tourists could enjoy “untouched” wilderness in the national parks. Wray et al. 

(2009:47) outline policies that have been more recently incorporated into the NPS that 

foster more connections with “traditionally associated peoples.” This includes Native 

Americans as well as other peoples who have been living in or near parks since before 

they were founded (Wray et al. 2009:47-48). Wray et al. (2009:49) commend steps 

taken by the NPS to acknowledge and include traditionally associated people, but they 

also call for the initiative to go further and “to develop systematic approaches to 

embracing a diverse America and connecting it with national parks for the next century 

and beyond.”  
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 Many alternative veins of discourse have stemmed from this effort to broaden 

understanding of the national park system and NPS. Two of the most discussed in the 

literature bring up issues of race and racism in the NPS, and Native American history 

and association with the national park system. In her book Black Faces, White Spaces, 

Finney (2014) discusses the intersection of the African American experience and 

environmental spaces and institutions. As Finney (2014) explains, African Americans 

have historically been erased from popular American history and memory, including 

environmental history and memory. Finney (2014:65-66) states: “I have highlighted 

how the dominant environmental narrative in the United States, grounded in the notion 

that uninhabited wilderness areas represent American identity and need to be 

preserved, does not adequately address collective African American experiences in 

relation to natural landscapes.” Finney (2014) also more specifically discusses racism 

in the NPS. The process of tackling diversity issues within the NPS has been long and 

difficult, and the NPS has been historically dominated by white males (Finney 

2014:99). Finney (2014) finds that while there have been efforts made to include 

minorities in the organization, including African Americans, there is still work to be 

done in the NPS.  

 Both Spence (1999) and Keller and Turek (1998) write in depth about the 

historical and contemporary relationship between Native Americans and the national 

park system. Spence (1999) draws attention to the relations between Native Americans 

and U.S. national parks (specifically, Yellowstone, Yosemite, and Glacier) before, 

during, and after establishment. Keller and Turek (1998:233) provide an expansive 

history, outlining four phases of relations between the NPS and Native Americans: 
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immense land appropriation by the government, governmental neglect of tribes, Native 

American resistance, and recent commitments by the NPS to better relations. Spence 

(1999) and Keller and Turek (1998) provide an alternative narrative that encompasses 

the acknowledgement of injustices committed against Native Americans as well as a 

call for the incorporation of tribes into park management. Finally, Spence (1999) and 

Keller and Turek (1998) direct attention towards places where Native Americans are 

already asserting their rights, resisting, and actively involving themselves with national 

park management, perhaps setting a new precedent for the future. 

Section 2.4: The National Park System and Visual Representation 
 

While I found no literature specifically on social media representation of the 

national park system, scholars have discussed other forms of more historical visual 

representation of national parks (Deluca and Demo 2000; Runte 1987; Spence 1999). 

Photographs were published in popular magazines representing the Blackfeet in Glacier 

National Park (Spence 1999:84); paintings reinforced conceptions of the American 

landscape as uninhabited and purely natural and wild (Spence 1999:79); and Ansel 

Adams’ photographs of Yosemite reify a constructed understanding of national parks 

as a primordial landscape (Spence 1999:131). Runte (1987) also highlights the role that 

media and specifically visual media had in the promotion of the national park idea. In 

the earliest years of the national park idea, few Americans had seen the grandeur of 

places like Yosemite and Yellowstone. Paintings and photographs became the primary 

medium through which the public was exposed to the Western landscapes (Runte 

1987:14). Deluca and Demo (2000:245) make the argument that Carleton Watkins’ 

photographs of Yosemite played a large role in gaining support for its protection. 
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Additionally, scholars, like Spence (1999) for example, have studied how Native 

Americans have been represented in relation to the national park system. In his book 

about Native American exclusion, Spence (1999) includes visual representations of 

national park lands and Native Americans over the course of many years. Spence 

(1999:117) concludes that if Native Americans were included in representations of 

national parks, it was often inaccurate and exploitative.  

More recently, the national park system has been represented through film as 

well. There is a slew of literature on Ken Burns’ documentary series The National 

Parks: America’s Best Idea that aired in 2009 on PBS (Jacoby 2011; Ott 2011; Ross-

Bryant 2010). Jacoby (2010) argues that in the midst of picturesque visuals of nature, 

important narratives about race and Native American removal are lost in the series. Ott 

(2011:30) also points out that a significant portion of the imagery in the series is 

natural scenery, represented through spectacular landscapes, dramatic natural 

phenomena, and majestic vistas. She also critiques the lack of representation of women 

and the misrepresentation of Native Americans in the Burns series, noting that people 

in the film consist mostly of white men enjoying and preserving nature, as well as huge 

crowds of tourists (Ott 2011:30). My thesis contributes to this area of investigation into 

visual representations of the national park system. Specifically, I open new doors into 

the realm of social media representation, an area that is essentially untouched by 

scholars of the national park system.  

My thesis extends multiple veins of prior scholarship including research on 

mass media and the environment, the federal government’s use of social media, the 

NPS and national park system, and visual representation of the park system. In my 
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content analysis of NPS social media, I synthesize all of these various strands into one 

body of work that will provide deeper insight into the intersections between each of 

these fields of investigation.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

I performed a content analysis to investigate representations of the national park 

system on National Park Service (NPS) social media pages. According to Hall 

(1997:9), the study of representation requires “analysis of the actual signs, symbols, 

figures, images, narratives, words, and sounds—the material forms—in which 

symbolic meaning is circulated.” Content analysis, or the systematic study of recorded 

human communication, enables me to analyze the material forms through which 

representation occurs. In this study, those material forms will be Facebook and Twitter 

posts.  

My investigation only looks at posts that include images, a decision I made 

because of the increasingly significant role images play in the construction of meaning, 

something that has been acknowledged in academic scholarship (Burri 2012; Mitchell 

1986;1994; Schmid 2012). In addition, scholars have highlighted the important role 

that visuality and imagery play in shaping environmental perceptions (DeLuca and 

Demo 2000; Meisner and Takahashi 2013; Seppänen and Väliverronen 2003). It is with 

this in mind that I chose to focus on the ways in which the national park system is 

represented through visual communication. Later on in this section, I address how 

occasional text associated with the images will fit into this approach.  

Section 3.1: Data Collection 

I collected data for this study in the form of posts from the NPS’s Facebook and 

Twitter pages. I decided to analyze social media as a platform of representation due to 

its prevalence as a form of communication, information sharing, and knowledge 
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formation in American society. For example, at the beginning of 2018, nearly 70% of 

U.S. adults reported using at least one social media site (Pew Research Center 2018). 

As noted earlier, in 2009, President Obama released the Transparency and Open 

Government Memorandum, which encouraged federal agencies to use social media as a 

way to communicate and share information with citizens (Mergel 2013). My decision 

to analyze Facebook and Twitter posts was informed by the recorded popularity of 

those two sites with federal agencies (Rabina et al. 2013). In order to gain some 

background on the NPS social media presence, I talked with two NPS employees from 

the Office of Communications: Virginia Reams, a Web Content Manager, and Matthew 

Turner, a Social Media Specialist (personal communication, March 22, 2018).  

Posts from the NPS Facebook page1 were collected from the complete set of 

636 “Timeline Photos” spanning from April 2009 to February 2018. “Timeline Photos” 

include any posts that contain images that are posted directly onto the Facebook 

account by the administrator of the page, in this case, a social media specialist. This 

does not include reposts or shares from other accounts. From the NPS Twitter page2, 

posts were selected from the “Media” section, which contains a total of 730 image 

posts spanning from March 2014 to February 2018. The “Media” section on Twitter 

includes videos and photos posted directly by the page administrator, again, a social 

media specialist. In collecting my sample, I selected only posts with images, excluding 

video. I made this decision due to the different and more complex nature of video 

analysis that comes with moving imagery and dialogue.  

                                                 
1 National Park Service Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/nationalparkservice/) 
2 National Park Service Twitter (https://twitter.com/NatlParkService) 
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I initially attempted to collect all the posts with images on these accounts, 

including “retweets” and “reposts” from other accounts. However, after attempting 

multiple different strategies, I found that there was not a way to gather a complete 

dataset without any gaps of missing posts. Rather than risk having large gaps in my 

dataset, I decided to leave out “retweets” and “reposts” and gather only image posts 

that were posted directly by the NPS account.  

I took two samples in order to address both of my research questions, which are 

repeated below.  

1) As the self-proclaimed steward of America’s natural and cultural resources, 

how does the NPS represent itself as an organization and the sites it manages to the 

public on social media? And who and what is represented in this depiction of America?  

2) How, if at all, do the differences in environmental views and policies 

between the Trump and Obama administration manifest on the NPS’s social media 

pages? Does representation of America’s natural and cultural resources change based 

on the administration in power? 

 In order to analyze general content and representation on social media, I 

collected a systematic sample of every 3rd post from each of the datasets. The sample 

for Facebook contained 212 posts and the sample for Twitter contained 244 posts. To 

investigate whether differences exist in content and representation between the Trump 

and Obama presidencies, I collected a sample of posts made up of one year of each 

presidency. These samples were constrained by the fact that President Trump has only 

been in office for one year. Although there are multiple years of posts from President 

Obama’s two terms, I decided to analyze just one year from his presidency to match the 
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one year from Trump’s presidency. From President Trump’s time in office I collected 

posts on Facebook spanning February 7, 2017 to February 18, 2018, for a total of 86 

posts. From Twitter, I collected a sample of 143 posts spanning January 21, 2017 to 

February 14, 2018. From Obama’s time in office I collected a sample of 101 posts on 

Facebook spanning January 16, 2013 to December 26, 2013. From Twitter, I collected 

a sample of 92 posts spanning March 3, 2014 to December 31, 2014.  

Since 2017 was President Trump’s first year in office, it would be ideal to have 

a similar year from Obama’s presidency. I did not want to compare the first year of a 

presidency to the last year of a presidency, due to how differently some presidents may 

act in a first year versus a last year. However, NPS social media accounts did not exist 

during Obama’s first year of presidency in 2008, and the following years had very few 

posts. So, I looked to see if I could do Obama’s first year of his second term in 2012, 

however there were not enough posts to be comparable to the amount I would analyze 

from President Trump’s year. Due to these complications, I ended up using posts from 

the year 2013 on Facebook and 2014 on Twitter. I had to use 2014 on Twitter because 

there were not enough posts from 2013.  

Section 3.2: Coding 

This study employs both inductive and deductive coding to quantify manifest 

and latent content in NPS social media posts. In the context of this study, manifest 

content is the surface level, immediately identifiable visual content in an image as well 

as general post information. Latent content is the underlying thematic content of an 

entire post. Due to the complexity of content that can arise from images, as well as the 

existence of captions, the data in this study was assigned multiple codes when 
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applicable. For example, a post could be double coded for “nature” and “visitors” if an 

image depicted visitors within a scene of nature (see Image 1). The same coding 

scheme was used for both the general analysis of all posts and the analysis of the two 

different presidential years. 

To begin, I collected the date, number of likes, and type of NPS site if it was 

provided. I then coded for the manifest visual content of images (see Table 1 for 

manifest codes). The visual content codes arose primarily through inductive coding. 

After an initial look at the data, I determined what appeared most often and those 

became my visual content codes. To clarify, in the context of this study, “nature” is 

defined as stereotypically natural spaces that appear to be empty of human presence 

(not including visitors or NPS employees and infrastructure). While wildlife could 

potentially be considered the same as nature, I decided to code for it separately, 

because many images of wildlife consisted of only close up pictures of animals with no 

broader scenes of what I am referring to as nature in this study. For example, in my 

analysis, images were coded for nature if there was presence of spaces like forests, 

mountain ranges, rivers, etc. If a nature image also depicted wildlife, then I coded for 

wildlife as well. However, there were also situations in which I coded for wildlife but 

not nature. Near the end of my analysis, I added one more manifest code, climate 

change, after noticing its presence then disappearance in captions over time. So, I 

simply counted the number of times it appeared overall and then counted the number of 

times it appeared in my Obama dataset versus my Trump dataset.  
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Table 1. Manifest Content Codes (see Appendix A for definitions of individual visual 
content codes). 
 
Date Record date posted 

Site referenced:  

The type of NPS unit (e.g. national park, 
national monument) 

Record type of site if any is referenced 

Likes Record number of likes 

Visual Content: 

The manifest visual content of an image   

1. Nature 
2. Park Service staff/volunteers 
3. Visitors 
4. Wildlife 
5. Memorials/monuments/historic Sites 
6. Events 
7. Historical images or figures 
8. Other 
 

Climate change Record if “climate change” appears in the 
caption of a post 

 

The latent content coding scheme is comprised of three parts: NPS function, 

narrative themes, and NPS initiatives (see Table 2 for latent content codes). Based on 

my literature review, I began my analysis with several deductive codes in mind, but I 

added to and modified these codes as I began analyzing content. The first coding 

category quantifies the represented function or purpose of the NPS alluded to through 

visual and supporting textual discourse. I had a few codes in mind from background 

knowledge gained from the literature review; however the list of codes for this 

category were primarily informed and solidified inductively during the coding process 

(see Table 2).  

Based on my review of the literature, I created a set of deductive codes to 

investigate which narratives about the national park system and NPS were mobilized 
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through visual and supporting textual discourse. As I explained in my literature review, 

I found a few dominant discourses and a few alternative discourses. The dominant 

discourses encompass more mainstream and hegemonic ideas about the national park 

system, while the alternative discourses are veins of discourse that have not been 

included in mainstream understandings of the national park system (see Table 2 for a 

list). This set of codes stemmed from my curiosity of what narratives were and were 

not being represented on NPS social media. Through initial analyses of the posts, I 

created a number of inductive narrative codes as well, all of which fit into the category 

of alternative narratives (see Table 2). For example, environmental issues, women in 

America, and social issues were all alternative narrative codes that I created 

inductively. Additionally, through this inductive coding process I edited the initially 

deductive code that addressed issues of race in the NPS and environment. My first 

analyses showed that posts addressing race talked about race in America more 

generally and historically, rather than the intersection of race and the NPS, which 

resulted in my editing that code. 

During the coding process it came to my attention that I wanted to add another 

set of codes to address NPS initiatives. I found that there were a number of projects 

that the NPS was actively engaging in and promoting that I wanted to document 

through another set of inductive codes. To be included in this category, a post had to 

represent a clear and active effort to further one of the initiatives. There were four 

official initiatives and two that I added myself. “Act on Climate,” “Every Kid in a 

Park,” “Find Your Park,” and “Healthy Parks Healthy People” were all official NPS 

initiatives that I saw arise often in the social media posts. “Act on Climate” was an 
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initiative focused on studying and mitigating the effects of climate change in the 

national park system. “Every Kid in a Park” campaigned to get more children outside 

by encouraging educational opportunities in the national park system. “Find Your 

Park” is meant to get more people into the national park system and personalize the 

experience. “Healthy Parks Healthy People” promoted exercise and healthy living 

habits and works to keep the environments within the national park system healthy.  

In addition, I noticed two other projects that the NPS appears to be actively 

pursuing, but that aren’t explicitly named or defined. The first was what I titled 

“understanding our parks” and the second was “conservation and preservation.” The 

former covers the concrete steps and actions taken by the NPS to study and investigate 

cultural histories and natural phenomena in order to understand both the natural 

environment within parks and America’s history. The later covers any clear and 

decisive action that contributes to the conservation of natural spaces, wildlife, etc. and 

the preservation of America’s historical identity.  

Table 2. Latent Content Codes (see Appendix A for definitions of individual codes). 
 
NPS Function: 

The apparent function or purpose of the 
National Park Service represented in in 
the visual and textual discourse of 
posts. 
 

1. Education 
2. Public use 
3. Conservation/environmental work 
4. Research and science 
5. Preservation of history 
6. Public outreach/involvement 
7. Other 

Narrative: 

The overall narrative about the national 
park system as is represented by the 
visual and textual discourse of posts. 

Dominant 
1. Wilderness and nature preservation 
2. Public use (America’s playground) 
3. American identity and history 

Alternative 
4. Race in America 
5. Native Americans and National Parks 
6. Women in America 
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7. Social issues 
8. Environmental issues 
9. Other 

NPS Initiatives: 

The projects that the National Park 
Service demonstrates active 
engagement in through textual and 
visual discourse that refers to tangible 
steps being taken to further the success 
of these programs. 

1. “Act on Climate” 
2. “Every Kid in a Park” 
3. “Find Your Park” 
4. Understanding our parks 
5. Conservation and preservation 
6. “Healthy Parks Healthy People” 

 

The primary focus of the coding process in this study was visual content of 

social media posts. However, a majority of visual posts also had a caption. Sometimes 

the captions aligned with the visual, while other times they brought up entirely 

different themes. For example, an image may have visually depicted nature and 

wildlife, while the associated caption addressed public use. The visual content code 

category coded only what existed in the image, but the other three code categories 

(NPS function, narrative theme, and NPS initiative) took into account the content of the 

captions as well. That said, the visual remained the primary focus of this analysis. I 

only included text in my analysis (in addition to image) if the image’s caption 

introduced something additionally relevant that was not captured in the coding of the 

image. Since I wanted to focus mainly on visual communication, the textual discourse 

played a supporting role. However, I did not want to ignore it completely if it 

drastically changed the meaning of the post. So, I coded first for the image, but then if 

the caption could be coded differently, I would either double code the post to include 

the content or change the initial code if I deemed it necessary.  

To further clarify and explain my coding process in this thesis, I have provided 

an example below of a post and the facets I coded (see Image 1). First, I would note the 
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date, number of likes, and if applicable, the NPS site referenced. In this case, the date is 

February 10, 2016, the post got 60 likes, and the site referenced is Mount Rainier 

National Park. Then, I would code for visual content, which here manifests in the 

depiction of hikers in a mountainous area. So, the people present in this image would 

be coded “visitors.” Additionally, I would code this image as “nature” as well, due to 

the presence of the mountainous landscape, which without the hikers, could 

stereotypically be considered a natural space undisturbed by the presence of humans. 

NPS Function here would be coded as “public use” due to the representation of people 

using a NPS unit. I would then code for narrative, which here would be “wilderness 

and nature preservation” and “public use.” Although the primary visual representation 

here is of people enjoying NPS land, there is also representation of the underlying 

narrative of wilderness in the depicted type of scenery that people are enjoying. In this 

case, the caption does not present any additional content that is not found in the image, 

so I wouldn’t add any additional codes based on the caption. 
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Image 1. Coding Example3 

 

Section 3.3: Ethical Considerations 

While this study did not require IRB approval, a few ethical considerations are 

still important to acknowledge. As a researcher, I have been cognizant of my position 

as a scholar of sociology and environmental studies. Throughout the process I was as 

reflective as possible to ensure my own sentiments and opinions did not influence my 

research. In addition, I do not claim that my research reflects all possible 

representations or understandings of the national park system, as I looked at one very 

specific platform. I also do not claim that my interpretation of these posts is the same 

for all others who view them. However, I do feel as though the coding scheme I have 

                                                 
3 National Park Service Twitter (https://twitter.com/NatlParkService) 
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created is effective to the extent that others would be able to code similarly to me using 

the definitions I came up with as well as shared social knowledge of the world. The 

interpretation of visual imagery is inherently subjective, which is something I 

attempted to be very cognizant of in the creation and application of my codes. Finally, I 

put in considerable effort to ensure that my own personal views on the national park 

system as well as politics did not influence my analysis of the data.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



38 
 

Chapter 4: Findings 

The following section outlines the primary findings gleaned from my analysis 

of the National Park Service’s (NPS) Twitter and Facebook pages. My findings help to 

answer my two research questions. 1) As the self-proclaimed steward of America’s 

natural and cultural resources, how does the NPS represent itself as an organization and 

the sites it manages to the public on social media? And who and what is represented in 

this depiction of America? 2) How, if at all, do the differences in environmental views 

and policies between the Trump and Obama administration manifest on the NPS’s 

social media pages? Does representation of America’s natural and cultural resources 

change based on the interests of the administration in power? 

In this chapter, I first discuss findings that address NPS representation more 

generally and then move onto findings from specific years of both the Trump and 

Obama presidencies. My primary findings reveal that social media users are exposed 

mostly to visual images of nature, sometimes with or without human presence. 

Additionally, the NPS represents its main function to be the provision of visitation and 

recreation opportunities to the public as well as some environmental and conservation 

work. The most hegemonic discourses of wilderness, American identity, and public use 

appear far more often than alternative discourses of race, gender, Native American 

experience, environmental issues, and social issues. Finally, there is little difference 

between the Trump and Obama administration in terms of representation on NPS social 

media. The next chapter will address my analysis and discussion of these findings. 
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Section 4.1: Facebook and Twitter Results 

In order to most clearly elucidate the results gleaned from Facebook and 

Twitter, I discuss each category separately with the relevant information collected from 

both platforms. I begin with providing the more general information I collected about 

posts, which includes the sites mentioned and likes. I then move on to the results from 

the other coding categories.  

Sites Mentioned and Likes 

About half of all posts I analyzed mentioned a specific NPS site within the 

caption. Out of those posts that did refer to a specific site, two types consistently 

appeared most often on both Facebook and Twitter: national parks and national 

monuments. On both Facebook and Twitter, national parks represented 40% of all units 

mentioned and national monuments represented 19% of all units mentioned. The NPS 

manages a total of 417 units, including national parks, national monuments, national 

historic sites, national memorials, national recreation areas, national seashores, and 

more (National Park Service 2017a). In reality, out of the 417 existing NPS units, 21% 

are national monuments, 19% are national historic sites, 14% are national parks, and 

12% are national historic parks (National Park Service 2017a). Only 14% of NPS sites 

are national parks, yet on social media, they are by far the most represented type of 

site, with 40% of all mentions. Other types of units that make up a larger percentage of 

NPS land than national parks are, as a result, underrepresented to the public on social 

media. Ultimately, this creates an incomplete and inaccurate picture of the diversity 

and complexity of the spaces included within the national park system. 
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In order to determine what posts tended to get more likes, I analyzed all the 

posts with 1,000 likes or more, as 1,000 seemed to be an easy cut off point. Facebook 

had 68 posts with 1,000 or more likes and Twitter had 7 posts with 1,000 or more likes. 

Out of the 68 Facebook posts, the most common visual content was nature, the most 

common NPS function was conservation and environmental work, and the most 

common narrative was wilderness and nature preservation (for an example see 

Appendix B: Image 2). Out of the 7 Twitter posts, the most common visual content was 

nature, the most common NPS function was public use, and the most common 

narrative was wilderness and nature preservation (for an example see Appendix B: 

Image 3). My results indicate that posts relating to nature and wilderness tended to get 

more likes than those that do not. This suggests that the public enjoys content related to 

more stereotypical conceptions of the national park system, such as untouched natural 

spaces. 

Visual Content 

In addition to being most liked, images of nature were found to be the most 

common form of visual content. 34% of the images from Twitter and 32% of the 

images from Facebook were coded for nature (see Figure 1). As seen in Figure 1, the 

second most common visual content on both social media platforms was visitors. 

Visitors to the NPS social media pages are provided with a very specific picture of the 

national park system. First and foremost, it is represented a collection of natural spaces 

(for an example see Appendix B: Image 4). As a result, other types of spaces go 

unrepresented, and as I mentioned earlier, the viewer is given an incomplete 

understanding of the national park system.  
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Overall, my results reveal a few things about the social media representation of 

the NPS. Visitors of the social media pages will experience many visuals of nature and 

representations of national parks. They will also take in hegemonic discourses that 

reinforce narratives about the national park system related to wilderness, 

“Americanness,” and public use. Finally, they will leave with the sense that the 

primary function of the NPS is to support their use of the national park system as 

visitors. In chapter six I will address the most important implications of these results.  

Section 4.2: Obama and Trump Results 

In order to gauge differences on NPS social media between the Trump and 

Obama administrations, I analyzed the social media posts from one year of Trump’s 

presidency and one year of Obama’s presidency. As with the section above, I will 

discuss each category of results separately. In this section, I will combine the results 

from the Trump and Obama presidencies in order to best compare the findings between 

the two.  

Sites Mentioned and Likes 

During the Trump presidency, national parks were by far the most referenced 

type of NPS site. On both Facebook and Twitter, national parks represented 48% of all 

sites referenced. The second most common type of site was national monuments. There 

was a bit more variety in representation during Obama’s presidency on Facebook. Still, 

national parks represented 25% of all sites mentioned. However, national monuments, 

national historic sites, and national historic parks all received more than 10% of 

representation. On Twitter during Obama’s presidency however, national parks are 

again the clear majority, represented in 63% of all references, which is even more than 
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during the Trump presidency. During both administrations the NPS was represented 

primarily as the steward of national parks, mirroring results illuminated in the earlier 

section. Other types of units were all but sidelined, providing a very limited conception 

of the national park system. 

In terms of likes, during Trump’s presidency, there were 49 Facebook posts and 

9 Twitter posts with 1,000 or more likes. Out of the 49 Facebook posts, the most 

common visual content was nature, the most common NPS function was conservation 

and environmental work, and the most common narrative was wilderness and nature 

preservation (for an example see Appendix B: Image 12). Out of the 9 Twitter posts, 

the most common form of visual content was nature, the most common function was 

tied for public use and conservation/environmental work, and the most common 

narrative was wilderness and nature preservation (for an example see Appendix B: 

Image 13). 

During one year of Obama’s presidency, there were 21 Facebook posts and zero 

Twitter posts with 1,000 or more likes. Out of the 21 Facebook posts, the most 

common form of visual content was nature, the most common NPS function was 

conservation and environmental work, and the most common narrative was wilderness 

and nature preservation (for an example see Appendix B: Image 14). A very clear 

theme arose from these results that mirrors the results from my analysis of Facebook 

and Twitter more generally. For both presidencies, posts that referenced or depicted 

anything in relation nature or wilderness tended to get the most likes.  
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Visual Content 

For the most part, I found little difference in the visual content between the 

Trump and Obama presidencies. On Facebook, the trends were similar to those on 

Twitter (see Figure 5). However, during the Trump administration, visitors and nature 

were tied for most represented as they were both depicted in 31% of posts. During the 

Obama administration, nature was the most represented visual content on Facebook, 

this time appearing in 51% of posts. Rather than wildlife though, visitors were the 

second most common visual content, appearing in 35% of posts. Additionally, historic 

sites/monuments/memorials and NPS employees/volunteers appeared in 25% and 24% 

of posts respectively.  

As can be seen in Figure 6 below, the most common form of visual content on 

Twitter was nature during both Obama and Trump’s presidencies. During one year of 

the Obama administration, 37% of images depicted nature and during one year of the 

Trump administration, 36% of images depicted nature. However, the second most 

common depiction on Twitter diverged. During one year of Trump’s presidency 30% 

of images depicted visitors, while 24% of images during one year of Obama’s 

presidency depicted wildlife.  
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Another thing I wanted to point out was the high level of representation of 

nonhuman spaces and beings during both administrations. During both Obama and 

Trump’s administration over 60% of images depicted nature or wildlife (for an 

example see Appendix B: Image 15). It is important to note that some of these images 

do contain human presence in the form of visitors, NPS employees, and volunteers. 

However, the primary visual content of the image is that of natural spaces, with the 

people merely appearing as temporary visitors or stewards (for an example see 

Appendix B: Image 16). Again, these results reflect what I found in my more general 

analysis of Facebook and Twitter. The primary form of visual content that viewers will 

find on these pages is that of nature. Additionally, viewers will often be exposed to 

visual depictions of fellow citizens and tourists using and enjoying NPS sites.  

NPS Function 

During the Obama administration, the primary functions depicted were public 

use, conservation and environmental work, and preservation of history on both 

Facebook and Twitter (see Figures 8 and 9). On Facebook, 47% of posts depicted the 

primary function as public use, 43% depicted it as conservation and environmental 

work, and 33% depicted it as preservation of history. On Twitter, 36% of posts 

depicted the primary function as conservation and environmental work, while 26% 

depicted it as public use. As seen in Figures 8 and 9, the representation during the 

Trump administration was overall quite similar, with the same three functions being the 

most represented. On Twitter, public use was the most represented in 47% of posts, 

while the preservation of history was the second most represented in 31% of posts, 

followed by conservation and environmental work in 27% of posts. On Facebook, 
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Dominant and Alternative Discourses 

For both the Trump and Obama presidencies, the two most commonly 

represented narratives were those of wilderness and nature preservation and public use 

(see Figures 10 and 11). During one year of the Trump administration, the public use 

narrative was the most commonly represented on Twitter as it was seen in nearly 50% 

of all posts. Discourse representing wilderness and nature preservation as well as 

American identity and history also appeared in over 30% of posts on Twitter. On 

Facebook, however, the most common narrative was wilderness and nature 

preservation in 57% of posts, with public use and American identity and history 

appearing in 36% and 22% of posts respectively. The results for one year of Obama’s 

presidency are similar. On Facebook, 50% of posts depict the public use narrative. 

Additionally, wilderness and nature preservation appears in 45% of posts and 

American identity and history appears in 30%. 50% of Twitter posts depict wilderness 

and nature preservation, while 32% depict public use. These results follow other trends 

already illuminated by the data. During both presidencies, the national park system is 

represented primarily through the mobilization of discourse that reinforces already 

existing hegemonic understandings about the national park system and NPS.  

A total of 10% of Facebook posts and 17% of Twitter posts during one year of 

Trump’s presidency represented alternative discourses, or discourses that diverge from 

traditional conceptions of the national park system. During Obama’s presidency, 15% 

of Facebook posts and 20% of Twitter posts represented alternative discourses. As seen 

in Figures 10 and 11, during the Trump administration, the most common on Facebook 

and Twitter was race in America, which appeared in 5% and 8% of posts respectively. 
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These posts primarily depicted monuments or memorials commemorating important 

people and events in the history racial minorities (for an example see Appendix B: 

Image 17). On Facebook, there were no posts that addressed either Native Americans 

or other social issues, in which I included LGBTQ rights, disability access, etc. Also 

seen in Figures 10 and 11, during the Obama administration, discourse surrounding 

environmental issues was by far the most common on both Twitter and Facebook, 

appearing in 18% and 10% of posts respectively. On Facebook during the Obama 

presidency, there was no representation of women in America, and on Twitter, there 

was no representation of race in America, women in America, or social issues. Overall, 

there was more representation of alternative discourses during the Obama presidency, 

however that representation was made up of mostly discourse referring to 

environmental issues. As can be seen in Figures 10 and 11, compared to representation 

of dominant discourses, there was very little reference to alternative discourses at all 

during both presidencies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

N
um

ne
r o

f p
os

ts

Narrative

Trump

Obama

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

N
um

be
r o

f p
os

ts

Narrative

Trump

Obama



54 
 

NPS Initiatives 

Fourteen percent of Facebook posts and 20% of Twitter posts during Trump’s 

first year of presidency referred to NPS initiatives. On Facebook, “Find Your Park” 

was the most common, while research initiatives were the second most common (see 

Figure 12). On Twitter, “Find Your Park” and conservation and preservation initiatives 

were the most common (see Figure 13). During the Obama presidency, 20% of 

Facebook posts referenced NPS initiatives, with each initiative being fairly equally 

represented, with the exception of “Healthy Parks Healthy People” (see Figure 12). The 

most commonly referenced was “Find Your Park,” but “Act on Climate,” “Every Kid 

in a Park,” and initiatives supporting research, conservation, and preservation were also 

found in a number of posts. The results seen on Twitter were somewhat similar with 

33% of posts referring to initiatives. However, “Act on Climate” was the most 

commonly referenced, followed by conservation and preservation initiatives and “Find 

Your Park” (see Figure 13). Overall, there was more representation of initiatives during 

the one year of the Obama administration than the Trump administration. Additionally, 

the Obama administration was the only one to refer to the “Act on Climate” initiative 

(for an example see Appendix B: Image 18). Representation of “Act on Climate” 

entirely disappeared during the one year of Trump’s presidency. Shortly, I will address 

why this is a significant finding. 
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Climate Change 

The phrase “climate change” never appeared on either Twitter or Facebook 

during Trump’s first year in office. During one year of Obama’s presidency, climate 

change was mentioned in captions 9 times on Twitter and once on Facebook, for a total 

of 10 mentions. As can be seen in the results above, the initiative “Act on Climate” 

appeared in posts during the Obama administration but not during the Trump 

administration.  

The absence of posts addressing climate change during Trump’s presidency is 

significant particularly in the context of the Trump administration’s seeming refusal to 

address climate change (Borger 2017; Davenport 2018; Roth 2018). During 2017, there 

were a number of news reports stating that multiple federal agencies banned their 

employees from using the term “climate change” (McKibbon 2017; Milman 2017). It is 

unclear if this extended to the Department of Interior or National Park Service. 

Regardless, it is possible that the aggressive stance of the Trump administration against 

addressing climate change might have found its way into the Park Service’s 

communication with the public. The absence of climate change discourse in NPS 

communication is significant. As I have discussed, the NPS is in charge of protecting a 

number of natural and cultural sites of great value in the United States that are without 

a doubt threatened by the impacts of climate change. Perhaps the NPS is working on 

addressing climate change within its units, however, if one was to base an 

understanding of the NPS’s current stance on climate change on its social media, it 

would appear that it is not addressing the issue at all. My results suggest that informing 

constituents on the threat that climate change poses to the national park system is not a 
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priority of the NPS at the moment.  This reifies denialist discourse coming from other 

agencies within the Trump administration, only reinforcing the controversy over 

climate change. 

In analyzing results from the Trump and Obama presidencies, I discovered 

relatively few differences, except for what I found in relation to climate change. The 

overall trends are quite similar, suggesting that representation does not necessarily 

change between presidential administrations. President Trump and President Obama 

have drastically different opinions and policies on a variety of things, including the 

environment, public lands, and social issues. However, those differences do not seem 

to appear on these specific federal social media pages.  In my discussion with Virginia 

Reams and Matthew Turner, I learned that the same people who were managing these 

pages during the Obama administration are currently running them under the Trump 

administration, which may account for the overall similarity (Reams and Turner, 

personal communication, March 22, 2018).  

However, I do not want to discount the possibility that some values or mindsets 

do not trickle down through the institution. As is seen in my results, there was a change 

in representation of climate change, one of the most controversial topics within 

American politics today. This suggests that with at least some issues (perhaps more 

controversial and politically charged ones), there is change within the NPS social 

media content that reflects the views of current presidential administrations. This is 

significant because it speaks to the power of a presidential administration’s influence 

over its various federal agencies and the information they provide to the public. It 
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shows that external political and social happenings can end up influencing what 

appears on social media. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



59 
 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

In discussing the broader implications of my results, I want to return to the 

theoretical foundation of my work. According to Keller (2011;2012) and Schmid 

(2012), discourse has the power to shape shared meanings, systems of knowledge, and 

social realities. Using their work, I have viewed the NPS social media pages as spaces 

in which public meaning, knowledge, and reality is constructed and disseminated. 

Taking seriously Keller (2011;2012) and Schmid’s (2012) claim that discourse has real 

impact on the way people think of and understand the world, I argue that my findings 

about the NPS’s representation on social media shed light on a few significant veins of 

public understanding of the national park system. On its social media pages, the NPS 

mobilizes discourse in a way that reifies limited and exclusionary hegemonic ideas 

about the natural, cultural, and historical spaces in the national park system. My 

research has shown that with a few exceptions, the NPS continues to promote very 

similar narratives and messages to those with which it started over 100 years ago. 

Ultimately, the NPS fails to push back against decades old hegemonic messages and 

reinforces problematic systems of knowledge associated with the national park system. 

In this final section, I elucidate the ways in which my results have led me to this 

conclusion, focusing especially on the three dominant discourses that appeared so 

frequently. 

To begin, the excessive representation of national park units over other types of 

units fosters a false understanding of the national park system. In reality, national parks 

make up a small fraction of all the sites managed by the NPS. Yet, on social media, 

national parks appear far more often than any other type of site. Units such as historic 
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sites, recreation areas, and monuments make up a significant portion of all NPS land, 

but are seen as inconsequential on social media. Ultimately, the overrepresentation of 

national parks creates a limited perspective of the national park system. It is safe to say 

that many people may naturally associate the NPS with national parks, as the first NPS 

units were indeed national parks. However, the NPS sells itself short by highlighting 

the one thing almost everyone already knows about what it does. Perhaps it does so 

because the romantic idea of the wild, untrammeled, and beautiful national park is so 

attractive and sellable. Regardless, in favoring representation of national parks, NPS 

social media is misleading and inaccurate, and creates a value system in which national 

parks are valued above the other NPS units. 

Schmid (2012) theorizes that visual discourse has the power to shape 

conceptions of reality. Following her, I posit that the visual discourse mobilized on the 

NPS social media pages constructs a very specific understanding of the national park 

system. As seen in my findings, the national park system is visually depicted as a 

collection of natural spaces that are relatively empty of human presence, except for the 

temporary visitor or well-meaning NPS employee. The NPS Facebook and Twitter 

pages are saturated with images of mountains, forests, rivers, and lakes, sometimes 

containing a person or two. This is not to say that monuments and historic sites do not 

appear in the visual content, only that images of nature appear far more frequently. The 

visual discourse suggests that the national park system should be enjoyed and used by 

people, however that enjoyment and use is meant to be temporary as to not spoil the 

pristine nature. As I suggested earlier, NPS social media content is ultimately 

misleading. The dominance of natural imagery overshadows the other types of spaces 
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the NPS manages. More urban historic sites may be perceived of as not as visually 

flashy or arresting as grandiose mountains, which may contribute to the higher quantity 

of natural images. The visual discourse mobilized through images of nature and 

temporary visitors constructs a conception of the national park system that devalues 

and essentially ignores other types of spaces that are perhaps less visually appealing.  

Notably, images of nature received the most likes on both Facebook and 

Twitter. This result begs the question of what came first, the likes or the images? Do 

images of nature get more likes because the NPS posts so many, or does the NPS post 

so many images of nature because they get the most likes? This finding and resulting 

question adds another layer. Visitors of NPS social media pages are not passive 

observers. Although it may be indirectly, they contribute to what content is posted on 

Facebook and Twitter. In order to maintain high levels of traffic on their social media 

pages, it is possible that the NPS caters to its audience, and there is a good chance its 

audience primarily enjoys looking at pictures of mountainous and forested national 

parks. In this way, we, the consumers and audience, contribute to the reinforcement of 

hegemonic conceptions of the national park system. 

In congruence with the excessive representation of images of nature and 

national parks, is the dominance of the wilderness and nature preservation narrative. As 

I discussed above, natural spaces within the national park system are often depicted 

with people in them; however, there is rarely any evidence of permanent human 

presence, only recreators who leave at the end of the day, leaving natural spaces 

ultimately untrammeled. The idea of wilderness has been constructed by this 

conception of nature and wild spaces as empty of human presence (Cronon 1995). For 
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years, nature has been seen as a rugged and romanticized space in which people can 

escape civilization. This discourse was eventually incorporated into the way people 

understood national parks, as pockets of untouched wilderness that need to be protected 

from humanity (Runte 1987). My research shows that the NPS reinforces this 

understanding of wilderness in the way it represents the natural spaces under its 

management.  

This conception of wilderness and the national park system is false and 

exclusionary. For example, it erases the history and experiences of Native Americans 

in this country in relation to the NPS. In the early years of national park formation, 

Native American communities were kicked out of their homelands in order to preserve 

land that was advertised as untouched by humans (Keller and Turek 1998; Spence 

1999). Today, many national park lands are still off limits to Native American 

subsistence use, and many Native communities that live nearby have little say in the 

management of the parks. This side of the story does not arise on the NPS social media 

pages. Rather, the hegemonic pristine wilderness narrative continues to be promoted to 

the public. The reproduction of the wilderness and preservation narrative allows the 

NPS to ignore its role in the marginalization and exclusion of Native American 

communities. This fosters a public understanding of the national park system as 

violence and injustice free, which is entirely inaccurate and only furthers the 

invisibility of Native Americans. 

The discourse surrounding American identity and history is equally as 

problematic and exclusive as that of wilderness and nature preservation. The national 

park idea was born from American exceptionalism, and the discourse mobilized on 
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NPS social media reinforces that sense of nationalism (Runte 1987;1998). National 

parks were seen as a way to bolster American identity and grow American heritage. 

My results show that today, the NPS continues to structure public understandings of 

American history and identity, now through its presence on social media, especially in 

its representation of historic sites and monuments. The national park system 

encapsulates what is and what is not valued as a part of American history. My research 

shows that the NPS’s representation of America does not always include all 

Americans; in fact, it reinforces the exclusion of marginalized populations from 

mainstream narratives of American history. For example, on the NPS Facebook and 

Twitter pages, there is relatively little representation of the history of racial minorities, 

women, or Native Americans. There was evidence of some effort within the past few 

years to create a number of new monuments and sites that celebrate and recognize 

underrepresented populations including African Americans, Asian Americans, Native 

Americans, and women. However, while these monuments do exist, for the most part, 

the NPS continues to focus on hegemonic white American identity and history.  

Finally, the public use narrative presents its own problems as well. The national 

park system was once described as a “national playground system” (Spence 1999:116). 

The increase of visitation was an early goal of the NPS and remains, as I have shown, 

its primary purpose (Runte 1987). One of the main purposes of these social media 

pages is to draw in more potential tourists and supporters of the NPS (Reams and 

Turner, personal communication, March 22, 2018). Visitors of the NPS social media 

pages are bombarded with images of other people enjoying the national park system 

and invitations from the Park Service to join in the fun. On social media, the national 
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park system is represented as open to all, however, in reality, that is not the case, as the 

enjoyment of the national park system is not necessarily accessible for all Americans. 

It costs money to enter NPS units, and this privileges those with more money and 

systematically excludes those with less from accessing the national park system. 

Additionally, in order to access the sites that appear most often on social media (the 

huge national parks), many Americans would have to travel quite far, only increasing 

the cost of visitation.  

I did find some evidence of alternative discourses, however, it was relatively 

little. The most prominent form of alternative discourse surrounded environmental 

issues like climate change, endangered species, invasive species, water conservation, 

and more. Discourse surrounding race, gender, Native American experiences, and 

social issues were present but at low levels. As I discussed in my literature review, 

there have been conversations outside and within the NPS about diversifying the ways 

in which it represents America (Doss 2016; O’Brien et al. 2007; Wray et al. 2009). My 

results all suggest that for the most part, that effort has been unsuccessful.  

Notably, the discourse referring to issues such as race and gender did not 

function to push back against systemic inequality; rather, it functioned to actually 

absorb those alternative narratives into hegemonic narratives. For example, each post 

about the heritage or history of a racial minority was framed in a way that took on that 

history as “American.” So while there was recognition of the minority experience in 

America, the NPS packaged it into the larger hegemonic narrative of American identity 

and history in a way that ultimately erases important differences in experience between 

whites and racial minorities. Most posts that depicted an alternative discourse often did 
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so during an official “month,” like Black History Month or Women’s History Month. 

Relegating representation of groups of people to only one month reinforces the 

conception they are somehow not a part of the mainstream American history that 

otherwise appears year round. It highlights their otherness and puts them in opposition 

to the dominant white male American history. Finally, I want to touch on is the self-

congratulatory nature of the posts regarding many alternative discourses. Throughout 

the years of posts I analyzed, multiple new sites were added to the national park system 

meant to remember and honor the history of marginalized groups (e.g. Stonewall 

National Monument, Belmont-Paul Women’s Equality National Monument, 

Reconstruction Era National Monument). However in this representation of alternative 

discourses, the NPS essentially congratulated itself, celebrating its decision to include 

the sites, rather than focusing on the marginalized groups themselves. 

To wrap up this discussion, I want to touch on how representation has not 

changed much from the earliest days of the national park system. My findings have led 

me to conclude that for the most part, the visual representation of the national park 

system has not really evolved in any way on social media. In my literature review, I 

discussed past academic work on visual representation of the national park system. 

Spence (1999) discusses paintings, which in the early days of the park system, depicted 

it is as uninhabited wilderness. I identified a strong presence of that exact type of visual 

discourse in my study. Runte (1987) explains how paintings and photographs were 

used to promote the national park idea to the public. My results show that visuals are 

still being used to promote the national park system to potential visitors. More recently, 

scholars have critiqued the lack of representation of minority groups in representations 
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of the national park system (Jacoby 2011; Ott 2011). Jacoby (2011) and Ott (2011) 

both critique Ken Burns’ 2009 documentary series for avoiding discussion of race and 

Native American history in the national park system, as well as for underrepresenting 

minorities in the series. As I have shown in this discussion, the discourse mobilized 

through NPS social media perpetuates long-standing limited understandings of the 

national park system. Visitors of these social media pages aren’t challenged to 

critically reconsider their prior conceptions of America’s history or landscapes. As the 

stewards of American history and land, the NPS disseminates a system of knowledge 

that ultimately makes invisible a number of American people and spaces. My research 

shows that there is definitely room for the NPS to expand in their representation of 

more alternative and underrepresented discourses about the American landscape and 

identity. In the final chapter, I wrap up my project, but also provide a few suggestions 

for how I think the NPS could begin to change their social media presence.  
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 Conclusion 

As I discussed in the very beginning of this thesis, social media allows for an 

institution like the national park service to create an entire identity on one platform that 

is accessible to practically anyone in the world. Ultimately, as of now, the NPS has 

used this platform as a vehicle to further promote hegemonic discourses that foster 

incomplete and problematic understandings of the national park system and maintain 

systemic inequality. Rather than a diverse array of units, the national park system is 

seen as being made up of national parks and natural spaces that exhibit stereotypical 

conceptions of nature and wilderness. In its depiction of American history, the NPS 

presents a very specific and limited view of who and what counts as valued parts of 

American history. In today’s society, issues of gender, race, and the environment are 

widely discussed in traditional news cycles and on social media feeds alike. It seems to 

me, that if the NPS continues the current trajectory of its social media presence that I 

have identified in my thesis, it may well become somewhat irrelevant in contemporary 

dialogues.  

I have no doubt that the national park system is of great value and importance 

to the U.S. However, I do believe that 100 years later, there is room for the Park 

Service to grow in awareness about how the U.S. has changed, and accordingly evolve 

they way in which it represents America’s land and people. The NPS remains an 

influential institution in America. It manages some of the most important natural, 

cultural, and historical sites in the country and therefore holds immense power to shape 

conceptions of both the American landscape and identity. In critiquing much of the 

NPS’s representation on social media I do not mean to denounce all of the important 
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work it has done as an institution. I only mean to prompt a conversation about and 

reconsideration of how federal institutions like the NPS use their power to represent 

American land, history, and people. Additionally, as a federal agency, I believe it is 

immensely important for the NPS not to further reinforce systems of inequality in 

America.  

I do not think the NPS necessarily needs to suddenly become some radical 

voice on social media, and I realize that realistically, as a federal agency, it may always 

in many ways be tied to systems of inequality that exist in the U.S. government. 

However, I feel as though it should actively strive to make its social media 

representations as accurate, honest, and equitable as possible. The NPS manages lots of 

different types of units that preserve and commemorate many different landscapes and 

histories. It would only take a conscious and explicit effort on behalf of those in charge 

of NPS social media to diversify its representation.  

There are many ways in which the NPS could use its social media platforms to 

challenge the problematic ideas I have identified. For instance, I noticed one or two 

posts throughout my research that included images of the dwellings of Ancestral 

Pueblo people in national parks within the southwest. Posting more content like that 

would allow the NPS to continue sharing the beauty of the lands they protect while also 

challenging the conception of national parks as pristine and uninhabited wilderness. 

Additionally, as I touched on briefly in my literature review, there are contemporary 

working relationships between Native Americans and the NPS (Keller and Turek 1998; 

Spence 1999; Wray et al. 2009) For example, there has been a push to consult more 

thoroughly with traditionally associated peoples to establish affiliation between 
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present-day tribal members and national park lands (Wray et al. 2009). Also, Native 

American communities are currently working to become more active in park 

management (Keller and Turek 1998; Spence 1999). Clearly there are modern day 

relationships between Native Americans and the NPS, and I would recommend that the 

NPS highlight the ways in which it is working with traditionally associated peoples 

today. This would increase representation of Native Americans and also show the 

public that Native Americans are still very much a part of the national park system. 

One simple step the NPS could take is purposefully increasing the amount of 

posts it includes that represent monuments and historic sites that commemorate the 

experience of marginalized groups. With this however, would need to be an honest 

account of the historical context, rather than just an acknowledgement that sites exist. 

This would hopefully foster an understanding of America that goes beyond the white 

experience. Even providing links to external sites for more information would help. 

Finally, one recommendation I would make is not only posting about African 

American or female history during already ascribed months, but normalizing the 

importance of those histories by posting about them all year round.  

I do not think inequitable and inaccurate representation stems from a place of 

malice; rather, the NPS exists in a larger context of American government and society 

in which these problematic ways of knowing, seeing, and acting have been 

institutionalized and naturalized. Increasing and changing representation does not 

necessarily signal legitimate change. Addressing systemic inequality, racism, and 

exclusion within the NPS and national park system (and the United States as a whole) 

will require change across the entire institution. 
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With more and more people using social media as a source of news and 

information, these platforms are becoming extremely relevant sites of meaning and 

knowledge production. Through my case study of the NPS, I’ve shown how social 

media can act as a vehicle for the distribution of knowledge, meaning, and reality. In 

the case of the NPS, although the platform may be an invention of the 21st century, the 

discourse found on it reinforces foundational ideas that are decades old. My thesis not 

only provides meaningful insight on the NPS social media presence, but also 

contributes to a sociological understanding of social media. Social media is not merely 

an obsession of modern day teens. It is now yet another platform through which 

systemic inequality can be reproduced, but also potentially examined, questioned, and 

challenged.  
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Appendix A: Codes 

Date Date posted 

Site Referenced If NPS site is referenced, what type it is. 

Likes Number of likes 

Visual Content: what is visible as manifest 
content of the image in a post 

a. Nature 
     The presence of stereotypical natural 

spaces that (not including visitors or 
NPS infrastructure) would be considered 
empty of human presence. For example, 
forests, mountain ranges, rivers, etc.  

b. Park Service Staff/Volunteers 
The presence of rangers and/or NPS 
administrators as well as volunteers. 
NPS employees are recognized by their 
uniforms. To determine if a person is a 
volunteer, referral to a caption may be 
required.  

c. Visitors 
The presence of any person that is not an 
employee or volunteer.  

d. Wildlife 
The presence of any living being that is 
not human. This includes mammals, 
insects, birds, amphibians, etc.  

e.  Monuments/Memorials/Historic Sites  
The presence of NPS sites that do not 
fall in the category of “nature.” This 
includes memorials, monuments, 
battlefields, historic sites, etc.  

f. Events 
A gathering of people that differs from 
just visitors at a NPS site—the gathering 
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is obviously related to an event that is 
going on. This may require referral to a 
caption. 

g. Historical Images or Figures  
Visuals of historical events or figures as 
well as images of places that were taken 
in the past 

h. Other 
Any other visual content that does not 
fall within the categories above. 

 
NPS Function: what appears to be the 
primary function or purpose of the NPS in 
America as it is alluded to in the post 

a. Education 
The visual presence of students or other 
people who appear to be learning or are 
being clearly taught something. And/or 
caption text that encompasses concepts 
like learning, gaining knowledge and 
increased awareness.  

b. Public Use 
The visual presence of people at national 
park sites, recreating, etc. And/or 
caption text that refers to use of national 
park sites by people, recreation, travel, 
and the experiential aspects of national 
park sites. 

c. Conservation and Environmental Work  
The visual presence of natural spaces, 
habitats, animals, etc. that are conserved 
by the NPS as well as the visual 
presence of things like restoration, 
volunteer work in national parks, etc. 
And/or caption text that references 
habitat, wilderness, and wildlife 
conservation as well as other forms of 
environmental work.  

d. Science/Research 
The visual presence of scientists and/or 
students performing research, scientific 
techniques, or aspects of that research. 
And/or caption text that references any 
research projects, results, and scientific 
undertakings of the NPS. 

e. Preservation of History 
The visual presence of monuments, 
memorials, or historic sites. And/or 
caption text that references history, past 
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events, important historical figures, or 
work that the NPS does to preserve such 
things. 

f. Community Outreach/Involvement 
Visual representation of NPS employees 
and staff at events in communities, 
hosting community events at NPS sites, 
or visual evidence of the NPS reaching 
out to the public with information about 
events. And/or caption text that gives 
information about community events or 
needed information. 

g. Other 
Any other visual content and/or caption 
text that is not covered by the categories 
above. 

 
Narratives: over arching themes and 
meanings about the NPS and national park 
system in the U.S. 
Dominant: those that are historically 
hegemonic understandings about the NPS and 
national park system 
Alternative: those that address issues not 
traditionally associated with the NPS or 
national park system 

Dominant Narratives 
a. Wilderness and Nature Preservation  

The visual presence of stereotypical 
nature, wildlife, natural landscapes and 
spaces that depict the national park 
system as wild nature that is separate 
from civilization. And/or caption text 
that encompasses those themes by 
referencing conservation, wilderness, or 
nature.  

b. American Identity and History  
The visual presence of historic sites, 
memorials, monuments, or historical 
figures that all play a role in the 
configuration and maintenance of 
American identity and past. And/or 
caption text that encompasses those 
themes by referencing American history, 
American experiences, or the 
preservation of history by the NPS.  

c. Public Use 
The visual presence of people at national 
park sites/experiencing the national park 
system. And/or caption text that 
references recreation, use of national 
park sites, enjoyment and experience of 
national park sites, or encouragement of 
visitation. 
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Alternative Narratives 
d. Race in America 

The visual presence of any monuments, 
memorials, or historic figures that 
highlight the history of a minority in 
America. And/or caption text that 
references race in America or the history 
of racial minorities in America. 

e. Native Americans and National Parks 
The visual presence of national park 
sites that preserve Native American sites 
and history. Also the visual presence of 
indigenous peoples. And/or caption text 
that references NPS relations with and 
interactions with Native Americans. 

f. Women in America 
The visual presence of historical figures 
who are prominent in the history of 
women in America. Also the visual 
presence of monuments/memorials that 
highlight the history of women in 
America. And/or caption text that 
references women and historical events 
related to gender in America.  

g. Social Issues 
The visual representation of issues of 
social debate in American including 
LGBTQ issues/experiences, access for 
people with disabilities. And/or caption 
text that references those things. 

h. Environmental Issues and Sciences 
The visual representation of 
environmental science/scientists. And/or 
caption text that references 
environmental issues like climate 
change or that references science that is 
conducted in the national park system. 

i. Other 
Anything that is not covered in the 
categories above.  
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NPS Initiatives: various projects and 
campaigns that the NPS is actively pursuing 

a. “Act on Climate” 
Visual presence of climate science or 
research. And/or caption text that 
references the work the NPS is doing to 
understand and adapt to climate change. 
And/or the actual phrase “Act on 
Climate.” 

b. “Every Kid in a Park”  
Visual presence of events with groups of 
children that provide opportunity for 
them to experience parks or campaigns 
that encourage more kids to visit parks. 
And/or caption text that references the 
work the NPS is doing to get more 
children in parks. And/or the actual 
phrase “Every Kid in a Park.” 

c. “Find Your Park” 
Visual presence of events organized or 
campaigns that encourage more people 
to go to parks. And/or caption text that 
references the work the NPS is doing to 
encourage more people to visit parks 
and increase access to parks. And/or the 
actual phrase “Find Your Park.” 

d. Understanding our parks 
Visual presence of researchers on site or 
results of research performed that help 
deepen NPS understanding of the sites it 
manages. And/or caption text that refers 
to studies being performed or the results 
of studies that deepen understanding of 
NPS sites.  

e.  Conservation and preservation 
Visual presence of work being done by 
NPS employees and staff to conserve 
and preserve natural and cultural spaces 
(e.g. restoration, wildlife release). 
And/or caption text that references the 
work being actively done by the NPS to 
conserve and preserve natural and 
cultural resources. 

f. “Healthy Parks Healthy People” 
    Visual presence of events or campaigns 

by the NPS that are meant to get more 
people outside and exercising or eating 
well. And/or caption text that references 
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the NPS active effort to get people 
outside, exercising, or eating well. 
And/or the actual phrase “Healthy Parks 
Healthy People.” 

 

Climate Change Whenever the term “climate change” arises in 
caption text.  
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Image 6. Twitter Post with Narrative coded as “wilderness and nature preservation”8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Image 7. Twitter Post with Narrative coded as “American identity and history”9 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 National Park Service Twitter (https://twitter.com/NatlParkService) 
9 National Park Service Twitter (https://twitter.com/NatlParkService) 
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Image 10. Facebook Post with Initiatives coded as “Every Kid in a Park”12 

 
 
 
Image 11. Twitter Post with Initiatives coded as “Find Your Park”13 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
12 National Park Service Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/nationalparkservice/) 
13 National Park Service Twitter (https://twitter.com/NatlParkService) 
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Image 18. Example of a Twitter Post with NPS Initiatives coded as “Act on Climate” 
from the Obama Administration20 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
20 National Park Service Twitter (https://twitter.com/NatlParkService) 
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