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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is a qualitative case study of organizing for sustaipalhiich
is an ambiguous term that has been part of public discussion of environmental issues
since at least 1987. A growing number of organizations employ sustainabiligrsffi
responsible for communicating with internal and external audiences. Sincertla$ s
work is becoming more common, scholarship investigating the intersections of
sustainability, organizing, and communication is needed.

This study followed the development of an office of sustainability at a lai§e U
public university from the fall of 2007 to the spring of 2010. The author engaged in long-
term participant observation, conducted 20 in-depth individual interviews, and two group
interviews with employees and partners of the office of sustainability.stinly’s
research questions focus upon lay theories of communication, organizing, and persuasion.

The author develops a uniquely interpretive approach to reconstructing and
assessing lay theories of communication. Employing this analytic frarketlie author
addresses participants’ lay theorizing of intraorganizational advocaceg, amid
communication ethics. Findings show that study participants navigate ahlegst
tensions when cultivating a collective environmental voice on campus, and theorize
communication in ways that discourage or disparage overt influence and the direc
engagement of communication ethics in discussions about sustainability. The study
demonstrates the value of inquiry into sustainability advocates’ metacomimmioa

addition to their communication strategies and practices.



| dedicate this dissertation to my loving and inspiring parents,
Mark and Roseann Kendall.
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PREFACE

In this preface, | offer a brief introduction to the study. | begin with a s&son
the project’s origins. Following that, | provide a short description of the €dfic
Sustainability (OS) at the heart of this case sfudgonclude the chapter with an
explanation of some of the motivations that brought me to and have carried me through

this project.

Origins of This Study

In the summer of 2007, a colleague told me about “a really great research
opportunity.” She said that a university had provisionally approved the formation of an
Office of Sustainability. The Office would begin its work during the fall 200desger.
My colleague was familiar with the man who was to serve as Director afdiis
organization, and she suggested that he would appreciate a researcher follewing
development of the Office. | emailed him, indicating that | was a doctoralrgtwite a
particular interest in environmental organizing. In early July, | met hirtufarh on
Intermountain West University’s (IWU) camptisie expressed enthusiasm about my
participation as a researcher during the early stages of the Offemestopment.

Snyder would act as director quarter-time for at least the firstssem&he
Office had only one other staff member as of July 2007, Lillian Valmer, a recent
graduate of IWU. As | describe in Chapter 2, she was a key player in the prdwem
establish an Office of Sustainability on campus. Valmer worked for 1 ydathe OS

thanks to a grant provided by a local philanthropic organization. Later in the summer,



Robin Carson was hired as the Office’s first full-time employee arehdiwe title
Sustainability Coordinator.

One week after | met him, Snyder invited me to attend the meeting of the
Office’s ad-hoc steering committee. In an email on July 10, 2007, he wrote: t'|
plan to introduce you as a graduate student from communication interested in observing
the way that the OS network evolves.” At that meeting, participants congrdtatete
another on the launch of the OS and Snyder, Valmer, and a few others talked about their
earlier briefing of IWU administrators on plans for the Office’s pyledr. Snyder was
excited after that first meeting. “That’s a good group of people, huh?” he asked me.
With a broad smile, he said, “We’re really going to change this thing.”

My advisor, Dr. George Cheney, and | were excited about the prospect of a
research project following the emergence of an organization devoted toabiitsi |
began informally working with Snyder, Valmer, Carson, and other volunteers in July
2007. During August and September of that year, | assessed the feasilaifity of
ethnographic research project. | submitted an application for InstitutionaMrRBuigrd
coverage of a study using participant-observation research methods and an “action
research” perspective (Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985), and | received apfmova

formal research activity with the OS in October 2007.

A Brief Introduction to the Case: An Office of Sustainability

This project took shape as a long-term case study of an environmental
organization working within and upon a larger institutional system. In this section, |
provide a broad and brief sketch of the Office and IUW. | offer a more detailed

description of the OS in Chapter 2.



The OS is part of a large university in the U.S. Intermountain West. Betiude
2007 and July 2008, the OS operated under probationary status within [UW. On Earth
Day 2008, IWU administrators announced their intention to establish the OS as a
“permanent feature of IUW” during a press conference. Since July 2007, thasd@d,
at most, three full-time staff members. Between July 2007 and July 2009, the individuals
acting as the Office’s Director worked part-time, according to pay asomeel records.
That said, the Office’s first director, Russell Snyder, frequently vebhiceirs well
beyond those expected of a full-time employee. Snyder also worked as aheisead
teacher at IWU. The employees of the OS do sometimes work long and irregusar hour
and in day-to-day talk they note how their commitment to sustainability bridges (and
blurs) their work and personal lives.

It is difficult to define who is a “member” of the Office of Sustainabjléapd
perhaps it is misleading to use that term. The OS presently has three paiti-time f
staff members—a Director, a Sustainability Coordinator, and an Outreach anddtduca
Coordinator—plus one part-time Grant Coordinator. During each academic serhester, t
Office benefits from the contributions of a varying number of interns and student
employees with “work-study” arrangements. From the beginning, a hostiversity
faculty and staff have been intensively involved in the organization’s operations.
Additionally, there have been a small number of graduate students, such dswiysel
have conducted research projects with, on behalf of, or about the OS for coursework or
thesis/dissertation projects. Finally, as the Office broadened and irge nitsif
communication campaigns, Office staff consulted with and relied upon an increasing

number and variety of IWU administrators, staff members, and student group
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representatives. | will call individuals working with or alongside thev@fnteersand
partners Some campus organizations, such as I[UW'’s library system, have developed
internal “green teams;” OS employees have worked from the beginning tododte
support these groups. Thus, while the Office employs a small number of people, it
maintains a complex and changing network of relationships on campus.

The Office of Sustainability is charged with, among other things, coordinating
sustainability communication on campus. It has a public “strategic planistsathree
specific functions of the OS: connect, collaborate, communicate. As such, tte i©Hn
organization particularly attuned to and reflective about its communicatiea.act
Additionally, Office staff members maintain a loosely coupled organic nktwibinin
the encompassing university system (Morgan, 2006; Weick, 1976). This means that thei
work is in large parbrganizingand, by their own definitiorgommunicatingThus, the
Office of Sustainability is an ideal case for the study of communicabont

communication, organizing, and environmental issues.

Motivations
In many ways, this dissertation project emerged out of opportunity and
happenstance. Nevertheless, | was motivated to work on this project by a set of
longstanding ethical and professional commitments. There are seveaaigbers
motivations that contributed to my decision to carry out this project: (1) myfidatin
as an environmentalist, (2) my interest in people’s attempts to self-organ@esbef
environmental and ethical issues, and (3) the immediacy of sustainability is¢hes i

western United States and Great Basin.
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| am an environmentalist. It can mean many things to take on that identity
(Corbett, 2006). For me, being an environmentalist means understanding one’s identity
with specific and enduring reference to the extra-human world—ito d@mmunication
with it, if you will (see Peterson, Peterson, & Grant, 2004). One of the clearest
articulations of such a perspective is Aldo Leopold’s (1949) development of a land ethic
in A Sand County Almanateopold explains that, “In short, a land ethic changes the role
of Homo sapienfrom conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of
it. It implies respect for his [or her] fellow-members, and also respetié community
as such” (p. 204).

| believe that there igo ideal or pure form oénvironmentalism. Instead, |
believe that in pursuing the meanings of nature human beings ought to “transgress the
borders of one’s own self [... to reflect] on the situation that defines one’s sultyectivi
the forces of domination that define one’s being” (Spoelstra, 2007, p. 301). Symbolic
processes establish subjectivity and relations between people, as weNeesnbgeople
and the extra-human world. This case involves people who wrestle with environmentalist
identities and who do “environmental work” but must negotiate what that means in a
particular context.

As well, | have had a long-standing interest in the ways in which peopiepatte
to self-organize. | have studied citizen involvement in municipal sustainaiidityps,
local currency networks, consumer activism, and such. The Office of Sust&nabili
provided me an engaging and complex case of creative organizing for environmental,

organizational, and social change. In the pages to come, | explore the wayshithebe
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environmental organizers conceptualized and talked aoootunicationand how that
affected their work.

The concept of sustainability is consequential for the places | called hoied whi
conducted this study: Salt Lake City, Utah, the Great Basin, the Rocky Musjrdad
the Colorado Plateau. Recent research suggests that climate changésneribhan
Southwest will be significant in the coming decades (U.S. Global ChangarBtese
Program, 2009). For instance, high alpine ecosystems like those of the Wasatchtand Ui
mountain ranges are at great risk due to projected rises in average terapBr@tur in
the valleys along the Wasatch Front, dangerous levels of air pollution larenécc
problem, and unabated population growth may exacerbate toxic conditions in the area.
What's more, most of Utah’s human population is dependent upon “dirty” energy fuels
and technologies (especially coal), while opportunities for “clean” erdagglopment
(e.g., solar, wind, geothermal) abound. Contention over the disposal of radioactive waste
in the state is perennial and likely to continue, given the popularity of plans totenitiga
climate change by augmenting nuclear energy production. It is the coty pled
multiplicity of these sorts of issues that are, for me, inherent to life im. Utaus, |
jumped at the opportunity to conduct research with an emerging Office air&umslity
at a prominent university in the Intermountain West.

Finally, I am writing this some time after Russell Snyder’s deattowe’ber
2008. He died while on a hike in a national park that he loved very much. His death, my
personal response, and the great uncertainty his passing brought for everyond involve

with the Office reminded me of the remarkable and dynamic nature afcase
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relationships. | am indebted to Snyder and the many other participants imudyisl st

hope that this project honors their work.
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Notes
1 | will frequently use “the Office” and “the OS” instead of the OfficeSoftainability.
2 The name of the university and names of all research participants are ysesidon

% In this study, | will frequently use the termsvironmenandenvironmentalUnless
otherwise noted, | use these terms to describe the natural world—ecosystdaues,

and the like. For the most part, | dot use the term environment in the way many
organization theorists do—that is, as a label for a population of organizations. Als well,
want to acknowledge that calling anything “natural” is selective, pdliaceal

historically grounded (Sturgeon, 2009). Yes, making distinctions between the
environment and society is reductionistic and problematic (Cronon, 1996). Still, I will
use these terms, making sure to note the multiple meanings of language abautghe na
world at play in this case.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This is a study obrganizing for sustainabilitySustainability is a widely
recognized, though ambiguous and contested, term. There are, of course, competing
definitions of what it means for people, organizations, and societies to be(come)
sustainable. In this study, | use that word to talk about the struggle over human
organizations’ and societies’ relationships to the natural world over the long tarme. S
people question whether sustainability is a necessary goal, as well asmitsgpursuit
impedes the attainment of goals that are supposedly more worthwhile ¢ergpirgc
growth; see e.g., Lomborg, 2001, 2007). If nothing else, the struggle over the term
presents scholars and laypersons alike with interesting philosophical and practica
problems. As my work on the project progressed, | refined my focus to address

communication about communicatiomthis case of organizing for sustainabifity.

Research Purposes

| designed this study and report according to three guiding purposes. These
purposes took shape over the course of a research process in which | identified and
selected questions and problemgooperation with research participarasgter a period
of joint work and reflectiorfHeron, 1996). Taken together, these purposes explain why

this study is a valuable investigation of a case of organizational changeated to



environmental discourse, lay theorizing about communication, and values-related

rhetoric.

First Purpose

My first aim is to present a detailed case study of organizational chelated
to environmental communication. There are now a number of books and reports on
organizational (and individual) change vis-a-vis the goal of ecological sustiyna
Many of these volumes rely heavily upon heroic narratives about triumphant and
persistent individuals, as well as dynamic organizations (e.g., Hawken, Lovins, &
Lovins, 1999; Nattrass & Altomare, 2002; Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley,
2008; SustainAbility, 2008). In a growing number of confessional tales, busindseslea
recount their personal and organizational encounter with the idea of sustainability
persuading others that suckanversions necessary and a business advantage (e.g.,
Anderson, 1998, 2009; Chouinard, 2006). There are now a slew of well marketed
frameworks and programs for organizations undertaking sustainabilitgaelaange,
including the natural capitalism approach promoted by the Rocky Mountain Institute
(see Hawken, Lovins, & Lovins, 1999), the organizational learning approach made
famous by management guru Peter Senge and promoted by the Society for
Organizational Learning (see Senge, Laur, Schley, & Smith, 2006), thel istdypra
approach established by Karl-Henrik Robéert (see Nattrass & Alto2@@é ; Robert,
1997, 2008), the community-based social marketing approach developed by Doug
McKenzie-Mohr (McKenzie-Mohr & Smith, 1999), and more. However, it is an open
guestion as to whether this discursive trend is a mere fad or indicative of a more

enduring, widespread, and thoroughgoing change in thinking about organizations



(Abrahamson, 1991; Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999; Barley & Kunda, 1992; Zorn &
Collins, 2007). Indeed, scholars of communication have offered numerous examples of
the ways in which sustainability and sustainable development discourse has been used t
defend the status quo and limit the scope of change (Ganesh, 2007; Livesey, 2002;
Livesey & Kearins, 2002; Peterson, 1997; Torgerson, 1995).

As an ambiguous master-concept for organizations, as well as for citimens a
nations, sustainability deserves investigation and critique. More importtngly,
frameworks, heroic narratives, and pop culture artifacts that make up theesb-call
sustainability “trend,” “revolution,” or “ideology” are not the final word on hovdto
sustainability. Instead, these are representative of a discbuwsgh which particular
kinds of knowledge about the world is created (Fairclough, 1992; Foucault, 1980;
Livesey, 2002). As people participate in these discourses, they borrow from, manipulate,
and add to the set of symbolic and material practices that make up “sustainalile-nes
There is a complex, nonlinear, reciprocal relationship between the work of peop& on t
ground and the figure of sustainability as a social myth (De Geus, 2002). As such, a
detailed communication-centered case study of sustainability onggusian speak to the

intersections of organizational and social change in the interest of the naitldal w

Second Purpose

This study is designed to examine and explain multiple lay theories of (1)
communication and organization/organizing. In particular, | track and integsearch
participants’ lay theorizing abopersuasiveommunication in the interest of
organizationathange—and thus, by extension and orientation, social change. My

advisor, Dr. George Cheney, first suggested that the dissertation’s thedoetisal



could be implicit theories of communication. He and | regularly discussed Iy diek,
and he observed that, based upon my early participant observation, communication was
both a primary function of and significant concern for the Office of Sustairyabilit

In this dissertation, | develop a uniquéiyerpretiveapproach to lay theory and
theorizing. Past work on the subject has been overwhelmingly (but understandably)
guided by the assumptions of cognitivism. The approach developed in this dissertation
will enable scholars of organizational communication to move beyond the currently
predominant techniques used to study lay theories of communication, including the
analysis of cultural codes, metaphors, and message design logics (e4y., BiD3;
Koch & Deetz, 1981; O’'Keefe, 1981; Putham & Boys, 2006).

It is not my intent to determine the most functional or authoritative lay theories
in this case. Instead, | am more interested in interpreting how such dogiegpressed
and implicated interaction (Tompkins, 1984), tracing how they interact with the multiple
forms of work that people do (Barley & Kunda, 2001; Vallacher & Wegener, 1987).
Moreover, | consider how the notion of lay theorizing can speak to organization
scholars’ current interest organized tension@Ashcraft, 2006; Ashcraft & Trethewey,
2004; Harter & Krone, 2001; Trethewey & Aschcraft, 2004). In all, this study dfers
interpretive analysis of “sustainability work” atfte role of lay theorizing about

communication in that work.

Third Purpose

The third and last purpose that guides this study is to understand and critique
values-relevant communication in a case of environmental advocacy. As | suggested

earlier, sustainability is an ethically loaded concept; it inevitalgests (at the very



least) “moral philosophy or philosophical thinking about morality, moral problems, and
moral judgments” (Frankena, 1973, p. 4). It may be possible to limit sustainability
related talk to technical discussion of efficient systems engineetiligp&ople’s
advocacyfor sustainability usually involves ethical reasoning and arguments about
which decision premises should guide our individual and organizational actions.

| am interested iboththe participants’ ethical clainadtheir claims about
ethics, itself. Organizational scholars have explained how people use ethital &t a
strategic resource (e.g., Kuhn, 2009) and how people frame ethics, itselfr in thei
discourse (Cheney, Lair, Ritz, & Kendall, 2010). Ultimately, the third purposesof thi
study is to explore how the study’s participacisne to understanahdusetheir notions

of communication ethics in their environmental advocacy.

Summary

This dissertation is designed to do at least three things. First, | developed the
project as a long-term, ethnographic case study of environmental communiaatian “i
organization. Second, following discussions with Office staff members between 2007 and
2008, a theoretical focus emerged for the project: lay theories of commaomiaad
organizing. Third, | paid traced the significance of ethics in participants’

metacommunication, especially with reference to sustainability adyoca

Preview of the Dissertation

| now provide a brief sketch of each of the subsequent chapters. | provide a plan

for the chapters but do not engage their central questions in much depth.



Chapter 2: The Case

In Chapter 2, | provide a description of the Office of Sustainability at thé diear
this case study. In particular, I discuss how the Office came about anaduicdr
several people intimately involved with the Office’s work. Also, | describe the

relationship of the Office to other groups at IWU. This chapter provides necessary

background information to understand many of the descriptions and quotations of study

participants throughout the rest of the manuscript.

Chapter 3: Sustainability

Chapter 3 is a multifaceted review of sustainability. First, | put treeofle
sustainability in a particular historical and social context. Spedifidatonsider
sustainability against the backdrop of successive waves of the NorthicAmer
environmental movement. | then trace the relatively recent effort to makensidity a
priority for higher education institutions, which participants in my study lkalled “the
campus sustainability movement.” Third, | review sustainability’schexi
organizational, and ecological meanings. Finally, | identify and critique tmemon
themes in high-profile advocacy for sustainability. As a whole, Chaptee& a@h
introduction to and critique of sustainability that is historically grounded and

communication-centered.

Chapter 4: Theory and Literature Review

Chapter 4 provides the theoretical groundwork for the analysis chapters of this

dissertation. | provide definitions of communication, discourse, and rhetoric, asswell

organization. With those definitions established, | construct an argument for



communication-centered thinking about lay theorizing. Blending ethnomethodological
perspectives (Garfinkel, 1967) with Potter and Wetherell's (1987) concept of
interpretive repertoires, | craft a uniquely interpretive perspectiveyahdary and
theorizing. Finally, | review three well-known treatments of lay theamfdifferent
disciplines: Vallacher and Wegner’s (1985) action identification theotge€ie’s

(1988) theory of message design logics, and Argyris’ (Argyris, Putnam, & Si8i85;
Argyris & Schon, 1974) approach to espoused theories and theories-In-theecourse

of that review, | demonstrate how each of these disparate perspectives acdgesndt
least three dialectics in lay theorizing. This perspective, | think, ntayda some base

for future interdisciplinary research on lay theory. Analysis chaptdrbnmg the
approach developed in Chapter 4 to the topics of organizational advocacy, voice, and

ethics.

Chapter 5: Methodology

Chapter 5 describes this project’s methodology and lays out my research
guestions. | explain why | foreground interpretivist perspectives on organizintpbut a
draw from the insights of critical approaches. | was very much a part of the
organizational setting that | analyze in this study, so Chapter 5 providesrgtetatil on
my relationship to the research scene and the means by which | maintdimeaditgf]
also explain each of the research methods | used to gather data for this stuéyy—nam
participant observation, qualitative interviewing, and focus group discussioseltbe
chapter by explaining grounded theory methodology, the framework that guided my

decisions regarding theory selection, data analysis, and interpretation.



Chapter 6: Advocacy

Chapter 6 applies the approach developed in Chapter 4 to participants’ lay
theories of advocacy begin the chapter by considering participants’ general preference
for the term “advocacy” over “persuasion.” | then trace three interprepagtoires
connected to their conceptions of advocacy for sustainability-related cliahtes
directive repertoire, (2) the expressive repertoire, and (3) the re@semnepertoire.
Ultimately, | attempt to demonstrate how these repertoires undercuotibthie

effectiveness of an organizatioharged with communicating sustainabildig campus.

Chapter 7: Voice

Chapter 7 is centered on the concept of voice. The most significant contribution
of the chapter is the Dialectical Model of Voice Organizing (DMVO). The MV
explains three dialectical tensions that sustainability officersaoafront when
attempting to build aenvironmental voicen organizations: (1) the dialectic of
facilitation, (2) the dialectic of leadership, and (3) the dialectic of mobinati
developed this model in response to both the case and extant environmental
communication theory. On one hand, the DMVO is the result of my attempt to bring
some order to the broad constellation of terms used to talk about organizing. As well, the
model depicts the kinds of difficulty faced by participants as they worked toatalt
voice for sustainability at IWU. On another hand, | developed the model in order to (1)
extend Senecah’s (2004) theory of the trinity of voice and (2) put environmental
communication and organizational communication scholars in conversation with one

another. Thus, Chapter 7 serves both theoretical and practical ends.



Chapter 8: Ethics

Chapter 8 deals with ethics, principally communicatbar aboutethics. |
begin the chapter by analyzing interviewees’ responses to some variation on the
guestion, “To what extent, if at all, should ethics feature in messages about big&taina
from the Office of Sustainability?” | explain how their lay theories of adwypeaas
detailed in Chapter 6—affect their willingness to associate sustaipatiiin concepts
and messages related to ethics. Following the approach delineated in Chapter 4, |
identify three interpretive repertoires that result in this their hregiteo highlight ethical
issues in their talk about sustainability: (1) the individual repertoire, (2)athidict
repertoire, and (3) the context repertoire. In the second half of the chap@gih ¢hat
the persistence of the participants’ tentativeness is due in part to thiepces
implicit in their metacommunication: (1) unification, (2) being reasonable, and (3)
unobtrusive control. At the close of this chapter, | argue that these patterns h#hibit t
ability of the study participants to reflect critically on the ethical iogpions of their lay

theories of communication and organizational strategy.

Chapter 9: Conclusion

In the concluding chapter of this dissertation, | comment on the study’s
contributions and limitations in the domains of theory, research methods, and practice.
This study generates important insights from a unique case ofgaeizing of

sustainability discourseout it also leaves some interesting questions unanswered.
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Conclusion

This study explores lay theories about communication. In particular, | have
traced and analyzed the development of those theories among a group of people
organizing for sustainability at a large university in the US. Toward that end, |
developed a uniquely interpretive perspective on lay theorizing and applied it to
participants’ communication about advocacy, voice, and ethics. As | will show in
Chapter 3 and throughout this dissertation, sustainability is a human concepttanore t
it is a natural phenomenon. For that reason, it is important to undessistathabilityin
terms of communicatiomBy extension, it is also important to understanstainability
advocates’ communication about and theories of communicattoa dissertation is

one step in that direction.
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Notes

| do not provide an absolute definition of sustainability in this project. Rather, my goal
is to tell the story of people communicating sustainability in a specifanargtional
context. In Chapter 3, | provide an historical account of the contemporary idea of
sustainability and critique common themes in sustainability rhetorit. Stll not

provide a single, overriding definition of sustainability within this document.
Nonetheless, | will occasionally use terms such as “sustainability cormationicor
“sustainability-related communication” to describe actions that includeigesn,
persuasion, dialogue, and such.



CHAPTER 2

THE CASE

Introduction

This chapter reviews the history and prominent features of the Office of
Sustainability examined in this study. | begin the chapter with a discussion of the
university of which the Office is a part. Second, I tell the story of the &dficreation.
Third, | introduce the Office’s employees and discuss some of the groups involved in the
Office’s campus network. Following that, | sketch the campus and commuratjoloc
of the OS. | conclude the chapter by pointing out that the people involved in this case
have been unusually reflective about communication, making it a suitable ctse for

study of lay theorizing about communication, organizing, and sustainability.

The Office of Sustainability

The University: Intermountain West University

The Office of Sustainability featured in this study is part of a universityan t
U.S. Intermountain West, a region bounded on the east by the Rocky Mountains and on
the west by the Cascade and Sierra Nevada Mountains. | give the upifeasited in
this study the pseudonym Intermountain West University (IWU). IWU incotg®raore
than 30,000 students, thousands of faculty, and almost tens of thousands of people on
staff. It is the flagship research institution in its state. The steite&ens predominantly

hold some version of conservative/right-wing political views in the stats,tasei for
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many other states in the region. Like many other research-intensive uresersirrent
economic conditions stress its research, service, and educational efforts IWU i
experiencing growth in student enrollment, and plans to add well more than 5 million
square feet to its building infrastructure in the next 20 years. The size of &/ grdat
number and variety of operations it supports, the current economic strife, itssbst@bli
and aggressive development plans, and state/local politics make sustaiadbditacy

in this case a complex, sometimes contentious endeavor.

The Office of Sustainability, which was initiated as a pilot project in July 2007
and announced as a “permanent feature” of IWU on Earth Day 2008, is administrative
located in the Facilities Management arm of the university. This locatiahdddffice
was suggested early on by advocates for a formal sustainabilityestatministrative
unit. An associate vice president heads Facilities Management; thatrposrolves the
supervision of planning, construction, building maintenance, utilities services, and more.

Importantly, OS staff members have asked others and myself, both directly and
rhetorically, “What are we doing in Facilities Management?” They poseagaestion
with some regularity, and it marks their routine reflection on their location antidunc
in IWU'’s structure. This wondering has often been prompted by conversation about the
thoroughlysocialactivity of Office employees and volunteers. After all, the OS is
located in a division devoted largelyitdrastructure, buildings, and the material
elements of campuBy contrast, consider what it might mean for the Office of
Sustainability to serve the Vice President for Academic Affairs oercesa

(nonexistent) Vice President for Sustainability?
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Obviously, OS staff members spend a considerable amount of time interacting
with people employed by or directly implicated in the work of Facilities&dgment.
Yet, | regularly heard OS staff members express uncertainty about drezatgon’s
situation in Facilities Management. Their uncertainty is captured, in pattishy
expression: “We don’t turn any of the dials or flip any of the switches, but we k®ow t
people who do.” Office staff members and volunteers made statements like this in
situations where they were called upon to respond to questions such as, “How, exactly,
does your work make the university more sustainable?” The common concern here is
that “flipping switches,” “turning dials,” and such are fundamental to theupiak
sustainability and central to the work of other Facilities Management degraistihese
are not, however, activities under the control of Office of Sustainability. Tloadec
statement | regularly heard from almost every Office staff persan‘Wée don'’t really
have any power.” This sort of statement informs the first, in that it sugbespoweris
located in the other operations incorporated by Facilities Management oerdiffe
departments altogether. As well, the statement suggests a less powaripbrtant
position for those who mereknowthe people who do flip switches. Nevertheless, the
Office of Sustainability’s first strategic plan identifies the migation’s central
activities aonnecting, collaborating, and communicatii@uch accounts are one way
that IWU employees make sense of the purpose of the Office and expremsstens
pertaining to Office’s administrative location in Facilities Managami¢ also reflects a
concern that OS staff members share with other sustainability ofatsisrth

American universities and colleges: placement in a facilities managemenbn may
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limit the scope and power of any unit responsible for sustainability organizingdar
2008).

Still, advocates suggested early on that the Office be located in the Plant
Operations arm of Facilities Management. In a November 2006 emahgee an
IWU manager, one staff person wrote that the Office “should be situatechin Pla
Operations with tentacles that extend throughout the academic and research
administrative units.” Today, the OS maintains working relationships with a wide

variety of IWU'’s organizations, departments, and stakeholders.

Emergence

Usually, the story begins with a garden. A group of students, having started a
group under the aegis of IWU’s community service center, hoped to create an on-
campus, student-maintained organic garden. Depending on who is telling the story, two
to six students are usually mentioned as crucial to the garden plan and, later, the
emergence of the Office of Sustainability. Most of the students had takerswioat &
popular course in organic gardening from a particularly charismaticsgmte
According to others’ accounts as well as my impression of him, this professor is
enthusiastic about his own work, deeply committed to teaching his students practical
thinking and skills, and unusually adept at drawing together global phenomena and the
consequence of individual action. His abiding concern for ecological and social change
was, as | have been told, very salient in the organic gardening class.

During 2005, members of the new student group conceived of and sought
approval for a campus-based organic garden to be tended and overseen largely by

students. The garden was to be a site for learning and a public demonstration of
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commitment to environmental responsibility. However, the students met with
disappointment when an administrator responsible for grounds maintenancelrejecte
their plans in December of 2005. As told to me later, the students were let down that
their plans were not perceived to be adequately developed, and that the supervisor
doubted that students and student groups would be responsible stewards of university
land over the long term. More significantly, students told me that they recdgighe
away that little or no consideration had been given to the environmental values
embodied in the project. Put another way, the students were concerned that
environmental premises and sustainability principles seemed to play amfioarg, if
any, role in the administrator’s decision to not allow the development of a stedent-|
organic garden project on campus.

It was this larger perspective that guided the students’ later actionsmBots
and accounts from students and faculty involved in these early stages chardwterize
sustainability “movement” on the campus as “fragmented.” There had been other
successes. Thanks to the support of the student government and a particularly active
member of the faculty, a program to raise money for the development of regional wind
powered energy infrastructure had garnered a fair deal of attention alsd 8averal
student groups with explicitly environmental missions existed. Earth Dayragtmns
had, by 2005, become routine. Student research spurred the administration to conduct a
comprehensive waste audit. These developments and others reflected the gease tha
an early proposal for a formal Office of Sustainability stated, “TMg community is

highly motivated to pursue sustainability and is calling for leadership.”
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The students pursuing an organic garden laid the groundwork for such leadership
when they hosted a series of open forums on campus sustainability in the fallafeason
2006 and winter of 2007. Members of the sponsoring student group perceived a deficit
of environmental thinking or concern in campus planning, administration, and education.
They sought to bolster the legitimacy of environmental regard in the managaient
university and campus life. Additionally, they hoped that such an office would aid in the
success of future efforts to establish installations and programs like tleglrdampus
organic garden. (At this time, students maintain several campus-based gaydeits.)

A number of people attended first of the public discussions in November of 2006. | did

not attend the sessions, but have been told that those in attendance were passionate, that
many were already involved with a range of environment-related initiativeésly and

that the group included staff, student, and faculty stakeholders. Following tlensessi
attendees committed to a common purpose: A campus sustainability office should be
established.

A team dubbed The Sustainability Task Force formed after the discussions.
Several of the student leaders contributed, as did a handful of university staff and
faculty. This small team began drafting proposals outlining the need for tloe Offi
Sustainability. Brief proposals were sent to administrators and oth@usdeaders.
Eventually, the Sustainability Task Force recruited the support of seledben of the
President’s advisory board responsible for recommendations on campus and
infrastructure development. In a memo submitted to the IWU’s Presidei 206,
advocates for an Office of Sustainability offered these initial goals:

(1) articulating a visible message that sustainability is a prid@jycoordinating
the fragmented current sustainability initiatives ongoing across camuli&3)a
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highlighting advances in university sustainability programs such as the
significant energy and water conservation successes of recent years.

The advisory board happened to be reviewing the campus’ master plan for development
at the same time that the Task Force submitted its proposal for an Office of
Sustainability. The proposal stated, “The overarching goal of the OS would be to
catalyze a transformation to a more environmentally sustainable campus and t
institutionalize a commitment to campus sustainability.” The presidextiasory board
met in February 2007 to consider the proposal. The advisory board endorsed the plan to
create an office with probationary status for one calendar year, witkedolynition to
be granted upon a review of the unit’s performance during the probationary period.
August 2007 marked the initiation of the Office of Sustainability as a pilot
project. By September 2007, | was convinced that a long-term case study of the
development of the Office of Sustainability and the experiences of those workisg on it
behalf would provide rich matter for a dissertation project. Russell Snydeg patt-
time director, Robin Carson, sustainability coordinator, and Lillian Valmi@ceSstaff
member and fellow, were at work designing an Office website, securingsecg@hy
workspace, and making contact with people they had begun to label “sustainability
champions.” Early in the autumn semester, the 15-person steering comngtae be
meeting regularly. In the first week of October 2007, Office of Sustdityatiaff and a
number of the students involved in its creation announced the launch of the Office at an
environment-themed event sponsored by the student government. Later that month, the
Institutional Review Board at my university approved my study, and | began formal

observation of and participation with the staff of the Office of Sustainability.
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Office of Sustainability Personnel

Since July 2007, the Office of Sustainability has employed no more than three
people full time. Between that time and January 2010, the staff composition has changed
frequently and unexpectedly. In addition to the three people currently empidlyed f
time by the IWU as OS staff, a cadre of students have contributed as edaning
academic credit and as work-study employees. In this section, | kétehss of the
Office staff members and key figures its emergence.

Russell SnydeBefore his quarter-time appointment as Director of the Office of

Sustainability, Russell Snyder’s professorial work was supported in largeypa
research grants. He taught regularly for a variety of programs apadiehents,
sometimes on the topic of sustainability. Snyder was an outdoor enthusiast ag a youn
man, and his enjoyment of outdoor recreation had not waned with time. His passion for
sustainability grew from this connection to the natural world, as well asHrom
research experiences. Snyder’s expertise involved him with some frequigmtlye
mitigation or remediation of industrial pollution. His work involved systems modeling,
andsystems thinkingecame a prominent trope in his discussion of sustainability,
societies, and organizations. In a variety of situations | observed, hebdddus work
as “doing/encouraging systems-level thinking and change.”

Through 2008, Snyder was officially designated a part-time employee of the OS.
Russell Snyder died from a fall while hiking with his wife and friends on @ seetion
of desert trail in November 2008. IWU was closed for the Thanksgiving holiday, but
word traveled quickly to the Associate Vice President for Facilities Marnageand

through him to the Office’s Sustainability Coordinator, Robin Carson. | recallgightv
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and grief of that evening. “Hi, Robin,” | said plainly when | received herSatlirday
night. “Brenden, are you sitting down?” she asked. “Russell died yesterday.”

Lillian Valmer. The second time | met Russell Snyder, he introduced me to

Lillian Valmer, who led the push for an organic garden with another student. That other
student, Yasmin Meadows, would become one of a few key student leaders (including
Valmer) in the campaign for a formal Office of Sustainability. i@ m@pplied for and
received a fellowship to serve as the Office’s first full-time emgdoywalmer was a
senior during the 2006-2007 academic year, the period during which she and others
hosted the public discussions and pursued approval of an Office of Sustainability. She
earned degrees in several majors at IWU prior to beginning her work affitee O

As needed—during what she, Snyder, and Robin Carson called “the start-up
phase”—Valmer worked on the Office’s website, established connections with
sustainability leaders on other campuses in the state, planned public events, and more.
Throughout her work as an employee of the Office, Valmer reminded staff, \asinte
and others that the Office came about because of the entrepreneurship of students. |
conversation with me soon before her employment ended and she moved away for
graduate school, Valmer told me that she was excited that the OS

just seemed to establish a base [during the pilot year]. For example, [take the

student group that | helped start]. Our initial goal with that group was [to] work

on gardens. We couldn’t get any of that done [on IWU’s campus]. So, now that

this Office is in place, they're back to their original plan because the suppor

system’s there. It's just nice to see how we’ve enabled greater andapmte r

change.

Robin CarsonRobin Carson was hired as Sustainability Coordinator in the

summer of 2007. She was the first full-time staff person hired by IWU for $hérQhe

original proposal submitted to the presidential advisory board, Carson’s position was
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said to “[require] a creative, self-starting, independent person who comnasnigzll,
has experience in coordinating university student activities, and is knowleel géxaioit
sustainability principles.” This description, the proposal argued, befit somdune w
would be responsible for developing and maintaining an emerging network of people
working on or invested in sustainability advocacy at IWU, who would be a primary
author of the Office’s strategic plans, who would participate in research wibrk wi
student interns, and more.

Carson’s previous employment had been with the campus center responsible for
coordinating student service-learning projects and organizations. In fa¢tagh
mentored and assisted Valmer, Meadows, and other students involved with the group
that sought organic garden space on campus and, later, organized the forums on campus
sustainability. Carson had previously worked with the U.S. Forest Service and a range of
other organizations that dealt with the natural world in one way or another. Thus, she
brought to the OS a breadth ofexperience in working with stakeholders on
environmental issues. It also bears mentioning that Carson continues to maintain an
active civic life; she participates actively in a host of third-seatgaumzations
addressing matters as varied as local food production and animal welfareemlize
2007, at the end of the first semester of the Office’s pilot year, Carson toldtsbeha
was invigorated by her sense of the enthusiasm for sustainability on campushé&till
told me, “We’ve got to make real change. | worry that we could just help in
greenwashing IWU.”

Karen AdamsHired to replace Valmer in the summer of 2008, Karen Adams

coordinates educational and outreach initiatives for the OS. Adams took the position
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following her graduation from a private college in the region, where shenagiae
participant in student-led environmental initiatives. Her work keeps her iraregul
contact with students and members of the surrounding community with some imterest i
the matter of sustainability.

One day in the early summer season of 2008, while Snyder, Valmer, and Carson
considered the person they hoped to hire upon Valmer’s departure, Carson noted that
each of them agreed that the person hired should “incorporate sustainabilityimto the
life.” The work had to be “more than a job,” she said. The others nodded along. | did not
know who was in the pool of applicants, as | wanted to avoid influencing their hiring
decisions. Still, | was interested in what they meant and asked that of the group.
Providing one response, Valmer noted that the work of the Office was in large part
“asking others to change,” so we should be “willing to change ourselves.” LatamsA
would tell Carson and me that this was not merely her first job in sustainabiigs ia
part of her life’s work.

Paul AbbeyFollowing an extensive search, Facilities Management
administrators, Carson and Adams, members of the various working groups imgeracti
with the OS, and students conducted interviews with three candidates for therDirecto
position that opened up following Snyder’s death. Paul Abbey was hired in the summer
of 2009. Prior to his work at the OS, Abbey was a city planner and Director of
Sustainable Design in a local architectural firm. Following his appointmébig\A
moved swiftly to focus a great deal of the Office’s effort on the development of a
Climate Action Plan. Such a plan is required of signatories to the Americag€alie

University President’s Climate Commitment. Signatories are called upeorko
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systematically foclimate neutrality a state in which the organization’s functioning has
no net effect on anthropogenic climate change. The President signed thet@entron
Earth Day 2008. At the time of this writing, the OS is constructing the plan by
facilitating six “task teams” dedicated to distinct but interrelated d#o@s of the

effort. More than 60 volunteers have contributed to the work of the various task teams.
Abbey has told me that this effort laid the groundwork for the future of the OS, but also
enacts the kind of participation and collaboration that he believes is necessary for
achieving sustainability.

Yasmin MeadowsFinally, Yasmin Meadows deserves mention here. Though

she has not worked as an employee of the Office, Meadows was a founder, along with
Valmer, of the student group that catalyzed the processes that led to thehestatilist

the OS. Meadows remained active in the development of community and campus
gardens, and worked as a graduate student intern with the Office. Recentlyedrasac
one of several leaders of the new campus farmers market. Meadows fretplbEntl

people that her aspiration is to one day be community-grounded urban farmer.

Campus Network

Between the summer of 2007 and 2010 Office employees spent a great deal of
effort finding and coming into contact with many IWU stakeholders. Hekattls
several bona fide groups established, facilitated, or supported by the OSchurtse of
my observational research, | was required to obtain the consent of people imgeracti
with the group in settings that would not normally be construed as public. | obtained

consent from nearly 100 individuals. Many more people interact routinely with the OS
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especially since the commencement of the climate action planning probesspegan
in the fall of 2009.

Volunteers and partnerswill use the termsolunteersandpartnersto identify

people who work in behalf of the OS. I use the terms to describe those who use work
and personal time to invest in and shape the Office or its objectives. Rather than being
rigid analytic categories | have constituted, these are labels $habtployees regularly

use. Hundreds of individuals have worked with the Office as volunteers and partners; it
is misleading to call these peoplgraup. Instead, the image of a network is more
appropriate. The OS employees couple and decouple these individuals in an ad hoc
fashion, with levels of participation varying across time, tasks, and issued |i2fee
employees use the term “networking,” to account for and enable the dynamic and varied
relationships maintained with many individuals and groups (see Eriksson, 2005).

Students and student-led organizatidnsnany ways, the OS was born from the

work of a student group. The OS continues to maintain connections with students and
student lead groups. As Outreach Coordinator, Karen Adams convenes regulagsneeti
with representatives from a variety of student groups. This gathering watethearly

on by Lillian Valmer, who wanted to ensure that students remained involved in
sustainability work at IWU. Undergraduate and graduate students padicighe work

of the OS as interns, work-study students, volunteers, and research partnersioim, addit
IWU'’s student government has a Sustainability Board; it coordinates events and
attempts to steer policy relevant to Sustainability. Today, teams of stu@dentsy, and
staff compete for grants that fund sustainability-related research @ghprming on

campus. Students conceived of and advocated for the fees and administrative program



25

that supports those grants. Student empowerment remains an important goal for the OS
employees.

Steering Committeelhe Steering Committee (SC) developed out of what

participants had called the Sustainability Task Force. That group workednioldite

the proposal for the OS, and later met as a Steering Committee chargedwdingr
advice and perspectives to the OS staff. In the summer of 2007, when [ first sat in on SC
meetings to determine the feasibility of the study, 10 to 15 people attendedlyegola
counting OS employees and myself. Today, the group is open to anyone wishing to
participate. It meets approximately once per month to serve and guide Qvesitias

well as to provide a forum for the members to share their stories, requesbhelp fr
others, and hear about recent or relevant research on matters related taoditgtdima
late 2009, after | ceased my formal observations of the group, the OS employaes beg
calling this group The Working Group. The name change reflected manygeantgi
desire to do or contribute something seemingly more tangible or consequential for t
OsS.

President’s Sustainability Advisory Boaiithe President’s Sustainability

Advisory Board (PSAB) has 12 members. These members were recommended to and
approved by the President of IWU. The group’s membership includes associate vice
presidents, deans, directors, staff members, and students. Their charge is to provide
advice to the office and make recommendations to university administratardingg
sustainability-related policy. This group, for example, encouraged the Priesidegn

the PCC described above, and sought to, but failed to, include explicit sustainability

language in the opening passages of IWU’s most recent campus mastdhglgroup
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has convened as frequently as every 2 weeks, and as infrequently as once gter,seme
depending upon the activity of the OS.

Staff green teamsn several administrative units across campus, such as the

library system and the Office of Information Technology, formal stafhtehave

formed to address the challenge of sustainability for their organization within t
university. In some cases, informal groups have sought to gain influence in their
workplace. Office employees—Robin Carson, in particular—coordinate with and
support these groups. Carson once told me that this element of the Office’s nsission i
grounded in the metaphor tfe grassroots The aim is to find, encourage, and
coordinate semi-autonomous and self-directed groups working on sustainability, whic
she said, “may sprout up anywhere.” OS staff emphasized the development of green

teams across campus during the 2010-2011 academic year.

The Scene: Campus Office and Other Locations

The Office of Sustainability occupies three small rooms in a building housing an
eclectic bunch of organizations, including a military training program eswid
programs, the Purchasing Department, and more. The multiwinged structure igj, notabl
poorly insulated and contains few features that suggest ecological privegokes
considered during its design. The office is recognizable from the hallwaydeeof the
many film, event, and organizational flyers and posters taped to the door and walls
nearby. One enters into the largest of the three rooms, which holds sevegal chai
procured from IWU'’s surplus supplies department, two tables pushed togetherdo creat
a conference space, various office appliances, and three computer workstegbop

against one wall. OS interns and work-study students regularly work at these esmput
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coming and going throughout the day. The next room to the left now contains two desks,
at which the Sustainability Coordinator and Outreach Coordinator work, as well as a
large bookshelf holding what has been dubbed the Office’s “lending library.” Tke bac
room is now the Director’s office, but both Snyder and Abbey frequently work at laptop
computers on the front room’s conference tables. As well, the backroom intetiyitte
serves as a kind of greenhouse. For several years, Robin Carson has slung epgtituores
lamps underneath a table in order to husband tomato starts and other garden plants.
However, much of the work of the Office is conducted in other locations around
campus. The committees described above meet in conference and event rooms in
academic departments’ facilities, the student union building, administrativeese
buildings, and elsewhere. Many times, Office employees would suggekhteat them
to discuss their recent work experiences and other matters at commuigieystudps
and campus restaurants. As well, the Office has sponsored a range of events in publi
locations. That the work of a small office was not confined to a specific office spa

not unusual, of course.

Movement and Community Connections

At various times, OS employees reported to me that they perceived themselves,
in their work roles, to be part of a broader environmental social movement. At the sam
time, they have expressed concern about the consequences of identifying theasselves
activists. This sort of tension has been borne out in the staff's concern—a concérn that
share—for identifying the “broader connections” and responsibilities fdk\the
suggested by a sustainability-inspired worldview. Simultaneously, they Waicevorry

that “we can’t do it all” or “be responsible to everybody.” In fact, most evéiigeO
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employee has spoken with me about their sense of dialectical pull betweefooiog

the campus making change happen” and “spending time inside to build up the Office.”
From the beginning, Office staff and partners have worked on several lsglefs a
different spaces simultaneously—developing the foundational texts and routthes of
organization while seeking out connectiavigh other campus stakeholder groups, in
addition to fostering novel connectiobstweerthose stakeholders.

The Office of Sustainability has established connections with the surrounding
community. By hosting events, participating in public decision-making pragesse
coordinating with representatives from other campuses in the region, responding to
public pressure on the IWU, and taking other measures the Office staff memlzers hav
attempted to shape and be responsive to people beyond IWU students, staff, and faculty.

Events.IWU plays host to a great many events that draw attendees from far away
and from proximate communities. Since 2007, the OS has designed or co-sponsored a
range of events, taking advantage of IWU’s prominence in the community. These
include a campus-wide teach-in on the subject of climate change, communitg famum
public and alternative transportation, regular lectures, and more. Recettily, wi
leadership from Yasmin Meadows and other students, the OS and a university office
promoting “wellness” created a weekly farmers market on campus that is open to
members of the surrounding neighborhoods.

Such events provide an important means by which Office staff members
“identify/highlight successes.” In other words, OS employees and key volsiofiten
point to public events they have coordinated when publicly describing their sisccesse

For example, a prominent scholar working on issues of sustainability, Doug MeKenzi
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Mobhr, visited the IWU in 2007 at the request of the OS. McKenzie-Mohr, a social
psychologist, held public talks, private workshops, and an executive brunch on the
principles of community-based social marketing (see McKenzie-Mohr &$Sa899).

Snyder, Carson, and others had been exposed to McKenzie-Mohr’s work at conferences
on the topic of sustainability, and the event at IWU enabled them to establish the
discourse of community-based social marketing as a common frame for the whoek of

OS and its campus partners, at least for some time.

Sustainability roundtablén the spring of 2008, representatives from a number

of colleges and universities in the region met at a demonstration house in tletallea t
about campus sustainability. (The demonstration house provides an example of
environmentally responsive home design and occasionally serves as a smathcenfer
center.) Lillian Valmer had worked for most of the spring term to secarattendance
of representatives from all campuses in the area. Most of the colleges andtiesvers
did not have mature sustainability efforts, let alone official offices oasagtility on
campus. The gathering brought together staff members at the OS, sustaioidioirs
at an area private college, professors from departments as diverse ak &ndgjli
Biology, Facilities Management directors, administrators, and more.ihvigation to
the inaugural event, Valmer wrote, “We are hoping [...] to create an ongoinguialo
within the higher education community about future-proofing our Universities and
Colleges.”

Together, Valmer and | designed a series of exercises for the hadf+eiatyin
the spring of 2008. She and | facilitated the session to promote open conversation, the

sharing of best practices, and brainstorming about the future of the convened group. A
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expanded group met to continue the conversation in early fall 2008, and again during the
spring season of 2009. During the most recent roundtable, Carson told me that she
believed the series of gatherings were primarily “about sharing and jtisggetople to

show up.” In that way, the series of roundtables serve to establish an intercampus

collectivity dedicated to issues related to sustainability.

Communication, Organization, and the Office of Sustainability.

The Office’s work has largely been devoted to sustainability advacigaiy
IWU. Still the people and issues involved with the OS inevitably intersect with the
broader community and complex social issues. Offices of sustainabilitglatieely
new to universities and other organizations. Because it is a new sort of venture and is
charged with coordinating sustainability-related communication on campus, the peopl
contributing to the Office of Sustainability have been uniquely reflective about
communication and organizational development. Their heightened attention to
communication and organizing makes this a case a particularly good one for the
investigation of how organizational change agents and environmental advocates think
and talk about communication, itself.

In the next chapter, | explore the history and various meanings of sustamnabili
In the chapter after that, Chapter 4, | construct a theoretic framewak for
communication-centered approach to lay theory and lay theorizing. Toghtissr, t
upcoming chapters provide a robust base for the analyses presented in Chapters 6

through 8.



CHAPTER 3

SUSTAINABILITY

Introduction

| have two objectives for this chapter. One is to provide context for the concept
of sustainability. Specifically, | look at the place of sustainability in copteary
environmentalism and institutions of higher education. The other objective for this
chapter is to conduct a short but broad analysis of the current rhetoric of siktaina
Sustainability is variable and indeterminate term, yes. Despite that,thdenes are
characteristic of high-profile activism for sustainability. | déseiand critique a few of
these themes because they constitute the public language that sustainabilayesdsoc
Intermountain West University (IWU) used and encountered in their work. Most of the
analysis chapters deal with this study’s participants’ lay tha@izaf communication
especially persuasive communication. Nevertheless, the participantgageem
sustainability-relatecadvocacy and organizing, which is why it is important for me to
provide a communication perspective on sustainability. Together, the braf/lost
sustainability in the North American environmental movement and analysis of
contemporary sustainability rhetoric in this chapter provide the backgroundeifor lat
chapters.

Chapter 3 has three main sections. First, | discuss the U.S. environmental
movement and sustainability’s current place in it. In the second section, | nagrow m

focus to tracking the sustainability movement in North American higher edncatiat
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section examines the intellectual, institutional, and textual roots of the push for
sustainability on campus. Third, | conduct a broad analysis of contemporary
sustainability rhetoric. For the most part, | base my analysis on puldigdga and
well-known texts by North American authors. Concluding the chapter, | explain why
this background demonstrates the usefulness of this study of sustainability advocates

one dealing primarily with their lay theorization of communicating and orgniz

Contemporary Environmentalism and the Concept of Sustainability

The concept of sustainability has an interesting place in the context of the U.S.
environmental movement. Sustainability is now one of the best known, widely
discussed, most institutionally supported concepts related to environmentaltbis. |
country, the environmental social movement has undergone several significant
transformations, which a number of historians used to identify the so-called efaves
environmentalism. At least two things are clear: (1) Sustainabilitgis@al
(discursive) component of the environmental movement today, and (2) the U.S.
environmental movement must contend with globalization and related issues when
addressing sustainability. | make these points for two reasons. Firstrtibgaats in
this study maintain an ambivalent relationship with “activist” (individuat) a
“movement” (collective) identities. Second, the participants in this study mar
dedicated to globalization-related matters, for the most part. Yes, dreycagnizant of
the global implications of sustainability. Still, their work establishingQffece of
Sustainability within IWU focused their attention on IWU as an organizatioim,|dical

community, and regional issues and ecosystems. For that reason, | will not ektensive
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discuss globalization-related themes in sustainability rhetoric or theydttered for
this study.

The relationship of this study’s participants to activist and movement identity i
worth discussion at this point, however. A statement from Lillian Valmer, a student
founder of the Office of Sustainability, is a good example. In an interviewpkhme
about her ambivalent and changing relationship to activist identity. She tdithtrehe
began to accept the label over the course of her time in college,

recognizing that activism is not a bad thing, and that it is a form of civic

engagement and community service in a lot of ways. It's sort of dispelling those

myths that | was taught. [... | did not want] to associate myself with something
negative. But now [...] I'm not so afraid of it [...] You know, before | became so
involved in this work [with the Office of Sustainability], | saw [activisas] an

angry crowd of protestors with posters outside of a plant, or PETA, or something

that just seemed sort of—um, | don't know—almost rebellious or something. [...]

But once | became more involved with the [University’s service learningigent

and different projects and things, | started to learn like student activistd.igV

that? Oh, this is a really cool thing. So okay, I'm an actigtst claps her hands

together onckg you know?

Valmer ardently promoted social and environmental change, to be sure. Nevertheless
her comments above cast activism as “a form of civic engagement and community
service,” “becoming involved with [...] different projects,” and the like. Furtieee,

the activism Valmer identified with is positioned against an image of “songgethi
negative.” This is consistent with Killingsworth and Palmer’s (1992) observations:

Grass-roots support for environmentalism in America has shifted in recesit year

away from an exclusive commitment to resistance—the not-in-my-badk-yar

mentality—to an open commitment to small-scale positive actions likeliregyc

and community education projects that focus on such issues as environmentally

conscious shopping, energy conservation in the home, and organic gardening and

lawn care. (p. 241)

Of course, the Office emalil lists were used by faculty and students to diseussrits

of direct action protests on campus, and in the community. Off work hours, many of the
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participants in this study volunteered with grassroots and nonprofit organizations
working on environmental problems. In December 2008, while | was conducting
research for this project, a young man in the Intermountain West region named Ti
DeChristopher disrupted a U.S. Bureau of Land Management public lands auction by
entering false bids (see Henetz, 2008). His civil disobedience, for which he new face
felony charges, was the subject of intense discussion amongst Office esspaoge
partners. My main points are that the people involved with the OS (1) do sometimes
identify their efforts as a contribution to the U.S. environmental movement, though (2)
they are ambivalent about labeling their work “activist” or part of a “ma@rerh

That said, the purpose of the OS is literallyitistitutionalizationof
environmentalism. Let us use Bryant’s (1953) definition of rhetoric, “adjusting idea
people and people to ideas,” for the time being (p. 413). The OS attempts to adjust the
concept of sustainability to IWU’s unigue organizational characteristitviaa versa.
Sustainability is an idea with connections to the U.S. environmental movement, and the
OS is clearly engaged in environmental rhetoric. For those reasons, it is &wokihgr
the history of sustainability rhetoric in the environmental movement although fibe Of
| studied is not a social movement organization, per se. Before tracking the bistory

sustainability in U.S. environmentalism, | should first define social movenment(s

Defining Social Movement(s)

Tilly (2004) notes that the term “social movement [... sponges] up so many
different meanings” (p. ix). The scholarly study of social movements began wit
political-economic theory that “featured protestors as straightforweatbnal and

instrumental” (Goodwin & Jasper, 2003, p. 6). Now, social movement studies is a
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vibrant interdisciplinary area, and most theoreticians treat movement mseasbgsers

of “symbols, convincing people that they have grievances, and establishingng &eli
solidarity of among participants”—all through “framing” and the production of
“collective identity” (Goodwin & Jasper, p. 6). Historians have followed these,turns
concerning themselves with “how, when, where, and why ordinary people make
collective claims on public authorities, other holders of power, competitors, esemi

and objects of popular disapproval” (Tilly, 2004, p. ix). In cognitive sociology, scholars
have treated social movements as “producers of knowledge” through interaction
collective identity (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p. 3). Other sociologists have focused on
theideologiescomprising movements, where “Ideology refers to the discourses of the
movement, to what people think and say [... especially] the set of ideas expressed by the
most active participants” (Garner, 1996, p. 15).

The first scholars afocial movemerdcommunication and rhetorimade similar
arguments. They called for historically-grounded (Griffin, 1952), social-psygitalo
(Gregg, 1971), politically-grounded (Smith & Windes, 1975), and functionalist (Stewart,
1980) theory and research. More recently, however, scholars from many disdialuee
given communication (including varieties of symbolic interaction) a cepiaé in the
study of social movements. Movement studies pioneer Sydney Tarrow (2001) proposed
thatsilence and voicare key terms for understanding contentious politics. Jasper (1997)
critiques structuralist, functionalist, and other “objective” approachesctals
movement scholarship for ignoring the moral, emotional, narrative/biographic, and

creative elements of this form of collective action. McGee (1980b) fagnstadted out
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the radical position: “Social movement is a set of meanings and not a phenomenon” (p.

233). McGee further claimed:
We can demonstrate by a survey of public discourse that descriptors of the
environment have changedcommon usag& such a way as to make
“movement” an arguably acceptable term useful in formulating the chaintsf fac
we believe to have constituted a real change. The primary objective airistthe
working under such constraint isgooverather tharpresumehe existence of
“movement(s).” (p. 243, emphasis in original)

Thus, communication is what constitutes a sense of movement in the first plaaé. Soci

movements arelaimed to be suchy their members or adherents. Alternatively,

scholars may use communication-centered analysigyiee that something qualifies as

a social movement_et us now look at the history of the U.S. environmental movement

charted by scholars.

A Brief History of the U.S. Environmental Movement

The antecedents of modern U.S. environmentalism can be found in “active
concern for the natural world and alarm at its various perils [...] back through the
twentieth century and into the nineteenth” (Sale, 1993, bVB)ny scholars have said
that the foundations for U.S. environmentalism are the works of Henry David Thoreau
(e.g., Cotgrove & Duff, 2003) and John Muir (e.g., Oravec, 1981), especially when it
comes to the preservationist stream of the movement (Oelschlager, 1993). Otiters poi
to conservationists like Gifford Pinchot and Aldo Leopold, especially their friejpi
[of] eloquence and wisdom in ways that are persuasive and critical” (Bruner &
Oelschlager, 1994, p. 392). However, communication scholars have argued we often
overemphasize the writings of sucH"@ntury men-in-the-wilderness, excluding from

view the influence of capitalists (DelLuca, 2001) and an array of institutiohs/§aze,
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2004) in shaping U.S. environmentalism. | simply want to point out that most narratives
about the U.S. environmental movement'’s history begin with these men’s various
writings, campaigns, and professional/civic work. In any case, we should avoid
unreflectively “[reading] our contemporary concerns [about social movemetdshe
historical past” (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p. 81).

Sale (1993) observes, “It is fair to say that there was really no such thang as
environmentamovement-concerted, populous, vocal, influential, active—before the
publication of Silent Spring” by Rachel Carson in 1962 (p. 6, emphasis in original). By
that time, environmentalism in the United States took hold because the population could
“concern themselves with [...] amenities beyond the necessities” thanks tasinge
levels of education and rising living standards (p. 7). The period between the purblicat
of Carson'sSilent Springand Earth Day 1990 has been called the second wave of U.S.
environmentalism. That period was marked by an increase in environmegaaizing—
that is, expanded direct action by a larger number of environmentalist @iyamsz
(Cotgrove & Duff, 2003). As well, the second wave period involved the passage of
major national laws, including the Clean Air Act (1963), Wilderness Act (1964),
National Environmental Policy Act (1970), Endangered Species Act, (1973), amd Clea
Water Act (1977).

The third wave grew and diverged from the trends established up through the
1980s. Shabecoff (1993) explains the transition from second- to third-wave
environmentalism in the United States:

The new group was in many ways more pragmatic and professional, more

inclined to cooperate with existing political and economic forces to achieve its
goals. The newcomers also recognized that more complex problems such as
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global warming and well-organized opposition by powerful industry groups who
no longer dismissed them [...] must be met with improved goals. (p. 257)

Through the 1990s, the membership numbers for large environmental organizations
swelled. Moreover, environmentalist messages gained greater presence in popula
culture. Environmentalists and environmental researchers sought more saelistica
media strategies and persuasive techniques for the next “environmental’ ¢seade
e.g., Krendl, Olson, & Burke, 1992). Thiele (1999) notes that “the assimilation of
environmentalism into the mainstream widened the movement’s appeal ard@ucits
power, but also posed a serious threat to its integrity. That is the danger and owerit of
optation” (p. 21). The great success of the third wave was to make “environmental
values, though shallow, [...] pervasive. Anti-environmental values, on the other hand,
[remained] marginalized. No anti-environmental alternative [had] gaimeterent and
consistent voice” (Thiele, p. 209). That said, corporate and other anti-environmental
voices have made strides on two fronts: (1) perverting or marginalizing envimtaime
values in order to limit change; and (2) creating elaborate campaigns, semetim
involving “front groups,” to systematically distort public environmental deffatea
comprehensive history and analysis, see Beder, 1997). Environmentalism did seem to
sweep the U.S. prior to the 2000s. For instance, people in political power expressed
genuine environmentalist sentiment (e.g., Gore, 1992). Also, Earth Day celebiati
1990 and 1995 were large, corporate-sponsored, media-friendly affairs. This “green
party,” as commentator Thomas Friedman (2008) calls it, waned some durimgthe y
of the George W. Bush administration. Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. (2005), a prominent
environmentalist, called Bush “the worst environmental president we’ve have in

American history” (para. 7). Still, the establishment and expansion ehtheonmental
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justice movementas a major achievement of the third wave period. Bullard, as cited in
Pezzullo (2001), writes that this new strain of environmentalism highlights
interdependent social-environmental degradation and aims to “make environmental
protection more democratic. More important, it brings to the surfacsthieal and

political questions of ‘who gets what, why, and in what amount.” Who pays for, and who
benefits from, technological expansion?” (p. 2). In any case, the legacytbirthave

of U.S. environmentalism is still a matter of active debate.

It is interesting that the concept of sustainability first earned despread
acclaim during the transition between waves two and three. Later in this ¢chaplier
discuss three themes of contemporary sustainability rhetoric: ecdlfuyiodations,
crisis, and (temperate) revolution. Consider these three elements in turn. &rokéH
is credited with inventing the teretologyin 1866, just after the death of Henry David
Thoreau and during the life of John Muir, two standout voices of U.S.
environmentalism’s first wave. The call to action implicit in the crisisihés
reminiscent of the militancy and direct action campaigns charaaterigtie second
wave. Finally, the postmodern revolutionary zeal characterizing sustayafgioric
today bears the hallmark of the popularization and commercialization of
environmentalism during the third wave. | am not claiming that sustainabilityritet
encapsulates the whole history of U.S. environmentalism. Rather, | believe that
sustainability’s many contradictions and ambiguistsn from the kinds of claims
people make with the concept and in its inter€sitained within those claims are

traces of the broad trends in U.S. environmentalism for the last 150 years or so. Having
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established that historical context, | now say more about sustainabilityést

relationship to the environmental movement.

Sustainability and Sustainable Development

Peterson (1997) notes that sustainability is an ancient idea, one with roots in the
early systemization of agricultural practices. While those who worked (iigHand in
agriculture, animal husbandry, and forestry have long been concerned with “dletaina
yield” and “living within the bounds” of natural systems, the notion of ecological
sustainability was not giveintersocietal meaningntil the United Nations World
Commission on Environment and Development’'s (UNWCED) report in 1987. The 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development’s (UNCED) “Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development” further established sustainaiikty
UNWCED report, informally called the Bruntland Commission Report, addressed—and,
in many waysinvented—the problem of global sustainable development. The definition
of sustainable development put forwarddar Common Futuréthe title given to the
UNWCED report) stressed transgenerational justice at a global Stadtainable
development was said to be “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” UMétons,
1987, p. 43). Today, the term sustainability is more popular than sustainable
development, in part because of its applicability to matters beyond intergovernmenta
politics and economics. Additionally, many public intellectuals have worked to
deemphasize or strigievelopmentrom the notion of sustainability because of its
postcolonial implications (see, e.g., Shiva, 2010). In any case, sustainghiliyy i

promoted as a framework for everything from corporate change (e.g., And2088n to
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everyday life (e.g., Beavan, 2010) and, as | will show in the upcoming section, North
American institutions of higher education.
According to Peterson (1997), the broad cultural appeal of sustainability in the
global West is indicative of
a transformed environmentalism, which dialectically embraces a number of
values from the developmentalist program, including an ideological commitment
to achieving universal prosperity by addressing poverty in third world casintrie
and a worldwide market economy (Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992). Support of
sustainability implies a criticism of past practices wherebynsei@nd
technology were employed to increase the production of consumable goods, with

little regard for the long-term or easily externalized costs, yeaihtains
support for the general goals toward which science and technology are directed.

(p. 7)

She is highlighting the fact that sustainable development discourse sermgs@sting
function. Antagonism and resistance were key features of second wave
environmentalism’s relationship to the larger culture. By contrast, sustinabl
development talk achieves legitimation by incorporating cornerstone \aliasth
American cultures and economies. Critics have noticed, for instance, thatahibta
and sustainable development discourse can accommodate the languagedlisfrcapita
(Kendall, 2007; Singer, 2010), colonialism (Shiva, 1992, 2005, 2010), consumerism
(Cohen, 2010; Sanne, 2002), and growth (Hamilton, 2004).

While it may be easy to dismiss sustainability because of its ambiguous
connection to hegemonic social and economic ideologies, | believe that those points of
slippage and interconnection are important. They are points at which engimtatists
may gain rhetorical traction, build unique coalitions, and take creative actiodglKe
2007; c.f., Bruner & Oelschlager, 1994; Schellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004; Schwarze,

2002). For instance, the promotion of “green collar jobs” in the face of the late 2000s
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economic collapse presents an opportunity to align the politics of the labor,
environmental, and social justice movements (Jones, 2009). Furthermore, the concept of
sustainability has some roaad considerable appeal in academic disciplines as varied as
economics (see Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992), engineering (see Beder, 1996), and
philosophy (see Norton, 2003).

Consider also the historical moment at which sustainability and sustainable
development earned widespread recognition. Globalization was enterinaligtson
(2003) has called its third wave. In recent years, a genuine global conss®hera
facilitated by the diffusion of telecommunications and computing technologies, the
development of the Internet, the intensification of transnational human and capital fl
and globally accessible media (Appadurai, 1996). While the institutiondfandl e
systems necessary for a robust global social order may not yetseeAppiah, 2006;
Singer, 2002), the discourses of sustainability and sustainable developmieealpcan
people to think of themselves in terms of global systems, both social and ecological
fact, Office of Sustainability staff and | regularly groused, as Kaam#s once put it to
me, that it “pisses me off sometimes” when people reduce sustainabilitysto
recycling.” This synecdoche, a reduction of one thing to a “smaller” toestipart,
was irritating to us because it limited the broad horizons of sustaina@fiéyften
treated sustainability as an ethic or mode of environment-relatedrisystenking”
applicable to all kinds of behaviors and organizational forms. Sustainability and
sustainable development emerged at a time of important global transformafioa, s

concept itself is uniquelglobalized
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The concept of sustainability both came from and changed the third wave of U.S.
environmentalism. The second wave of environmentalism has been charactet&zed as
specialization of the all-encompassing new left, a part of the niche-sestfategy that
has continued to characterize the new social movements” (Eyerman & Jamison, 1991, p.
91). By contrast, sustainability’s inherent ambiguity and broad scopedeits
appropriation by and incorporation into a great variety of movements in locations around
the world (Hawken, 2007). Peterson (1997) proposes that,

As postmodern women and men, we abandon the notion of progress, but, as

humans, we need something to take its place. Sustainability may provide an

appropriate substitute because it is less boastful and confident, but it remains
equally ephemeral and contested. (p. 32)

Sustainability On Campus

Sustainability is frequently talked about as “the future” of institutionsgbfdri
education (Carlson, 2006). Such an expression promotes and naturalizes the
institutionalization of sustainability in higher education. If nothing elseasability
has a rather short history as an enthusiasm of university and college studénes)d
administrators. For example, the Association for the Advancement of Sustamabilit
Higher Education (AASHE) surveyed 70 sustainability officers at institubdhggher
education in North America; three-quarters of the respondents said their posgrmens
created between 2003 and 2007 (Association for the Advancement, 2008, p. 2).
Communication of sustainability on campus has developed rapidly but received little
critical scholarly attention.

In this section, | do three things. First, | discuss one of the main intellectisl

of what has come to be called the campus sustainability movement. Second, | identify
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key features of sustainability’s institutionalization in higher edaooafThird, | offer a
short and critical review of representative practice-oriented publicatiocgropus
sustainability. Over the next three subsections, | will provide some bacidyfor my

own studyand point out the need for communication-focused inquiry on sustainability

advocacy in complex organizational environments.

Intellectual Roots: David Orr

David Orr, a distinguished professor of environmental studies at Oberlin College
is frequently cited as the intellectual progenitor of the campus sustaynanovement.
Movement supporters and detractors alike identify Orr’'s work as a weds(otf.,

Henson, Missimer, & Muzzy, 2007; Wood, 2010). Orr is best known for his arguments
in favor of bringing environmental/ecological science, philosophy, and topics into the
heart of educational institutions.

Orr's (1992)Ecological Literacy: Education and the Transition to a
Postmodern Worlds a widely cited text. One of the book’s primary arguments is that
the material world has limits, though human beings have constructed ideologies and
societies that do not recognize that fact. This is primarily an educatior@aédey, Orr
argues, and it is one that imperils people and the planet. The notion of “global limits
has long history and prominent place in environmental rhetoric (see Cox, 1982). Thomas
Malthus’ writings from the 18century established this concern within the social
sciences (see Heilbroner, 1972). Donella Meadows’ (19@)Limits to Growttand
Paul Ehrlich’s (1970The Population Bombmploy the limits trope—though, it should
be said, in different ways and with reference to different predictions and ptiesi

Those influential writings and others like them established the obsession withitimi
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contemporary environmental rhetoric. OrEsological Literacyreinvigorated the limits
trope and set the terms for interweaving sustainability and higher education.

Orr's (1994) next bookzarth in Mind centered on the organizations and
institutions of higher education, whikecological Literacyemphasized curricular issues.
Earth in Mindidentified disciplinary separation, values-neutral education, and
ecologically irresponsible design of the built environment on campus as central
challenges facing the movement for environmental responsibility. By 2004;adls0-
campus sustainability movement was up and running, and the second ediaithah
Mind (Orr, 2004a) more thoroughly incorporated the concept of sustainability. Orr was
by then a leader of the push for campus’ transformation, and hisTih@oKature of
Design(2004b) focused attention on teaching students architecture, design, and
community planning according to sustainability principles. Much of the book details
university cases. The confluence of these streams of Orr’'s work is ppaseat inThe
Campus and Environmental Responsibi{liegan & Orr, 1992).

By the mid-2000s, significant subdisciplinary and transdisciplinary fields had
grown up around the notion of ecological literacy (see, e.g., Stone & Barlow, 2005).
Other scholars expanded the reach of Orr’'s work by using his writing inoreexts
and in the popular press. For instance, Richard Louv (2008) popularized the concept of
“nature-deficit disorder” and promoted the “No Child Left Inside” campaigsedan
part on Orr’'s arguments. Orr's (2009) most recent book deals with social resgonses t
climate change and is intended for a broad, nontechnical audience. Indeed, Orr has
become a touchstone of sorts. His published work is one intellectual source of the

campus sustainability movement, and he has coupled that record with consistent
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advocacy in behalf of the various institutional structures that have emergethéom

campus sustainability movement.

Institutionalization: Compacts, Professional Associations, and Measures

In 1990, the president of Tufts University convened a group of university
presidents and chancellors in Talloires, France. The participants composeghadd s
the Talloires Declaration, a “ten-point action plan” for sustainability. &ares
claimed that they were “deeply concerned about the unprecedented scale and speed of
environmental pollution and degradation, and the depletion of natural resources”
(University Leaders, 1990, para. 1). Furthermore, “university leaders mitiegei and
support mobilization of internal and external resources so that their institugspend
to this urgent challenge” (para. 3). The ultimate goal was “creatiregjuitable and
sustainable future for all humankind in harmony with nature” (para. 4). TheiASsnc
of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future (ULSF) was estathlégstoording to the
Declaration’s plan.

Since 1990, an array of institutional structures has emerged around this issue.
Table 3.1 is a timeline of major episodes in the institutionalization of sustéyabil
North American higher education. A handful of organizations stewarded the movement
for campus sustainability to date. ULSF promoted the Talloires Declarhtmngh and
beyond the 1990s. Senator John Kerry and Teresa Heinz Kerry were prominent
participants in the founding of Second Nature, a nongovernmental organization formed
to promote the institutionalization described here. Second Nature encouraged and aided

conferencing and coordinating efforts in North America through the 1990s.
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Table 3.1
Timeline of the Institutionalization of Sustainability in North Americanh#igEducation

Year Event Description URL

Written and signed at an international
conference in France, the Talloires  http://www

TaIIO|re_s Declaration is a first-of-its-kind “ten point .ulsf.org/pr
1990 Declaration . PR :
action plan committing institutions [of higheograms_tall
composed

education] to sustainability and oires.html
environmental literacy.”

Now called the Association of University
The Secretariat of Leaders for a Sustainable Future, this

University organization was established, pursuant to thtp.//www
) ; i L .~ _.Ulsf.org/ab
1992 Presidents for a Talloires Declaration, to recruit signatories, .
: . L out_history
Sustainable provide support and coordination, and html
Future founded promote the institutionalization of '

sustainability in higher education.

The nongovernmental organization Second
Nature was an early advocate of an  http://www
Second Nature  “education for sustainability movement,” .secondnat

1993 founded focusing on institutions of higher educationure.org/abo
Second Nature played a role in each of the  ut/
following events.
Education for Established in part through the efforts of
Sustainability Second Nature, EFS West served as a http://www
2001 precursor to AASHE, the current North .aashe.org/

Western Network American association for sustainability about

founded .
officers.
The 2004 EFS conference, held in Portlanchtt - AWW
Inaugural EFS Oregon, was the first North American b
2004 . . .aashe.org/
Conference conference dedicated entirely to about

sustainability in higher education.

Association for
the Advancement AASHE grew out of EFS West, and it now

of Sustainability “[serves] as the first professional higher http:/Awww
2006 L . S .aashe.org/
in Higher education association for the campus
. . o o about
Education sustainability community.

founded
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Table 3.1 Continued

Year Event Description URL
Argeﬂz?\?egi)tllege The ACUPCC was first conceived of at thehttp://www
) 'y 2006 AASHE conference. The compact .presidents
President's o ) . T
2006 ; commits signatories to specific measures inlimatecom
Climate : wr L o
. order to achieve “climate neutrality.” At this mitment.or
Commitment : ) .
time, there are 686 signatories. o/
composed

Sustainability
Tracking, Developed by AASHE and the Rocky

Assessment & Mountain Institute, The STARS program 'Shttps://stars

2010 Rating System for the first comprehensive sustainability
" . . .aashe.org/
colleges and auditing and reporting system tailored
universities expressly for higher education

launched
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Ultimately, these efforts came under the aegis of the Association fAdtremcement of
Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE), founded in 2006. AASHE now functions
as the de facto professional association for sustainability officerdegesland
universities, in addition to serving students, administrators, and vendors in various ways

Most often, organizations publicly demonstrate commitment to sustainability
through executive-level pledges. The two most prominent higher educatiomtrelate
compacts on sustainability are the Talloires Declaration and the Amé&utige and
University Presidents Climate Commitment (PCC). Three groups—the original
signatories, AASHE, and Second Nature employees—crafted the PCC. litsomm
signing institutions to the pursuit of “climate neutrality,” a state of djggrsiin which
(1) greenhouse gas emissions are minimized to the greatest extenepmsdi{i?)
remaining emissions are “offset” by (support for) activities thqtiester atmospheric
greenhouse gasses elsewhere. The Talloires Declaration and PCC heljeid écgmnd
advertize the broad “steps” they required of signatories. Additionally, thedggs
involved crude reporting mechanisms to promote accountability.

Until very recently, there has been little agreement on sustainalitityrey and
accounting methods at universities and colleges. For some time, various mridicat
have circulated self-report surveys to administrators in order to gadgmpare
campuses. For instance, The Princeton Review has for 3 years running provitszha “g
rating” of schools based upon self-reports and publicly available information. The
company has partnered with the U. S. Green Building Council to produce “The
Princeton Review’s Guide to 286 Green Colleges,” available online (The Princeton

Review, 2010). The Sierra Club publishes a list of “Cool Campuses,” a bit of wordplay



50

connoting hipnesand mitigation of anthropogenic climate change. Participants in my
study complained regularly about the “hodgepodge” of grades, ranks, and lists of
schools according to various standards: sustainable, green, responsible, cool, and so
forth. Moreover, they were concerned that much of their time was spent responding to
surveys that affected the public image of the university, though the informabizidgut

by respondents was not verified. Moreover, the measures, themselves, were a@metim
not particularly valid assessments. AASHE attempted to fill this vacuum in 2010 by
launching the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment, and Rating SystenRETA

STARS is intended to be a comprehensive, third-party-verified sustainaloiditty

tailored to institutions of higher education. My participants noted its connectilon wi
AASHE. They said that AASHE'’s involvement and STARS’ public reporting
framework communicate professional credibility, transparency, datavemikiness and
consistency, and network-based support (see Cheney & Ashcraft, 2007; Lawrence,
2007). By the end of 2010, the program’s first year, 238 schools had enrolled with
STARS, including the university addressed in this study.

Institutional structures are emerging for sustainability in North ieaa higher
education. Universities are creating and changing executive positiongnuamsar and
offices in the interest of sustainability. Professional and third-se@anizations exist
and are growing in size. Collective commitment and formal communications have
developed around specific pledges and accounting instruments (see McPhee, 1985).
These institutional/structural activities signal important symbalicraaterial changes
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977), as well as unigue possibilities for organizational

communication praxis (Lammers & Barbour, 2006). While sustainability may be a
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passing fad (Zorn & Collins, 2007) or the latest example of ideological groupthink on
campus (Wood, 2010), it is clear that the institutionalization of sustainabilityherhig
education is more robust than ever. Nevertheless, the sustairabgitypus

conjunction is relatively young, so to speak. For that reason, we should more carefully
examine the basic texts promoting sustainability on campus. In the neahsébtiiefly
survey publications representative of the institutional trends that | havdyalrea

described.

Representative Publications on Campus Sustainability

To date, much of the writing on sustainability and institutions of higher
education has been practice-oriented. The intellectual history described alu®se gui
most of the book-length manuscripts. Still, many of these titles devote tiiéigian to
philosophical or theoretical issues. Indeed, most of the books on the subject are manuals
of some sort. In other words, they deal with the mechanics of assessingjngyasl
bureaucratizing sustainability on campus.

Among the first of its kind was Smith’s (199@ampus Ecology: A Guide to
Assessing Environmental Quality and Creating Strategies for Chahgebulk of the
book is contained in three sections: “Wastes and Hazards,” “Resources and
Infrastructure,” and “The Business of Education.” In these sections, chadpi with
water, energy, institutional investment portfolios, air quality, environmedtadagion,
curriculum planning, etc. The closing section, number four, contains two chapters. One
chapter provides rather broad advice to “build coalitions,” seek alliances wstimgan
power, and such. The other discusses campus ecology in terms of environmental justice

These chapters hint at issues of meaning, discourse use, and organizing, but only in the
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broadest sense, which is true of many of the campus sustainability books that would
follow Smith’s. Her book is most useful as an analytic take on university and college
campuses in light of environmental issues. David Orr (1993) wrote the forward to
Campus EcologyThe language he uses in framing the book closely resembles patterns
in my study participant’s talk. Pay specific attention to the realistdbtiee following
guotation, the importance of the laboratory metaphor, as well as the charaotenoza
those working in behalf of the environment:

Campus Ecologyses the campus as a laboratory for the study of resource flows

and for the implementation of environmentally sound alternatives. [...] It seeks

to solve real problems that are embedded in organizations whose decisions shape

our lives and environment. Most importantly, this is a book about educating
people to think broadly, observe carefully, and act responsibly. [... It] is a vision

of renewed educational institutions that lead by example, that catamge;h

and that help communities move toward sustainability. | encourage you to

become an active part of this urgent process of renewal and transforn@tion. (

1993, p. 12)

This passage reads quite a lot like the foundational texts for the Office oin@bdity

that | studied. Some of those documents were discussed in Chapter 2 and will be
addressed in subsequent chapters. For now, it is enough to point out that certain
communicative styles have emerged as common to communication about sustainability
on campus. However, those communication patterns are rarely given satiatahy.

Smith’s (1993) early work was followed by similar publications. Creighton’s
(1998)Greening the Ivory Towes on the bookshelves in the OS where | did my
research. Creighton’s approach to the subject of campus sustainabilitylas sami
Smith’s. For example, Creighton gives considerable weight to quantitatessasmnt

and less to matters associated with qualitative data. She writes, “Qualitata are lists

of actions that have been undertaken to reduce waste or improve conservation without
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specific quantitative measurements of their results” (p. 34). It is reduttiomegard
gualitative data as mere lists of actions. However, environmental communicators
commonly reduce complex realities into action steps, lists, and bullet points in the
interest of being practical—@ounding practicalat the least (Luke, 1997).
Nevertheless, publications like these very often merely list actions and dwell upon
guantitative measurement of those actions (for a more recent examplerseaC &
Wals, 2004).

Book collections of case studies are increasingly common (e.g., Bad¥tage,
2004; Filho, 2000), and case studies are among the most frequently published sort of
article in thelnternational Journal of Sustainability in Higher Educatiétecent
handbooks and case studies retain the bias toward “behaviors” and best practices, but
demonstrate greater sensitivity toward the role of culture, aestheticgjrabdls (see
e.g., Aber, Kelly, & Mallory, 2009; Simpson, 2008). Sustainability is a multifaceted
concept and its meaning is dependent upon the contexts in which it is used (Peterson,
1997). Subtle and thorough investigations of the qualitative dimensions of sustainability
are important because the term’s negotiated meanings will affect ostoonoampus.
Furthermore, many campus advocates have struggled to maintain the integrity of
“sustainability” while avoiding its marginalization (Newport, Chesnesj&lner,
2003).

Most of the titles discussed in this section are compendia of best practices and

confessional narratives of sustainability at specific institutions. Theyde broad
stories about attempts to legitimate sustainability discourses on uryarditollege

campusedhut they do not provide much analytic attention to organizational
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communicationWhere communication is addressed directly, it is usually talked about as
a conduit for information and a medium for coalition building (see Axley, 1984; Putnam
& Boys, 2006). These publications certainly do not address the ways in which
knowledge is constructegtiroughthe confrontation of system-level contradictions. Of
course, Peter Senge and colleagues’ various applications of organizat@wnadd

theories to the problem of sustainability—which, importantly, emphasize comiwadic

and systems thinking—seem to be popular amongst university-based sustainability
officers (Senge, 1990; Senge, Laur, Schley, & Smith, 2006; Senge, ScharmerkiJawors
& Flowers, 2004; Senge et al., 2008). However, the work reviewed in this section
certainly does not treat communicationcasstitutiveof knowledge.

This study offers perspectives on campus sustainability officers and advocate
lay theories otommunicatiorand related concepts. | intend to go beyond mere
description of the meanings of sustainability in this case. My goal is to dri€ida
participants’ communication practices and (2) the claims that they makiée ab
communication. It is my hope that this study provides scholars, environmental
communication officers, and other people with some insight into the place of
communication in organizations’ sustainability efforts. To date, communication has bee
given limited attention in writings about sustainability on campus. So, | use the
“problem of sustainability” as a starting point for crafting a unique apprtalay

theorization of communication.

Why Communication Critigue of Sustainability Is Important

This dissertation treats “sustainability” as an environmental commiaricat

neologism. The term clearly has multiple meaning®rion Magazineone author
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listed 18 unique “theses” on human-natural world relationships that are suggested b
people’s use of the word (Zencey, 2010). Such ambiguity is inherent in the concept, and
people strategically exploit that ambiguity (Peterson, 1997). The variafdility
sustainability’'s meaning is even more evident when you consider its ajopigcat
organizational, economic, and policy contexts—not to mention personal, activist, or
natural science contexts.

In this section, | track some of the variety of meanings given to sustawabili
everyday talk and popular writing. | do not yet delve into the data from my caseo$tudy
the Office of Sustainability at Intermountain West University. Instedcaw from
writing, colloquialisms, and expressions that are readily familiar to mampst people
who would call themselves “sustainability advocates/supporters.” Evergdgydge
embodies certain cultural assumptions for those people working in established
organizations, as well as those people organizing for particular goals)quelssions
help to shape people’s perception and action (see, e.g., Cheney, Lair, Ritz, & Kendall,
2010, on professional ethics and communication; Clair, 1996, on the phrase “get a real
job”). For that reason, this section traces the meaning of sustainabiltyesdral
contexts.

Peterson (1997) explains in her thorough rhetorical analysis of the twin terms
sustainability/sustainable development that, as with any “totalizing cetis{p. 2),

sustainable development’s rhetorical strength lies in its philosophical atgbigui

and range. As an oxymoron, the term both draws attention to the obstacles
intrinsic to resisting exploitation (which brings temporary profits but future
losses) and encourages the invention of alternative forms of resistance. [...] If

sustainable development is to become more than another meaningless bit of
jargon, the productive tension within the term must be maintained. (p. 36)
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The practical uses to which the concept is being put should be considered. Here is why:
The concept of sustainability entwines human interests with extra-humaestater

science with ethics and politics, social sciences with natural scienceso @n. To

begin to understand what it is people may be talking about when they talk about
“sustainability,” we should first ask, “Sustainability with regard to what?he

subsections that follow, | explore sustainability’s lexical meanings andagh@ication

to organizations and ecology.

Lexical Meanings of Sustainability

The root word for sustainability sustain of course. Let us start, however, with
ability. Ability can be defined as the quality of being able to do something, as a skill or
talent, or as a capacity. Among those definitions, the first and last are hmosie
commonly suggested by everyday discussions of sustainability and “sustainabl
practices.” The second sense of ability—that is, ability as a skill ot thlat is innate or
learned—is addressed by Peterson (1997), but primarily in the negative. She borrows
Burke’s notion of trained incapacity, “a condition in which our abilities ‘function as a

blindness™ (p. 43). The implication is that certain learned skills blind people,

individually and collectively, to thansustainability of the status quo. Trained

incapacities also complicate attempts to cultivate alternative, “sabtaf skills®

Lightheartedly, we might call this a “sustaiability.” In any case, it is interesting to

consider that organizations may need to develop some kind of ability to be sustainable
A survey of several dictionaries also yields a commonsense list of aefgftr

the wordsustain Some definitions are less frequently associated with the

environmentalist uses of the term sustainability. In each of the next fograyaina, |
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discuss what several lexical meanings for sustain might mean fomsigliy as an
ideograpH.

The definition of sustain most commonly associated with environmentalist
discourse involves terms lilkantinuance, endurance, and maintain€dings—be they
practices, organizations, or ecological systems—are sustainable dahdye continued
or maintained. The so-called sustainable entity or activity is durable over som
(presumably extended) period of time. The expression “think sustainably” tleerefor
means to think of the long-term effects of an activity or of the long-term wedlloé
some group or thing. (What counts as “long-term” is, of course, open to debate.) The
sense that present conditions cannot be continued into perpetuity contributes a freat dea
to the theme ofrisis in sustainability rhetoric, which | discuss later in this chapter.

A second lexical meaning for sustain relates to ighprovision of sustenance
In this case, the word sustain derives its meaning from a kind of service. One thing
serves to sustain another, as, for instance, food sustains human life. This meaning can be
found in arguments that treat the natural world as the fundamental source of higmanity
sustenance. It is the source of conceptions of the extra-human world as the ground and
society as the figure—or, similarly, thinking of the natural world as base anahityis
creations as superstructure. Such an image is reflected in the themengicatol
foundations, which | discuss later. This sense of the term sustain does not ugiversall
connote disaster, however. For example, Van Jones (2009), an environmental justice
activist and former advisor to President Obama, represents an emergingcpee on
sustainability and economics. His talk of “green collar jobs” presents suslidyna

related economic change as the wellspring of greater economic prpsperiequity.
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Sustainable economies are said to offer whole communities sustenance through the
preservation of several types of capital (see also Hawken, Lovins, & Lovins, 1999;
McKibben, 2007). In other words, reorganizing societies according to sustainability
principles affords richer sustenance to a greater number of people. Thus, bilisyaina
rhetoric suggests that the present form of human society undermines its own
prerequisites, but may be saved/enriched by a turn to broad environmentalist values.
A third definition presents an interesting possibility: Sustain m&abear or
endure as in the phrase “sustain an injury.” This definition resembles Burke’s (1969a)
account of théragic frame. In tragedy, the agonist suffers the consequence of his, her,
or others’ passions. Peterson (1997) argues that the idea of sustainability is more
commonly associated with comedy, and that the idea should be critiqued from that
perspective:
The comic frame offers the more humane corrective to troubling situations. It
encourages acceptance of material conditions by acknowledging that atsaspe
of reality are somehow related to all others, whereas the tragic fraptasizes
separation and division, which encourages oppositional interpretations of
situations. (p. 39)
Yet scholars have recently challenged the comic framing of environinpeoldems and
conflicts. Schwarze (2006) challenges Burke’s (and, by extension, Pesgrson’
valorization of the comic frame. Schwarze demonstrates the value of environmenta
melodrama for communicators who are systematically marginalized amedhary the
very social institutions meant to deal with environmental matters. Zizek (2669)
Sturgeon (2009) argue that the unity and harmony implicit in popular images ajyecolo

minimize thepolitics that must be addressed in order to achieve substantial social

movement. Humans have not borne the environmental degradations of modernity
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equally, and they will not equally share in the benefit of environmental “psigrest
is currently conceived (Kendall, 2008). These points are related to the theme of
revolutionin a good deal of sustainability-related discourse.

The fourth and last definition of the word sustain gets its meaning from law and
science. To sustain can mearcorroborate, prove, or affirirLike the third definition |
discussed, this one is not frequently associated with the environmentalist dis@durse
sustainability. Still, it should be apparent that the language of sustainabilit) fwe
used tdegitimateworldviews and ideologiesThis meaning of “sustain” reveals the
self-affirming nature of sustainability discourse. When a particutagram or
perspective is aligned with the concept of sustainability, it may enjoyasedeappeal
or acceptance. After all, who would be against ongoing and enriched human life? Zolle
(2003) demonstrates a similar consequence in the promotion of “health” at a werkplac
recreational facility. Managerialist values were positively aased with “health,” an
abstract concept that is difficult to contest, and workers lost some auton@nngsast.

The same is possible with talk about sustainability. For that reason and the others

described above, any application of sustainability deserves critieatianh.

Organizational Meanings of Sustainability

For a moment, let us strip the term sustainability of any connotations of the
natural world. Assume that sustainability is a concept that has nothing whatsodwer
with ecology or the environment. Now consider what the term might mean for
organizations and their members. Against this backdrop, the preoccupation with being
“sustainable” is certainly not new. Indeed, research on organizational autopoedlis, or s

organizing, has demonstrated that organizations exist largely to perpetuagelties
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(Luhmann, 1990; Taylor, 2006). In the 1930s, Barnard (1938/1968) made the case that
organizations are essentially transient. Even the mightiest organizatioms f
fundamentally change with remarkable frequency. Sustainable organizations are
exceptionalnot normal. For this reason, the contemporary sense of sustainability
(grounded in the language of ecology) is a present-day manifestation of an old goal:
durability over time. Granted, the concept of ecological sustainability suggestsngs
related to social justice and the wellbeing of the commons. Neverthelesszatigaiail

talk about ecological sustainability is often grounded in anxiety over theapenoe of

the collective. After all, very few organizations ever willfully end tloevn existence
(Cheney, 2002). As one participant in this study put it to me: “The bottom line is this:
We can't keep doing this forever.” His statement and others like it are based upon the
belief that the status quo cannot be maintained. Moreover, the belief goes, if it is
maintained, the organization will be placed in jeopardy. Thus, sustainability is&nd ha
been a fundamental organizational concern—a concern that predates (but is moethe sa
as) public anxiety about the global environment.

The lexical and organizational meanings of sustainability sketched aboJg large
connote stability and durability. By contrast, Papa, Singhal, and Papa (2006) describe
the ways in which organizing for social change is inherently dynamic. Fdactita
characterize those change processes: control-emancipation, oppressionfenepowe
dissemination-dialogue, and fragmentation-unity. Remaking organizatioresimehest
of sustainability should involve some measure of these social change psdsesse
Pepper, 1984). People negotiate the dialectics through praxis, but can never fully resol

the oppositions. This insight draws attention to the second mearatgitf described
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above. The “sustainable organization’—as a fixed, stable, perfected entityictiora

Or, at the least, it is an idealization. | believe that it is more reasaivaspeak of
sustainabilityorganizing Crafting and maintaining organizations that are less
ecologically disruptive and destructive, more humane, and more economically sound is
an ongoing and complex process. Importantly, that process requires people to grapple
endlessly with the dialectics of social change. In the context of the enviraiment
transformation of organizations, we might call thustainmentSuch a process-centered

term is more appropriate for our purposes than the simple adjective “sustainable.”

Ecological Meanings of Sustainability

The science of ecology provides the central images and root metaphors for
contemporary environmentalism (Pepper, 1984). Ecological rhetoric offers much to
environmental advocates. It explains complex interactions and interdependencies
between species and places. Similarly, the science of ecology offafibstierthand
conceptualization of locales as open systems. And yet, ecosystemic peespaety
also excuse the increased mechanization of the world. The thinking (and spgaksg)
like this: Some objective kind of “ecosystem” is threatened. Technology iseddair
moderate the relationship between humans and the planet. The implicit logic: “The
active subject humanity threatens the object earth” (DeLuca, 2005, p. 72). That easy
assumption deserves critique.

Capra’s (2002Yhe Hidden Connectiorfased social theory and ecosystem
theory to articulate “a science of sustainability.” He treats thenmahtciences as the
study of matter (material structure) and form (pattern of organizatigmpess (the

interaction of the previous two over time). Capra points out that different branches of t
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physical sciences tend to focus on different elements of this trinity. His pavspe
unifies the three. To understand human life and sociality, he adds a fourth component:
meaning. Meaningfulness and meaning-oriented practices “play no role ihtost
nonhuman world but are essential to human social life,” writes Capra (p.73). He does,
however, argue that the human and extrahuman worlds both organize around the
fundamental principle of self-reference. Above, | discussed the role of adisgaei
organization theory. Capra insists that self-creation and self-reéeagacharacteristic
of human and nonhuman worlds. Much writing about sustainability involves or implies
this claim. For instance, Benyus’ (1998) concept of biomimicry seeks tagedesnan
systems according to the apparently natural elements of ecosystemsld.s (1949)
conception of biotic community positions humansresnberof a network or energetic
exchanges rather than @nquerorsof the community. These approaches and others
accord ethical significance to the ecosystemic perspective, iIbaif is, these positions
assume that a clearer, systemic perspective is possible, preferable,esshnec

The notion of sustainability assumes that human beings can threaten or are
threatening ecosystems locally and globally. The discourse of sustigyradslmes that
humans can order their activities in a manner that sustains ecologies. ibhe nbt
ecology that lie at the core of sustainability discourse position humans dsensesh
ecosystems, but exceptional ones. Our exceptional quality lies in the extenthomghic
are self-reflective and the degree to which our technologies enable us taheffesst of
existence. Bullis (1996) points out that ideologies like ecofeminism may serve huma
and nonhuman interests by drawing the two closer together. At the same timegshe not

conflating human and extrahuman interests may in fact deepen the domination of nature.
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McKibben (1989) labeled this the “second death of nature.” This second death is
essentially the mechanization of the world described above. The problem is: ff huma
beings are making ecosystems less sustainable or unsustainable, how aespenid?

The ecosystemic themes in sustainability discourse may, on one hand, encoojpége pe
to relinquish (the idea of) control of natural systef@s the other hand, this discourse

may encourage deeper human involvement in and/or control of natural systems in order
to “save” and sustain them. Consider the example of geoengineering. Some
geoengineers support large-scale alteration of environments in order e rétose
environments in the image of “healthy” ecosystems, and their arguments are
increasingly popular. The irony, of course, is that the image of ecosystémisea

usually a more “natural” and less human-dominated one.

Summary

Sustainability discourse certainly encourages thinking in terms of a brodry
(i.e., sustainable-unsustainable). Yet it is rarely the case that perspexnti
environmental issues are so easily dichotomized (Killingsworth & Palmer,.1992)
Indeed, the meaning of sustainability in any given situation is part of thed soci
construction of that very situation. Moreover, participants’ theories of commiamicat
will influence the social construction of the situation, and thus the meaning asoribed t
sustainability—a tautology, if ever there was one (Waddell, 1995). What is to be
sustained, how it is to be sustained, and why it is to be sustained is often ambiguous or
implicit in sustainability discourse. This problem draws our attention to thertance
of interestandmotivein the practical use of sustainability discourse (cf. Schwarze,

2007). Rather than fret over specific definitions of sustainability, it is motéufrto
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track the interests of those who employ sustainability discourse. As welimportant

to look at the ways in which the features of sustainability discourse, @aelmotivate

people. Burke (1936) makes the point eloquently:
Our interests may tend to confine our thinking with in certain channels, being
prejudicial to the extent that they give us cues as to what we shall stress or
disregard. But interests need not deceive us in the sense that “the wish ifather
the thought.” (p. 330)

Sustainability rhetoric usually draws from some of the lexical meanirgsstain more

than others, and its application in the realm of organizations and ecologies bkair simi

meanings. In the next section, | describe several major themes in sustgirtaddibric.

| argue that these themes stem from and are reinforced by the appopmiaome

definitions of sustainability more frequently than others.

Major Themes in Sustainability Rhetoric

At least three themes run through most popular, high profile takes on
sustainability: (1) ecological foundations, (2) crisis, and (3) revolution. é\eethat
these thematic elements are due in part to the selective use of some medewags to
sustainability. First, the predominant if implicit definitionaddility as capacityrather
than skill, contributes to the prevalence of these themes in sustainabilityachetor
Second, definingustain as continuation or life-givingather than suffering or
affirmation, also contributes to the overwhelming prevalence of thesegsheme
Additionally, organizations’ preoccupation with maintaining a stable existence
reinforces these themes, as does reliance on the language of ecology.

| intentionally use the termhetoricin this section on three major themes of

sustainability rhetoric. In Chapter 4, | address the difference batwetoric and
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discourse; please see that chapter for a more extensive discussion. WKnienlladge
that there are many definitions, let me simply deflmetoric aslanguage and other
symbols used in the service of some sort of influfiifeere are three reasons that the
term rhetoric applies to the texts, messages, and colloquialisms iredrpeddw. First,

the communication(s) | address is (or are) active attempts to construenad, and
represent “social knowledge” about sustainability (Farrell, 1976). Second, lhufsha
examples demonstrate “the art of the persuasive dimension in discourse1 998, p.

62). In other words, these examples are all attempts to persuade, to use language in orde
to influence others in some way. Moreover and third, | am reconstructirtgdtex
fragments” in order to make an argument about the “discursive fragmesastekt” in
which sustainability advocates make claifieGee, 1990, p. 287). According to this
third treatment of rhetoric, we can think about my writing in two ways. On one hand, |
am trying to show yothe symbolic situation in whicheople usually make claims about
sustainability. On another, | am gathering togethersymbolic resources with which
people usually make such claims. So, those are three different rationales forgathept
label rhetoric, and each helps explain why | am critiquing sustainaiétgric in this
section. That is, according to a variety of definitions, it is appropriateddoreay, for

the purposes of this chapter, that | am critiquing sustainability rhetoric.

Ecological Foundations

The first theme appearing consistently in sustainability rhetoric iselhef or
claim that ecosystems are the fundament of human existence. The gistludrtiess
that open, dynamic, living systems éne foundation of all life on Earth. Pepper (1984,

p. 68) calls this a “neoplatonic cosmology.” Put another way, ecology is inexgricabl
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part of being human; humans cannot rise above or conquer the biotic webs that make up
Nature with a capital N.

To put this theme in perspective, take Corbett’'s (2006) spectrum of
environmental ideologies. Her spectrum is bounded by two polar worldviews,
anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. Insistence on ecological foundatrmi$insited to
the most strident ecocentric ideologies. Rather, the theme is simply a tepudidhe
central tenets of anthropocentric ideology, an ideology which coheres around the
premise that “humans are superior to and dominate the rest of creation, and the natural
world is ranked hierarchically with humans at the top [... and] humans consider
themselves separate from nature, if not alienated from and fearful of ii€€q. 27).

A good and widely cited example of this first theme comes from Gaylord
Nelson, the former U.S. senator who established Earth Day. The quotation is pgrticular
apropos because Nelson uses the anthropocentric language of the economy to argue in
favor of the perspective | have described. Nelson (2002) says that “explainirgithing
economic terms helps” people understand environmentalist perspectives:

The economy is a wholly owned subsidiary of the environment. All economic

activity is dependent upon that environment and its underlying resource base of

forests, water, air, soil, and minerals. When the environment is finally forced to
file for bankruptcy because its resource base has been polluted, degraded,
dissipated, and irretrievably compromised, the economy goes into bankruptcy
with it. The economy is, after all, just a subset within the ecologicalrsysgpe

18)

Nelson’s metaphor uses the language of economics in order to secure a more
fundamental place for ecology. “The environment” is the foundation of a thriving

economy and thus of a thriving human population. The necessity of ecology is apparent

in the clichés of environmentalism, as well. Take, for instance, the image diéMot
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Earth,” in which humans are born collectively from our Mother, who nurtures, protects,
and sustains us. Without her, we do not exist. Bumper stickers with pictures of the globe
implore people to “Love Your Mother.” As you can see, this thematic treatment of
ecology runs through metaphors, aphorisms, and images associated with susyainabili
This theme is common in university-related sustainability rhetoric, too. As a
trope, “ecological foundations” is often used as a marker of change. That is, thenproble
of sustainability is said to necessitatestemic, total, or transformative changes
behavior, culture, and/or technological infrastructure. The director of the H&svaet
Campus Initiative (now Harvard Office for Sustainability) wrote thiy aout “the
environmental imperative”:
In short, every natural life support system is in long term systemicdetid
every human contributes directly or indirectly to the escalation of thisxdedi
universities are going to survive into the next century, they must not only
respond to this new force which, for the duration of this essay, will be termed the
environmental imperative, but they must also provide leadership for broader
society. (Sharp, n.d., p. 3)
The director goes on to cite the work of Peter Senge, arguing, “Universiisgs
become learning organizations, as well as teaching and research amstit(@harp,
n.d., p. 3). The director’s vision of learning organizations involves confrontation of the
“absurd consensus” that produces “the [current] degree of inaction around this
profoundly life threatening situation”—that is, “the demise of the planetatgragsthat
support human life” (p. 8). Unsurprisingly, Harvard University is frequentédas a
“leader” in the campus sustainability organizing movement. Rhetoric lik@tiia¢
Harvard Green Campus Initiative is representative of patterns in susigyraleiloric at

institutions of higher education. Insistence on ecological foundations is pervasive i

sustainability rhetoric within and beyond universities.
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Crisis

The theme of global crisis also pervades sustainability rhetortwould be
obvious that the prospect of an unsustainable society and/or natural world is a crisis for
humanity. In fact, there are twin crises implied in the popular rhetoric of Isaisiitiy.
The first crisis is said to exist because of humanity’s disruption or destrgtnatural
things and processes. The natural world is presumably in peril. And, given theatheme
ecological foundations, humanity is thus in peril, too. The most widely known proponent
of such a view is Al Gore. His 2006 book and associated multimedia camfaign,
Inconvenient Truth: The Planetary Emergency of Global Warming and What We Can
Do About It is principally designed to instill a sense of crisis in audience members. The
title for Gore’s (1992) other much-heralded bogkyth in the Balance: Ecology and the
Human Spirif hints at both of the first two themes, ecology and crisis. Other prominent
though less well-known environmentalists rely explicitly on the crisiadran their
writings for broad audiences. Environmental philosopher David Orr (2009), whom |
discussed at length above, titled his recent book on the science and social mnglickti
anthropogenic climate chan®wn to the Wire: Confronting the Climate Collapse
These titles owe much of their perspective on global crisis to Rachel Carson (1962)
wrote in the classiSilent Spring“We stand now where two roads diverge. But [...]
they are not equally fair. The road we have long been traveling is decgptssl a
smooth superhighway on which we progress with great speed, but at its end lies’disast
(p. 277). The first sense of crisis in sustainability rhetoric locates tlaisteidirst and

foremost within the natural world.
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The second sort of crisis prevalent in sustainability rhetoric is hueratered.
For those who are not ecological fundamentalists, “sustainability” |#elsrisis facing
human social systems. Their reasoning is that, while natural systems sewebely
disrupted by human activity, social systems are more immediatelyeheea Comedian
George Carlin (1992) humorously (and crudely) captured this position when he quipped,
“The planet is fine. The people are fucked.” An example is Kuntsler's (200%) lobex
on the intersection of a number of challenges, tifled Long Emergency: Surviving the
End of Oil, Climate Change, and Other Converging Catastrophes of the Twenty-first
Century More sober engagements with this second sense of crisis usually talk about the
economic consequences of remaining unsustainable. The coll€ttaoging Climate,
Changing EconomgTouffut, 2009) represents this position well. These essays assume
that economics as currently practiced simply cannot be sustained—or can inegusta
but at too great a cost. The authordatural Capitalism(Hawken, Lovins, & Lovins,
1999) draw upon the second crisis frame when they write: “We believe that tlde worl
stands on the threshold of basic changes in the conditions of business. Companies that
ignore the message of natural capitalism do so at their peril. [...] What \sayang is
more pressing than a request.” (p. xiii). Rhetoric of this ilk brackets the@uest
whether or not the natural world is fundamentally in jeopardy. The focus is instead upon
substantial threats to present-day lifestyles or social systemsh&Vioetnot
sustainability advocates dwell on the foundational relationship between humamdife
ecosystems, most all of them raise the specter of global crisis fotysoetire, or both.

Scholars have picked up on this theme. After all, throughout its history,

environmentalism has been colored by apocalyptic and jeremiadic languagdqDanie
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1999; Killingsworth & Palmer, 1995; Opie & Elliot, 1996). In the inaugural essay of the
journalEnvironmental Communicatio©ox (2007) proposed that the environmental
communication be treated as a “crisis discipline.” Cox compared our discipline to
conservation biology, arguing that scholars have a moral responsibility to address our
“moment of conjunctural crisis, defined in not insignificant ways by human-caused
threats to both biological systems and human communities, and also by the continuing
failure of societal institutions to sufficiently engage these press(pe§). In response,
Schwarze (2007) argued that the frame “disciptiherisis” better suits the intellectual

and moral commitments of communication scholars. He meant that “a trulyiveflex
crisis-oriented environmental communication discipline should raakgonmental

crisis itselfa central theoretical concept and object of inquiry” (p. 94, emphasis in
original). Either way, leading scholars locate the crisis tedpgreheart of

environmental communication studies, though it is just one element of the discipline.

Revolution

The third theme prevalent in sustainability rhetoric is revolution. In some
instances, the move to more sustainable humanity is nothing short of a sweeping
overthrow of the status quo. Such a radical shift is taken as necessary, given the kinds of
crises evident in the second theme of sustainability rhetoric. In our dadkeents, the
OS staff and | would sit and talk about the overwhelming scale of change we thought
was necessary; we would sometimes confess to one another that we felt as though
“radical change” wasn't likely across the globe, in our region, or even for. M)
hardly felt as though we were participating in what the social craddKorten (2007)

calls “the great turning.”
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The idea that social change toward sustainability involves a revolution pgrvade
sustainability rhetoridNew York Timesolumnist Thomas Friedman is perhaps the best
known advocate of social sustainably writing today. In his bestsélimgFlat, and
Crowded Friedman (2008) claims that the social change required is nothing short of
systemic: “And in politics and economics, there is a simple term that desttrgbes
process of replacing one system with anotterolution Some people say that is what
we’re having right now—a green revolution. | beg to differ” (p. 246, emphasis in
original). Friedman characterizes the current approach to sustainabiibean which
“everybody gets to play, everybody’s a winner, nobody gets hurt, and nobody has to do
anything hard. As | said, that's not the definition of a revolution. That's the defirt
a party” (p. 252). Another bestselling book, insists that the move to sustainability is or
must be revolutionary; the titular tagline fdatural Capitalismis “the next industrial
revolution” (Hawken, Lovins, & Lovins, 1999).

In other instances, the theme of revolution is exploited in an offhanded or banal
way. The sentiment that ecological-mindedness is at root a revolution canhbe g
following comment by noted scholar of ecological education David Orr (2008); it i
however, one casual statement in a litany of observations about contemporary.changes
“The possibilities for transforming manufacturing and technology to mimicadatur
systems are revolutionary” (p. x). Organizational learning guru PetgeSerotel he
Necessary Revolutiomith a team of management and sustainability experts (Senge,
Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2008). While the authors describe the sust&mnabil
revolution as “perhaps the greatest learning challenge humans have eudgrtfazy

insist that their book—grounded in the metaphor of a revolution, mind you—*is not pie-



72

in-the-sky rhetoric or intellectual idealism, but in fact [...reflectajys/organizations
and individuals are already working together” (p. 12). This isltdmestication of
revolution As an added example, take Lester Brown’s (2009) very poBldarBseries
of books. (Brown was among the first intellectuals to define and disseminate kgewled
about sustainable development [see Peterson, 1997].) The most recentiditid,
4.0, is billed in the subtitle as a plan for “mobilizing to save civilization.” Revaut
plays an interesting role in this plan for civilization’s salvation. In two @rapBrown
details the possibility of a “lighting revolution” and an “efficiency revaunti These are
technical and technological feats, for the most part. When it comes to socie¢yenpow
Brown calls for “sociathangé rather than socialevolution

Such a move points up “a possible problem with trying to create an appeal that
communicates both a sense of urgency and a plan for action,” as Killingswadrth a
Palmer (1992, p. 263) observed of Brown’s writing in the 1980s. When such rhetoric is
considered as a whole, the impression is this: The so-called sustainakiiiytion

ought to be a revolution, but nibiat kindof revolution.

Critical Perspectives from Communication and Organization Studies

These themes are not inconsequential. McGee (1980b) points out that the
movemenof social movements is primarily an effect of rhetoric. That is, social
movements cohere around sets of meanings, and their “success” is determindidgccor
to social negotiations rather than objective measures. As such, the vanaihiityand
across the three themes discussed here is problematic. Ecosystems aesufy@os
foundation of humanity, but exclusively human crises should be sufficient to motivate

action. The crises facing humanity are supposedly total and sweeping, but the
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sustainability revolution is strangely modest and progressive. In short, tbaaloét
sustainability suggests that advocates of sustainability hedge tisisbéd speak. The
argument might go like this: ecocentrism is a necessary part of soagkchiough it
IS necessary to say so only when persuasive. Also, the social change advarated is
radical response to unprecedented crisis, but it won’t upset the status quo too greatly or
violently. Some critics examine these fault lines and assert:
Environmentalism is tired. It is a movement both institutionalized and insipid.
The vast majority of Americans claim to be environmentalists while bugueg
more SUVSs, leaf-blowers, and uncountable plastic consumer goods. Indeed,
environmentalism itself has become just another practice of consumerism, a
matter of buying Audubon memberships, Ansel Adams calendars, and
“biodegradable” plastic bags with one’s Sierra Club credit card. As dqaad
everyday life, environmentalism has devolved into another lifestyle choice.
(DelLuca, 2005, p. 67)
Sustainability rhetoric has too frequently been used to quell controversy and make
environmentalism marketable or politically palatable. This sentiment videns in a
turn of phrase from one professor of biology in my study: “The point is not for us to
figure out how to béess unsustainable
It is important to ask whether or not the rhetoric of sustainability is suitaible f
the task of transforming organizations. Scholars of organizational communicate®n ha
begun to respond to those questions. The critiques they provide largely respond to the
insight that modern language obscures humanity’s multifarious relationships ta nature
These remnants of symbolic signifiers of nature express a relationstagure
that strives to efface everything which cannot be measured by the yaaodstic
utility. Modern society has made great strides in the attempt to erase thes
broader symbolic meanings from its collective consciousness. (Eder, 1996, p.
viii)
Ecofeminists (e.g., Bullis, 1996), poststructuralists (e.g., Livesey &aBma2007;

Livesey & Kearins, 2002), Marxists (e.g., Luke, 2001), and others (e.g., Campbell,
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Follender, & Shane, 1998) have examined the processes by which organizations’
environmental rhetoric position organizational interests above social jastice
environmental wellbeing. In other words, it seems as though the bulk of organizational
rhetoric dealing with sustainability serves organizational image ablogsaland may,

in fact, deepen rather than resolve environmental problems. After all, the lar@fuag
organizational proactivity and dialogue, especially corporate versions efphadices,

can be used to systematically distort communication (Zoller, 2004; Zoller & Ten
2010). While sustainability is usually framed as a grand prospect for organizations
economies, and societies—sometimes alklife on Earth—organizational

sustainability rhetoric has been shown to limit rather than promote chaagedt

2007). Organizational sustainability rhetoric can exemplify organizatraralssism,
meaning that it has more to do with image making than anything else (Ganesh|t2003).
is important to locate these problems within the larger prospects suggested by

sustainability as an iteration of the U.S. environmental movement.

Conclusion
This chapter has addressed the language of sustainability, with spéeiftmat
to the idea of sustainability in higher education. Sustainability on campus amafest
itself with reference to the term’s lexical, organizational, or ecobgneanings.
Broader rhetorics of sustainability entail the themes of ecological faondatrisis, and
revolution, but texts focused on higher education have concentrated on developing
practical metrics and sharing stories about success and disappointment utgpartic

cases. This is an instancefesionmore than confusion. For, sustainability discourse is
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an example par excellence of what Burke (1969a) terms the principle of nfdrger:
comprehension of scattered particulars in one idea” (p. 403).

If sustainability is scattered particulars in one idea, communication of oriabout
will be complex. | want to understahdw people make knowledge claims about
sustainability and also what they (claim to) know almmmmunicatinghat knowledge.
The way we frame the environment matters (Lakoff, 2010), and | contend that the ways
in which we treatommunicatiorior organization’s environmental change matters, as
well. In the next chapter, | develop a unique theoretical perspective on lay émebry
theorizing. That perspective is based upon a review of literature on lay theory from
several disciplines, including communication studies. The framework | ¢re@teapter
4 should provide a useful way to look at people’s lay theorization about sustainability,

communication, and related topics.
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Notes

1 A brief reminder to the reader: | acknowledge the fact that speakimganfré and

society” or “the human and the extrahuman” tends to reify dichotomous thinking about
environmental matters. For the sake of clear expression, | will occagiosalthese

sorts of labels and comparisons. Please bear in mind the limitations of such erpressi

2 For instance, see Beder’s (1994) discussion afdle&l dimensionof “sustainable
technology.”

% This treatment ofbility is akin to Tsoukas’ (2005) definition of organizational
knowledge as a “capability [that] members of an organization have developed to draw
distinctions in the process of carrying out their work, in particular concoetexts, by
enacting sets of generalizations” (p. 128). The application of those gesatgrakz

“depends upon historically evolved collective understandings and experiences”)(p. 128

* See Chapter 4 for a definition and discussion of ideographs.
® Rhetorically-oriented scholars have begun to critique the way in which potentially

contentious plans are made palatable by virtue of their association with cohcept
sustainability (Kendall, 2008; Peterson; 1997; Singer, 2010).



CHAPTER 4

THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter provides theoretical perspectives on the issues that | deal with
throughout this dissertation. Chapter 4 is divided into four major sections. First, |
explain how I will use the termmmunication, discourse, and rhetor&econd, | offer
a perspective oarganizationthat is rooted in the interpretive turn organization studies.
Third, | build an argument for a communication-centered approach to lay theory and
theorizing. Potter and Wetherell’s (1987) conception of “interpretive repestgtays a
special role in that approach. The theoretical framework | develop isustmi
perspectives on narrative, metaphor, framing, and sensemaking in organizaties, st
so | offer comparisons to each. Fourth and finally, | use the perspective | h
established to critically review select literature on lay theory titmee different
disciplines. Ultimately, this chapter presents a perspective on lay thebtlyearizing
that is centered on discourse and discursive practice, appropriate for orgaaizat
research, and responsive to scholarship from multiple disciplines and epistealologi

traditions.

Perspective on Communication

This section defines communication, discourse, and rhetoric. | position discourse

as aform ofcommunication, and rhetoric asomm ofdiscourse. At the end of the section,
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| explain that a discursive-rhetorical view of communication is appropoathit study
becauseustainabilityis an ideographwhich is a term that links rhetoric to ideology and

broader discursive practice.

Communication

| will use Cheney, Christensen, Zorn, and Ganesh’s (2004) definition of
organizationalcommunication“lt is a complex system of symbols, messages, efforts,
and activities—a network of contributions from its members and from people and groups
outside of its boundaries” (p. 8). This definition has several useful features.Hérst, t
definition encompasses a range of practices, which is important to organizationa
communication’s status as a practical discipline (Cheney, 2007; Craig, 1989). Second,
this definition emphasizes that organizations are really ongoing procéssganizing
and that person’s contributions are always situated and incomplete (see Weick, 1979).
Thus, communication is a primary means by which people organize.

| treat communication as a master category encompassing a varighg®bfy
meaning making and information sharing. As | explain below, discourse is thadggu
centered dimension of communication and rhetoric is a particular kind of discursive
practice. Thus, early on | framed this dissertation project as case stumbyafcal
activity undertaken by members of an organization that uses and creatembilgiai

related discourse.

Discourse
Fairhurst and Putnam (2004) also position communication as a broad,

encompassing domain of meaning making. They write:
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We contend that “communication” and “discourse” are not synonymous. [...] A
concern for discursive formations encapsulates but goes beyond the linguistic.
Communication, as distinct from discourse, is a related but broader construct that
encompasses research residing outside discourse studies, for example networ
analysis, information processing, and message flow. Thus a language emphasis
distinguishes the discursive from the more general communicative approach. (p.
7)
As language-centric investigation, organizational discourse analysesvidoom a
variety of disciplines (Fairclough, 1993; Grant, Hardy, Ostwick, & Putnam, 2004; Grant,
Keenoy, & Ostwick, 1998). The theme drawing together discursive orgamzdtidies
is that “social reality, seen as shared mental schemes or [...] sociakrgptess, is
thus mainly based upon discursive interaction” (Heracleous, 2004, p. 178). The sharing,
dissemination, and imposition of those mental schemes and representation takes place on
a number of levels. We may spealdidfcoursean the singular, as “language use
conceived as social practice,” or in the plural fodmsgcoursesas the variety of “[ways]
of signifying experience from a particular perspective” (Fairclough, 199838). In
this study, | am studying the language-related social practicespafciic group of
people. The Office of Sustainability exhibits creative use of discourse ierheesof
sustainability. Put another way, they participate in sustainability disesurs
Fairclough (1992, 1995) has posited that discourses operate simultaneously in at
least three different dimensions. All discourse is constructed through humaty activi
these dimensions. The first is the dimension otélg where texts are “any product
whether written or spoken” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 4). OS staff and volunteers produce an
array of texts, from websites, to strategic plans, to policies, and more. (uosgof

this study is to create a public text of the processes that contribute toatencod

these texts—their back-story, if you will.
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The second dimension of discourséiscursive practiceSeen as a practice,
discourse is an improvisation carried out by people as they produce and interpret texts
For instance, | sat in on a meeting with the dean of a college, a consultant to
Intermountain West University (IWU), and Russell Snyder. The three met tmeons
how the college might take advantage of the completion of a new building to conserve
energy. In this conversation, the participants shared ideas, concerns, and arfpmaents
variety of proposals. In this interaction, the participgmégticeddiscourse by citing
established texts, interpreting some, seeking to establish new ones acaotdeng t
objective of making the college’s stakeholders work within the buildings “more
sustainable.”

The third dimension of the three-dimensional approach to discowsseia
practice Social practice, in this framework, is distinguished from discursive practice
according to “issues of concern in social analysis such as the instituthahal a
organizational circumstances of the discursive event and how that shapes thefnature o
the discursive practice” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 4). In other words, people’s discursive
practices must always draw from and contribute to contexts in which theyact. F
example, talking about sustainability in any organizational context uswailys one
into a discussion of economics. A standard argument made by sustainability eshabcat
IWU was that the pricing of environmentally friendly projects was usually not
appropriate. The advocates called for “lifecycle costing,” in which consutalke into
account the up-front price of a purchased item, its efficiency over the longherm, t
price of its disposal, and any externalities (which are costs borne thyp#rires). For

instance, using talk about lifecycle costs, sustainability advocates sougfraime solar
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power as “cheaper and better” than electricity that the utility coynganerated by
burning coal. Lifecycle costs and costing are social concepts alreddysteddlished in
certain communities; the employees of the OS were not inventing the term and its
implications. In this way, their discourse involved social practice, meaméng t
appropriation and alteration of institutionalized languages and resources.

Thus, the domain of discourse, which | treat as a subsidiary of communication, is
three-dimensional. Discourse involves human texts, discursive practices, aid soci
practices. Fairhurst and Putnam (2004) treat the three dimensions in this way:

For many organizational analysts, discourse embodies cultural meanings tha

enable the social and communicative; discourse is a medium for social

interaction (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Hence, the
study of language in use and interaction process is the focus of discourse

analysts. For others, discourse refers to forms of talk and social textsethat a

loosely coupled from meaning and relatively autonomous from communicative

processes. (p. 7)

In the course of my research, | examined texts, discursive practices, ahgsaatices

implicated in sustainability organizing by the members of the Office dabadbility.

Rhetoric

According to Bryant (1953), “The rhetorical function [of language] is a function
of adjusting ideas to people and people to ideas” (p. 413). By this, Bryant meant both
that rhetoric involves “the management of discourse in specific situations éticara
purposes” and that “it touches the art of informing ideas, and the functioning of
language” (p. 424). Scholars have argued that “a rhetorical view of orjanaa
discourse [...] focuses on tls&rategic possibilities of discourse in actiq€heney,
Christensen, Conrad, & Lair, 2004, p. 85, emphasis in original). The focus on strategy is

important and central to the way | will define the term in the remainder of this
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document. Rhetoric is language and other symbols used purposively in the service of
influence. | will define rhetoric as “the art of using symbols to persuadesdthehange
their attitudes, beliefs, values or actions” (Cheney, et al., g. 79).

This study is a studgf rhetoricinasmuch as | am interestedire study
participants’communication about rhetori®hetorically-oriented researchers have
investigated topics as diverse as organizations’ public talk about ethics [egey
Frenette, 1993), corporate representatives’ representation of a cgsi€@rad, 2004;
Crable & Vibbert, 1983; Heath, 1990), the personification of corporations (e.g., Cheney,
1992; Livesey & Kearins, 2002), and more (for reviews of the literature, see Cheney,
2005; Cheney, Christensen, Conrad, & Lair, 2006). Most of these perspectives on
organizational rhetoric focus on public communication or seemingly finished texts
intended for broad consumption (cf. McGee, 1990). “However,” Cheney and McMillan
(1990) point out, “public, representative pronouncements do not necessarily reflect the
range of rhetorical activities by, for, and within organizations” (p. 102). Myhasis is
not upon the completed texts produced by OS stakeholders. While | do consider some
published and recorded works authored by Office stakeholders—a few of whichd helpe
to author or revise—I am more interested in the way the production of these tegts play
in to the everyday discursive practices of people who call themselves “shsitgina
advocates.”

| think such a perspective on rhetoric “has much to offer those interested in how
groups of individuals come to see strategic alternatives in ways comatdalgh to
allow collective action” (Huff, 1983, p. 168). That is the case because, as Cheney (2005)

argues, “The more traditional rhetorical concepts informing what I'dacafietorical
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sensibility’ are valuable above all for their recognition of fdhscourse links individual
persuasive choices with organizational resoutps 68, emphasis in original). This is a
significant contribution because few studies of (organizational) rhettlize

ethnographic and interviewing techniques to (1) represent voices silenced in or absent
from official texts, and (2) assess the processes#nmaé to construaghetorical artifacts

and situations (see Clair, 1993, 1998; Endres, 2009b, Pezzullo, 2003; Senda-Cook,

2010).

Sustainability: An Ideograph

My study simultaneously deals with discursive and rhetorical practice. One
communication concept that suits this duality is the ideograph. McGee (1980ajl offer
the most classic definition:
An ideograph is an ordinary-language term found in political discourse. It is a
high-order abstraction representing collective commitment to a ydartiout
equivocal and ill-defined normative goal. It warrants the use of power, excuses
behavior and belief which might otherwise be perceived as eccentric or mhtisoc
and guides behavior and belief into channels easily recognized by a comrsunity a
acceptable and laudable. (p. 15)

For the OS and IWU, as for other organizations, sustainability is such artews).my

study concerns the ideograph “sustainability” and rhetorical attempgitionkte

discourse about it at IWU. The social function of ideographs change over time, and

ideographs’ meanings are struggled over by groups in order gain power (Condit &

Lucaities, 1993). In this case, | follow the ways in whtommunication of and for

sustainabilityis negotiated, muted, and put into play for the purpose of changing an

organization and making sense of persuasion toward that end.
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Perspective on Organizations and Organizing

Since what has been labeled the interpretive turn in the field, organizational
communication has taken on “the organization,” itself, as a central probleMatidbfy
& Stohl, 1996). This means that organizational communication research is distinguished
in part by the investigation of what it means to organize or be organized in the first
place. This dissertation takes up an interpretive position on organizational
communication. As such, | treat communication asrganizing activity’

| will use Cheney’s (1991) definition of organization. He writes, “Orgaronati
generally speaking, is the coordination of individual interests; it is the matholizof
energies (symbolic and material) toward selective goals and valaksling the value
of organizationn itselfand the goal of its maintenance” (p. 19, emphasis in original). |
adopt his definition for three reasons. First, | think it is sufficiently amligudhe
Office of Sustainability has three employees, but a great many volsinpegtners, and
other stakeholders working in its behalf on particular initiatives and over the lomg te
The OS organizes the energies of these many people. Still, it may not appear a
expansive and complex to someone simply looking for the formal boundaries and
location of the Office within the structure of IWU. Second, Cheney’s definition
recognizes that an organization is more active than static. Weick (1979) famously
proposes that organization theorists statyanizinginstead obrganizationswhich is
the perspective | adopt for this study. Third, Cheney’s definition is appropriatedsec
it emphasizes that organizing involves fiadectionof goals and values, which requires

advocacy.

Summary
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This is a study of a specific case of sustainability-related discalioseributors
to the Office of Sustainability participate in that discourse, by whimkdn they (1)
produce and interpret texts, (2) engage in discursive practices, and (3) usgdatigu
connects with broader patterns of social change. | train my attention onfacspec
discursivepractice: lay theorizing. In terms of content, | focus my investigation on lay
theorizing about three different dimensions of communication—advocacy, voice, and

ethics—as they relate to the topics of sustainability and organizationakchang

A New Perspective on Lay Theory and Theorizing

In this section, | synthesize treatments of lay theory in social psychology
organization studies, and communication studies. Ultimately, | forge a newgiemspe
on this area of interest. As Garfinkel (1967) puts it:

Therecognizedlyational properties of [members’] common sense inquiries—

their recognizedly consistent, or methodic, or uniform, or planful, etc.

character—arsomehovattainments of members concerted activities. For

Suicide Prevention Center staff, for coders, for jurors the rational properties of

their practical inquiries somehow consist in the concerted work of making

evident from fragments, from proverbs, from passing remarks, from rumors,
from a partial descriptions, from “codified” but essentially vague caies) of

experience and the like [..Jomehows the problematic crux of the matter. (p.

10, emphasis in original)

In this study, | focus on the “somehow” of participants’ lay theorizing about
sustainability, persuasion, and organizing.

In the subsections that follow, | first define theories and lay theorizing in
communication-related terms. Second, | compare communication-centespdgbees

on lay theory to those from sociology and psychology. Third, | discuss important issues

suggested by my definition of lay theory. Finally, | explain how the approaci to la
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theory | develop here is similar to but distinct from other frameworks in comationc

and organization studies.

Communication and Lay Theory

Theories ar&knowledge claimd_ay theories are no exception; they too are
knowledge claims. Because they al@ms lay theories are connected to discourse. In
other words, theories ameade up oandrealized incommunication. Thus, lay theories
are not simply phenomena in individuals’ minds, én& properties of social collectives
of people in conversation with one anotidacus on the communicative dimensions of
lay theories and lay theorizing, rather than their psychological and socadlogi
dimensions. Lay theories are most commonly treated as psychological pimanome
(Furnham, 1988; Kruglanski, 1989). However, lay theories are social in nature and they
are made practical in communication. In Weick’s (1983) terms, lay theorgepple
“acting thinkingly” with discourse.

Thagard (1984) distinguishes theories from other types of claims: “A tieary
definition of a kind of system, claimed to apply to real systems” (p. 82)efinea
system is to make a claim about its meaning or nature. Deetz (1992) points out that
although theories provide definitions, they are best recognizeshasptionghat
“[specify] a point of view, a way of seeing and talking” (p. 74). Because they are
knowledge claims, theories (lay and nonlay alike) usually show up in communication as
definitional, descriptive, or evaluative statements, but they are alwagsllr
conceptions (cf. Mills, 1940). | want to stress that this definition of lay theory should be
treated differently than definitions applied to so-called formal or sdetitiéories. As

Redding (1992) cautioned, “The word ‘theory,” a notoriously elastic term, should not be
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interpreted so rigidly as to include only the ‘classical’ (hypothetical-ctedkior
variable-analytic) model” (p. 92).

As claim making, lay theorizing may involeegument Brockriede (1974)
defines argument as “the process whereby a person reasons his [or Heohwage
idea to the choice of another” (p. 166). Theorizers and othaygxperience lay
theorizing as argumentation. However, there are at least two chatasefitay
theorizing, qua discursive practice, that minimize the likelihood that people will
experience lay theorizing as an essentially argumentative activity.

First, lay theorizing is usuallgnthymemati¢Furnham, 1988; Thompson,
Kruglanski, & Spiegel, 2000). Put succinctly, “Enthymemes are rhetaticadtures of
argumentation” (Heracleous, 2004, p. 183). While syllogisms are logical arguiment
which premises are expressed, enthymemes’ premises (or at least sbheme)dre left
unexpressed. Strong enthymematic rhetoric involves premises that ace@hiateen for
granted by the audience. Importantly, sharing premises and communicating based upon
premises facilitates claim making (see Cheney, et al. [2004, p. 42] for a thecniss
enthymeme as a “shorthand definition” that relies upon context and generatsg afs
organizational rationality). A good example from my research comes in theaomm
expression of an ideal sustainable university as one where membergen@tinected”
and “collaborative,” and in which people work less in “their silos” (e.g., academic
departments, operational units with narrowly-defined missibfke subsumed premises
in this enthymematic theory of an ecologically sustainable universipytake a number
of forms. One premise is that collaborative decision making will lead to pration of

environmental goals. Another assumption built into expressions of this kind: &rgreat
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number of connections between people makes for a more effective organizational
systent: In any case, thkind of interconnection is specified only sometimes and the term
collaboration is very rarely defined when it is used. This example demonstratésyhow
theories function as definitions of a system expressed in shorthand laiguage.

The second reason people may fail to think of lay theorizing as conceptual and
argumentative is that an individuding lay theorizingnay fail to recognize the
premises subsumed in their enthymematic argument at all. This is an impontafdpoi
understanding lay theorizing as a discursive practice. For, enthymeraestar
necessarily consciously evoked, [because they are] located in actorggbract
consciousness rather than discursive consciousness (Giddens, 1984, pp. 44-45)”
(Heracleous, 2004, p. 183). As definitiomédim making, lay theorizing mayaturalize
the system or system conditions being defined. That is, lay theorists tneag] “fhe
socially produced as given in nature [and] one view of the subject matter [...] agythe w
the thing is” (Deetz, 1992, p. 19DAs such, it is important for the analyst as well as the
practitioner to assess lay theorizing with reference to the contextt@isfahat shape
how actors understand what is being “done” with lay theories. The point here igythat la
theories arargumentsaboutreality, though they may not ostensibly take that form in

actors’ perceptions and language.

Comparing and Contrasting Various Perspectives on Lay Theory

| have defined lay theories as knowledge claims and will examine layzimgori
as a discursive practice. Below, | present a communication-cpetgpective on lay
theorizing that is built around this definition. First, however, | briefly charaetand

comment upon sociological and psychological perspectives on lay theory.
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Sociological perspectives on lay theoBpciological approaches center on the

collectivesharingof lay theories regarding some phenomenon or set of phenomena.
Potter and Wetherell (1987) explain that this perspective coheres around thpt@ssum
that “social groups are constituted by their shared social represestdp. 142). There
is a puzzle here. Are social collectives naturally occurring groupshihee™ shared
social representations, or does the social group emerge though consisteahtaiioes
Potter and Wetherell point out that, either way, this perspective unduly foregrounds the
roles of consensus and consistency, and backgrounds the place of dissensus and
inconsistency within and between social groups.

Most writers define lay theories by what they are not. Specifically, achol
regularly claim that lay theories are not developed by professionals wankimgjr area
of expertise according to scientific methods of inquiry and knowledge devalibpme
(Furnham, 1988j.Scholars usually define lay theories according to their supposed
counterpart, scientific or professional theories. This bifurcation of theory tgptss
upon the distinction of the theorizer’s social group membership—scientific and/or
professional versus I&yThis is important because, “the shared interests and tight
language structure of technical discussion” makes the comparison and adjudication of
formal knowledge claims more easy in scientific and professional communities
(Railsback, 1983, p. 363). Despite that fact, lay and scientific/professional theory
intersect in both social and technical arenas (Giddens, 1979; Goodnight, 1982),
especially on issues connected to the natural world (Endres, 2009a; Kinsella, 2004). A
communication-based definition would not focus on the class or social category of the

theorizer, but rather on the symbolic effort necessary to legitimasoeyths a so-



90

called lay theoryFrom this point of view, as opposed to what | am very broadly calling
the sociological perspective, it should be clear that the term lay theotglgsna-
bearing label” (see Hilhorst, 2003).

The argument | am making is analogous to some organizational culture scholars’
argument that culture is not so much something organizations “have” as it ihsgmnet
organizations “are.” An associated thesis is that organizations are nattehaeal by a
singular culture, but by the struggle over cultural representation in thplécgt, despite
widespread acceptance of phrases like “an organization’s culturec{8mit983).

While it may be the case that organization members propound similar theories of one
thing or another, it can be misleading to say either that the commonality uissstite

group, or that group membership is determined by the sharing of a theory. B99@yY,

for example, studied “cultural codes” in the debate over governance at an academi
institution, defining “a code of communication in its general sense [as] a cohgstams

of symbols, meanings, and beliefs and normative rules about communication (Philipsen,
1992)” (p. 314). While she couches the study as an interpretive ethnography of multiple
voices within an organization, she seems at times to reify membarsiapmunication
codes. She speaks of “code members” (see, e.qg., p. 317) and code “subcultures” (see p.
325), but also “code users” (see pp. 318-319). | believe that the last charaotercaade
users is more appropriate for a communication-based take on such activity. Sttty Ba
neatly divides the two codes identified in her research, which provides for cogérgis

but scant attention to diversity within the codes, overlap between the codes, and

complexity in theuses of codednstead, she speaks simultaneously of the asdbe
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groupandas the communication systeRrtom a communication perspective, it is less
than ideal to assume a one-to-one correspondence between the two.

Psychological perspectives on lay thedrgy theory is a concept that has its roots

in psychology, particularly in the study of attitudes (Furnham, 1988). Kruglari$kB9)
theory of lay epistemics deals specifically with the nature of peogitades, “a special
type of knowledge, notably knowledge of which content is evaluative or affective” (p.
139). Note his focus otontentof knowledge, rather than the language in which the
knowledge is formed. There are untold numbers of definitions for attitudes in
organization studies (see Brief, 1998, for a review), and Potter and Wetherell (1987)
suggest that this is at least in part the case because social psychdesgistse attitudes
as structures of thmind though they study them through actdesiguage usand other
behaviors In place of the mental construattitudes Deetz (1992) notes thtéteoriesdo
three things: direct attention, organize experience, and enable useful regppngés

77). These are communicational dimensions of theories, and they are suitableteabsti
for the attitude concept, which is too grounded for my purposes in theories of individual
cognition and mind.

Cheney (2002), for instance, examined the struggle over “democracy” at the
Mondragdén worker cooperatives in the Basque Country in Spain. His study provides a
good example of a communication-based alternative to psychological claimdagbout
theory. Organizational democracy may be read, Cheney suggests, as a hitadrance
competitiveness in the “new global economy,” as a crucial part of the araditd
“soul” of the cooperative system, as a “Trojan horse” for increased management

pressure and control, and more. Indeed, Mondragdn employees interviewed by Cheney
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talked of democracy as it was practiced in their organization through radtaphes.

Their theories of what democracy is and ought to be for the cooperatives could be
thought of as involving personal and collective attitudes. Importantly, Clofhoeges to
focus on discourse, and upon rhetoric in particular. The key is that Mondragon workers’
talk about democraoyrganized their experiences motivated attention toward the

matter of democracy and involved certain dispositions toward the meaning of
democracy. It is reasonable to call these attitudes toward democracyyéigtr Ito

conceive of the claims about democracy that Cheney docuasertigtoric(as Cheney
does) and thus as meaning making that advocates for particular perspectives on the

matter at hand.

A Communication-Centered Perspective on Lay Theory

The communication-oriented perspective that | advocate draws upon some of the
premises of ethnomethodology. Garfinkel (1967), who offered the first systematic
explication of ethnomethodology, presented scholars with this guiding maxim: “The
activities whereby members [of social groups] produce and manage settorgarmkzed
everyday affairs are identical with members’ procedures for making slettegs

‘account-able™ (p. 1). In other words, activities #dne social processes of making sense
of collaborative action. From this perspective, an activiyggnizedin that people
produce mutually sensible procedures for interacting. Thus, activity and knowledge ar
accomplished, rather than being an unproblematic fact of life. As such,
ethnomethodologists study “the rational accountability of practical ac@®as ongoing,

practical accomplishment” (Garfinkel, p. 4). Lay theonésommunicatiomre one way

in which these practical accomplishments are realized. | will draw upon'<{E899)
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definition of lay theorie®f communicationin particular: “commonplaces pfactical
metadiscourse-such as the commonplace belief that people ordinarily understand each
other’s utterances” (p. 128, emphasis in original).

Organization scholars use ethnomethodology to conceptualize the “detailed and
specifiable processes of producing orders based on shared methods, trust, cempetenc
and attention” in work settings (Rawls, 2008, p. 702). Recently, scholars have used this
approach to detail how dimensions of organizational life such as gender (Acker, 1990;
Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004; West & Zimmerman, 1987) and knowledge (Kuhn & Jackson,
2008; Rawls) are constitutedthin organizational environmentisrough
communication. In turn, these accomplished constructs shape people’s understanding of
(the) organization, itself.

Accordingly, lay theories are one means by which people coopei@teaitng
realities anchegotiatingwhat we might call the established realities of organizational
life. Lay theorizing involves more than simply an individual “trying to undadcstahat is
out there.” Instead, this perspective presumes that “mutual understandingjpirése
constant mutual orientation to situated constitutive expectancies—takgrafaed
methods of producing order that constitute sense” (Rawls, 2008, p. 701).

The ethnomethodological perspective outlined above helps to explain this
example. It is not the case that the OS merely helps IWU “reach” susligynénstead,
it struggles to fold “sustainability” into the everyday “sensibility” ain at IWU. It was
taken-for-granted that “rational” action on sustainability required exphethods for
gathering quantitative data. Still, many, many times during my fieldwaitkra

ethnographic interviews, | heard people say things like “we need to follow theodata
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“we need to decide based on the data.” And so, the OS goes about creating data sets such
as the annual GHG inventories. Yet, because other organizations within IWU slgstem
not create knowledge of the university with reference to sustainabilitgdatherequired
to make the inventory do not exist. Thus, the OS’s advocacy for “rational action” on
climate change-relevant issues is made problematic. First, the exsigsitegn did not
value or assess sustainability at IWU, so it did not gather all dataegedar measuring
or meeting sustainability goals (for discursive and institutional exjiasa see e.g.,
Fairclough & Thomas, 2004; Orssatto & Clegg, 1999). Second, the procedures for
gathering certain data and making certain knowledge claims aresta#lished. Thus,
Office supporters have a hard time challenging the notion that administaa¢onot
seeing the whole picture, so to spéand so, third, OS actors struggle simultaneously to
(1) appropriately guess about the required data, and (2) create new proeedures
symbolic contexts for collecting heretofore nonexistent data—procedures that
nonetheless must approximate or simulate the old means of making and using data.
However, ethnomethodology is concerned almost entirely with “accomplishment”
as the realization of cooperation and coordination. This perspective pays somes#hat
attention to tension, contradiction, multiplicity, and the like. The recognition of the
disorganizatiorof organizational life has a long history organizational communication
scholarship but has garnered significant attention recently (e.g., Ask@O& Ashcraft
& Trethewey, 2004; Harter, 2004; Harter & Krone, 2001; Jian, 2007; Putnam, 1986;
Stohl & Cheney, 2001; Tracy, 2004; Trethewey & Aschcraft, 2004). This approach
challenges the presumption in ethnomethodology that organizatiah&acteristicof

everyday interaction. That is, the ethnomethodological perspectives outlined above
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dispose researchers to see “the organization” ioft@nizing properties of everyday talk
more than its inconsistent or polyvalent features.

Scholars dealing with organizational and social change have suggested that
dialecticsare a useful concept for understanding the ways in which organizations embody
regularity and irregularity, the common and the uncommon (e.g., Harter & Krone, 2001;
Papa, Auwal, & Singhal, 1995; Papa, Singhal, & Papa, 2006). Baxter and Montgomery
(1996) argue that dialectical thinking about communication should not be treated as a
unified theory of communication, but rather as “a small set of conceptual agssfipt
about symbolic interaction (p. 6). Dialectical thinking attunes the resedacher
contradictions, which are the “dynamic interplay between unified oppositions”. (p. 8)

For instance, the notion ofsaistainable organizationadleal requires one to
assume that the present form is somehosustainableThere is no sustainability
without its opposite. This, I've found in my fieldwork, is a particular challengénhéor t
OS. They strive to label particular initiatives, objects, and aspirationst&srable, and
the result is somewhat piecemeal. The solar panels on that building are suestasiagl
a universal power strip to shut down all of your office’s electronics at the ehd day
is a sustainable behavior; the plans for a “net-zero water campus” araahistal’ here
are two points of contradiction. First, these efforts existapséenthat the OS treats as
unsustainable. | am willing to conjecture that none of the active participantsprojagt
would claim that IWU is, at present, a sustainable organization accordamg to
definition. Second, and moreover, sustainability advocates at IWU usuattythkt
achieving sustainable organization requires systems thiakidthey simultaneously

claim that sustainability needs to be made personal, immediate, or conbeste. T
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assertions are related to the labeling practices | mentioned at the bgghthis
example, where singular things, rather than systems, are assigned theustaatable”
in order to make sense of sustainability in the present. These tensioaguared |
believe, for people to successfullgvigate and inducenvironment-related
organizational changes.

| have argued that a communication-centered perspective on lay theorizing must
attend to the communicative production of consonance, commonality, and routine
practices on one hand, and of dissonance, fragmentation, and uncustomary practices on
another. To build that perspective, | turn to Potter and Wetherell's (1987) concept of
“interpretive repertoires” (IRs). The IR concept has received lthateention in
organization studies. These two authors developed the concept to descsiaality of
discursive activity without assuming “a one-to-one concordance with group bowsndarie
and [... without deploying] the type of speculative cognitive psychology which underlies
social representation theory” (p. 146).

Interpretive repertoire3.he study of IRs is grounded in a “discourse approach,”

which “shifts the focus from a search for underlying entities—attitudes-€hndenerate

talk and behavior to a detailed examination of how evaluative expressions are produced
in discourse” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 55). Primary attention is given titingted

flow of discourse [... and] is concerned with [people’s] methods and the logic of
accountability while describing also the collective and social patteafibgckground
normative conceptions” (Wetherell, 1998, p. 405). At the center of research in this

tradition are questions abdubwandwith what social connections/consequengesple
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take up positions and make claims with language. Potter and Wetherell (1987) provide
the following definition:

Interpretative repertoires are recurrently used systems of terchgouse

characterizing and evaluating actions, events and other phenomena. A repertoir

[...] Is constituted through a limited range of terms used in particular styistic

grammatical constructions. Often a repertoire will be organized aroundispeci

metaphors and figures of speech (tropes). (p. 149)

Elsewhere, they substitute the words “lexicon or register” for “sys{pni38).

IRs are resources for understanding (Wetherell & Potter, 1988). Scholars have
explored the means by which rhetoric shapes understanding (Scott, 1967) and orients
people toward knowledge of reality (Railsback, 1983). IRs are rhetoricaldeepaople
utilize them in support of tenuous claims (Milne, 2009). Compelling claims draw upon
IRs in ways that are “practically adequate” (Wetherell & Potter, 1992,)pn&aning
that they are suitable for the situation at hand, which typifies rhetaoglibge
(Heracleous, 2004; Cheney, et al., 2004). Of course, people do not simply use IRs as a
tool, since the availability or legitimacy of language used to make expigraaicounts is
subject to historical and institutional constraint (Milne). Put simply, histodycalture
matter (Wetherell & Potter, 1992). Nonetheless, it should be clear by nolR that
analysis is antideterministic and treats people as creative, if condfragents
(Wetherell, 1998).

IR analysis can account for both similarity and variation in people’s discourse
use, where studies of lay theory, attitudes, codes, and such often look for patterns
primarily in terms of consistency or commonality (McKenzie, 2005). In atloeds,

variation within and across accounts is not seen as out of the ordinary for IRs, but

characteristic of their usss language formgThis is true for the study of IRs because the
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concept’s “concern is firmly with language use” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 157).
“Contingency, precariousness and openness arise in part because utterancegnae de
to do interactional tasks and do not thereby entail descriptive closure and cognitive
consistency” (Wetherell, 1998, p. 401). On one hand, individuals may present
inconsistent or contradictory explanative accounts at any given moment, ays dhaw
from an “ensemble’ of subject positions” (Wetherell, p. 404). The point is not to pursue
how this affects or is affected by group memberships, or to point to some troublkewith t
individual’'s thinking,per se Instead, the consistency and contradiction may be
investigated in terms of how they play out in the use of language. On another hand,
individuals may draw upon different IRs to make different claims, to make<ta

different audiences, or to make arguments under different conditions. ¥Rianedats

this as a normal aspect of communication, since IRs are “used to perfomandifferts

of accounting tasks” (Potter & Wetherell, p. 156). To sum, the study of IRs should not be
driven by a reductionist search for constant, regularized language use, althoeigiegat
talk is an element of IRs. Some collectives—successful “high reliabiiggnizations”
(Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007), for example—may exhibit consistent use of a veryelimit
number of IRs. Nevertheless, IR analysts following Potter and Wetlserision

recognize that people draw from a variety of IRs, in a variety of contextsyarying
degrees of reflexive awareness.

Connecting lay theories and interpretive repertoirayg.theories are, at base,

statements of some sort that do definitional-conceptual work. They are reliant upon
context for their meaning in every case (Draper, 1988). IRs are “redymuisatl systems

of terms used for characterizing” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 149). Thus, lajyetheor
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aredefinitions ofsystems, while IRare systems. | argue that lay theories contribute to
and are drawn from IRs. Using the language of structuration theory alctéaze the
relationship asecursive(Banks & Riley, 1993; Heracleous & Barrett, 2001; Giddens,
1984; Poole & McPhee, 1983). Drawing from its meaning in ethnomethodology, |
characterize people’s actions within and upon these systems as reflexitheerlwords,
IRs provide groductivestructure for making theoretical claims and agents theorize in
practical ways that also affect the structural possibilities of IRs. IRSracelalities” that
mediate social structures the relationship between social structuresranuinicative
actions (Hardy, Palmer, & Phillips, 2000; Heracleous & Barrett; Muellkince,

Harvey, & Howorth, 2004). It is important to point out that some interpretive
possibilities/resources are relatively prefigured for organizatianbees while others are
continually changing (Koch & Deetz, 1981, p.'%).

An excellent example of this comes from what is often called the contemporary
climate change debate. Scientific theory now overwhelmingly acknowldalgesuman
activity has the capacity to alter global climatic patterns, dubbed “antjgommoclimate
change,” and that such change is currently underway. In nontechnical spheres, there
remains serious contention as to whether anthropogenic climate chasglelet alone
whether or not it is arisis (i.e., an “imperfection marked by urgency” [see Bitzer,
1968]). These contests are marked by innumerable lay theories about climateasctthnge
possible human responses. People engage in lay theorizing with resourceseawailabl
IRs. As such, it is reasonable to suppose that people stridently working tdemitiga
anthropogenic climate change might draw on repertoires that cohere aroundgyartic

jeremiadic or apocalyptic themes and images (Opie & Elliot, 1996; Wolfe, 2008), dalanc
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and harmony metaphors (Killingsworth & Palmer, 1992; Zizek, 2009), and certain socio-
economic ideologies (Kendall, 2008). Collections of these themes, metaphors, and
ideological pronouncements constitute the system (i.e., the IR) that grounds knowledge
claims such as, “The Earth’s climate is warming at an alarmingmateans are
responsible for this; we must come into balance with nature and find sources ather tha
fossil fuels for fueling global economic development or face catastrophe.”

From a communication-based perspective, lay theories are the languade-bas
artifacts of lay theorizing, which is a discursive practice. Importatitgories and
theorizing involve “global” discourses; they employ the language of systechw/holes,
and they are tightly coupled to meaning. By that, | mean people use lay theoradseto m
the reasoning process, itself, meaningful (see Sillince, 2007). Individuals #ulices
may draw from a number of IRs at once in order to craft their espoused laygheorie
Ultimately, the “quality” of lay theorizing, for the theorizer and ttaidience, is judged
in terms of itgractical adequacyThus, communication-centered analysis of lay

theorization and IRs should:

o subtly trace lay theories and IRs at play in a given case,

. foreground (or at least pay attention to) the actors’ perspectives,

o show how people make lay theories and IRs practically adequate,

. assess the social consequences of lay theories and IRs in use,

o and, perhaps, suggest new repertoires and practices in order to address

those social consequences.



101

Brief Notes on Knowing, Power, and Metalanguage

The discussion above invites brief commentary on three broad topics related to
my approach to lay theories and IRs. First, | say more about contemporarychpprtta
organizational knowing that draw from ethnomethodological premises. Second, | discuss
the place of power in any discussion of lay theory. Third, | explain whgrlagnlay
theories of communication must involve some sort of metalanguage. Together, these
three short discussions round out my approach to lay theorizing as a definitional-
conceptual practice that is accomplished through the complex utilization of IRs.

On organizational knowingAs outlined above lay theorizing contributes to the

accomplishment of knowledge by drawing from, establishing, and/or participating in
routines for sharing, verifying, and using information in organizational sygtenis &
Jackson, 2008). In order to be recognizedrganized a human system must also be
explainedin some way (Pye, 1993). This perspective
assumes that knowing precedes knowledge, both logically and chronologically,
for the latter is always an institutionalized version of the former [...] suctj [tha
knowledge is thus acquired through some form of participation, and it is
continually reproduced and negotiated; that is, it is always dynamic and
provisional. (Nicolini, Gherardi, & Yanow, 2003, p. 3)
Garfinkel points out that nonacademics usually talk about knowledge as “coming to
terms with a situation” as it really is (p. 96). Actually, people must alifagsemble]
and make available for use” arguments that warrant particular inteigpmetand actions
(p- 96). As such, thiarm of participation(i.e., organizational knowing) creates the
sense of established reality in/of the context (i.e, organizational knowledge). How

communication is practiced in an organization and the beliefs about communication that

inform those practices will, ultimately, shape how people (may) partcipat
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knowledge-constituting practices (Deetz, 1995). To see knowledge as an
accomplishmengrounded in processe$ knowingrequires an understanding that
communication is “always incomplete and partial, and the reason [any peksjridal
others is to better understand what | and they mean, hoping to find new and more
satisfying ways of being together” (Deetz, pp. 97-98).

A dialectical tension exists in this perspective on knowledge. To engender
“expert” knowing, collectives must develop common and relatively stable prodssses
which knowledge is established. Yet, the collective must also empower members
understanding of the knowing process, itself—at least, that is, to the extehethat
collective can be flexible (Christensen, Morsing, & Cheney, 2008) and viable during
conditions of change (Harter & Krone, 2081 his back-and-forth process is how
people use communication¢ome to knowWhile it is tempting to think about lay
theorizing as representations of static knowledge, it is better to conapthaorizing
as aprocesof knowing meaning that it is subject to change and negotiafion.

On power Deetz (1992) writes, “There is a politiegthin the production of
knowledge” (p. 77, emphasis in original). For Foucault (1980), power “produces effects
at the level of desire—and also at the level of knowledge. Far from preventing
knowledge, power produces it” (p. 59). As ipi®ductive power shapes (but does not
necessarily determine) how people constitute organization through discours#,ass we
how people act and who people may be in organizational environments (Mumby &
Putnam, 1992). The effects of power may be seen in people’s resistance toigeetice

to voice opposition, or failure to perceive or understand alternatives to the status quo



103

(Lukes, 1974). We should treat lay theorizing @smastructiveactivity rather than a
representativene. For that reason, power is always a relevant issue.

On metalanguagé.ay theorizing, as a discursive phenomenon, involves the

development of shared language and other modes of representation. As | demonstrated
above, power defines what may and may not be legitimate knowledge, perpetittes ta
knowledge, and influences interpretation. Scholars have analyzed the effects of power
on people’s interpretation and use of narratives (e.g., Brown & McMillan, 1991,

Mumby, 1987), root metaphors (e.g., Smith & Eisenberg, 1987), meetings and other
rituals (e.g., Schwartzman, 1989; Trujillo, 1992). In studies like these, discourse is
assumed to, in part, constitute organization. However, | examine a case aiggted
create metalanguages, or tatboutdiscursive practices (not just discursive practices,

if you will).

It is on this final point that | want to stress the significance of lay thegratout
communication. Communicative activity isyeediumin which people (re)formulate,
express, and share their everyday knowledge. Simultaneouslyyliject to
theorization. In particular, people both think about and think with discourse (Potter &
Wetherell, 1987). As such, lay theories of communication take form in metalanguage
talk about talk. Radford (2005) argues, “To understand communication, we must
understand thiEanguage of communicatiand the genuine conversations in which such
language is created and used” (p. 176, emphasis in original).

Of course, the language of lay theorizing need not be consistent, formal, or
contradiction free. In fact, it is usually the case that people’s knowtddiges are

audience-specific and self-contradicting both in the moment and across timleg(fyir
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1988), especially in organizational settings (Whittle, Mueller, & Mangan, 2aas). |

less interesting to investigate whether
[...] communication is valid, testable, reliable, misleading, has effectsyror
change behaviors. [...] In a sense, it is already known that communication exists

because it exists in and through the discourse that sustains it. The question
becomes the discourse itself. (Radford, 2005, p. 9)

Related Concepts

In many ways, the approach to lay theorizing that | have outlined here Igaralle
scholarship on related and better-established concepts in organizational cortiorunica
scholarship. In the following pages, | briefly comment upon research and theorgdealin
with (1) accounts and narratives, (2) metaphors, (3) discursive framaattaand (4)
sensemaking in order to highlight the ways in which that work is related toutis st

Accounts and narrative$he study of accounts has its roots largely, but not

entirely, in language-focused social science (Burke, 1969a, 1969b; Haaré &,Secord
1973, Mills, 1940), and that work has been appropriated in organization studies (e.qg.,
Staw, 1980; Tompkins & Cheney, 1983). Accounts are “the actor’s statement about why
he or she performed certain acts and what social meaning he or she gave torieeacti
himself or herself and others” (Tompkins & Cheney, p. 129). Such statements are
justificationsthat are occasionedn other words, accounts offered when called forth or
believed to be expected by others. Importantly, accounts often supply accounts in
“local” context (Sillince, 2007), which means that they inform of who someone thinks
they are or whom they desire to be seen as. We might say that accounts pdiesees

to questions like, “Just whom do you think you are to do such a thing?” The study of IRs

is the study of explanative talk (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). However, IR anadys i



105

bound to explaining a central theme or set of themes in given accounts. Potter and
Wetherell's research described the fragmentation and diversity involved wiae pe
explain things, and their concept applied to explanation beyond justifications and
excuses for unusual behavior (see Wetherell, 1998; Wetherell & Potter, 1988).

Fisher (1984) argued that narration and narrative isrik@ogyof human
existence: people exist qua people through stories (cf. Geertz’s [1973] “webs of
significance”). Some have adopted this foundation for understanding organizing and
organizations (e.g., Boje, 1991; Brown, 1990; Browning, 1992; Mumby, 1987; Weick &
Browning, 1986). People are said to go beyond simply portraying the organization in
stories. Instead, stories give life to organizations by providing naretyand
positioning people as characters within the narrative. Moreover, some narretjugs a
mythic status. That is, a particular storyline can achieve widespreegtance as a
cultural master-frame for phenomena and experiences. By way of examythe, frame
the role of organizations, as well as the value of people, in the “new economy” (Cheney
Lair, Ritz, & Kendall, 2010; Cloud, 2001; Nadesan, 2001). Lay theories of
communication may guide the performance of stories, and analysts may infer lay
theories from the stories told by organization members. However, as definianka
lay theorizing is not storytelling. Lay theory coheres around global definiti
conceptions rather than the narrative form, which construes life according actehsr

and plotline.

Metaphors and cliché$o speak of an organizational plotline is to use a
metaphor, of course. Since Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) foundational work on

generative metaphors, organizational communication scholars have appreciated how
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metaphors “[serve] as a background from which all choice and persuasion emerge”
(Koch & Deetz, 1981). Several works have demonstrated that metaphor operatds throug
visual, imagistic symbolizing, as well as through language (Harrison, 2004; Morga
2006). Armenakis and Bedeian (1992) demonstrated the basic epistemological role of
metaphor with reference to organizational change, and Smith and Eisenbergd{ii987)
so with reference to organizational conflict, for example.
Some metaphors, images, and sayings may operate as clichés. Clichéd language

and images are expected, stereotypical representations of organizaggnéhiich
people can put to use in defense of particular perspectives or interests. Chehés dr
upon and reinforce cultural premises, usually in ways that are ironic. Fopkexxam
Anderson-Gogh, Grey, and Robson (1998) show how the maxim “work hard, play hard”
enabled managers to co-opt employees at accountancy firms in increasiactipity
by framing (hard) work as play; Mueller, et al. (2004) explain how managesiatence
on “a rounded picture” of organizational performance may, in fact, reinforce decision
making practices that are adversarial, partial, and not dialogical.

Putnam and colleagues (Putnam & Boys, 2006; Putnam, Phillips, & Chapman,
1996) used metaphor as the foundation for reviews of the discipline of organization
studies. Their work provides a thorough look at the role of metaphor in organization
studies, which is of course beyond the scope of this chapter. It is enough, | think, to say
that many organizational communication scholars treat metaphor as theeeddagc
epistemology. My emphasis is on lay theorizing and | treat metaphors arnghoreta
communication as discursive devices that may be present in participantg'. lIRdesed,

certain root metaphors mayedominateparticular repertoires. The primary lesson of
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metaphor analyses in organizational communication for this study is that laiitihgeor

may frequently be made enthymematic through people’s use of figuratbgeidis. In

some cases—or, perhaps, most cases—metaphors will serve as a kind of shorthand that
provides a truncated metalanguage for lay theorizing.

Discursive frameslversky and Kahneman (1981) introduced the notion of

framing to psychology, defining “decision frames [as ...] the decisionirsake

conception of the acts, outcomes, and contingencies associated with a patticickt

(p. 453). They described how the languabeuta choice influenced individual’s
perception of and action based upon the scenario. As psychologists, they treated frame
as mental constructs. Language-centered scholars have treated frégatsres of
language, itself. Discursive frames are language constructibett people’s attention

to particular meaningsn a given context—and, perhaps, even on a given topic across
contexts (Lakoff, 2004).

Fairhurst and Sarr (1996) position frames and framing as encompassing
concepts; they describe metaphors, narratives, slogans and jargon, and relaet$ conc
asframing techniqued~or them, framing is a discursive practice—and an inevitable
one, at that—in which language is consciously used to shape collective thought and
forethought. As the first major component of framing processes, language enables
collective memory, learning, and meaning making. Thought, the second component of
framing, is grounded in attention. Thus, language shapes what people attend to based on
particular conceptions of what is salient and important. People utilize disdours

accomplish knowledge. Put another way, people “do thought” with language.
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Forethought is the last component of Farhurst and Sarr’s concept of framingatand th
concept echoes the discussion of psychological attitudes above.

It may be useful to think about lay theorizatiorttas framing of thought, itself
Of course, people may be more or less aware of the frames they employ, thofsect
more cognizant of language’s power to shape people’s perception and experience are
likely more adept at framing situations for others (Fairhurst, 2005; Gioihigigeddi,
1991; O’Keefe, 1988). Lay theorizing, as the making of knowledge claims, provides
frames for “how I/we know” as well as “what I/we know.” The relationship is
reciprocal: People use frames to think, but they (may) also think about fraiteas $t
discussed above, theories may rely entirely on shifting, enthymematicertguhhat
is, frames magpeak for themselves claims where the premises are entirely implicit
and unexplained. It is for this reason that tracking people’s utilization opteuRs,
which may be cohere around different frames, is useful for studying layzing as a
flexible, complex, but patterned definitional-conceptual process.

Sensemakinglhus far, | have made a number of references to the work of Karl
Weick without addressing sensemaking directly (see especially Weick, 1969, 19§9). T
sensemaking concept (and other concepts) offers researchers a unique aestheti
sensibility, insisting that organizations are best thought of as contingentga®cés
organizing (Eisenberg, 2006; Van Maanen, 1995; Weick, 2004). In any case, the concept
of sensemaking is particularly relevant to lay theory and theorizing.

O’Connell (1988) claims that seven features of Weick’s theorization of
sensemaking make it a unique approach to “words in action” (p. 205): its grounding in

identity construction, its retrospective orientation, its enactment of envenaisiits



109

social nature, its continuousness, its basis in extracted cues from the ptashbrdre
related to the past, and its basis in plausibility rather than accuracy. \l/@83aj
argues, “The key distinction is that sensemaking is about the ways peopgeriet
they interpret” (p. 13). Sensemaking takes “the flow of organizationahegtaunces

[and turn them] into words and salient categories” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & €lds2005).
Others have used the concept to examine organizational phenomena as diverse as
work/life interrelationships (Golden, 2009), strategic change (Gioia &ifdukdi, 1991;
Gioia & Thomas, 1998), and crisis/disaster (Boudes & Laroche, 2009; Mills &
Weatherbee, 2006).

Two frames for action provided by Weick are germane to my discussion of lay
theorizing. First, Weick (2004) suggests that, from a communication perspectior, acti
is best conceived of as people “acting discursively.” He points out a dualifyteRae
always already “conversing within flux and conversing about flux” (p. 411). In my
discussion of metalanguage above, | made the point that, for lay theorizing about
communication, discourse is both the medium and subject. Sensemaking proceeds
throughdiscourse and interaction, and, on occasion, sensemalahgusdiscourse.
Second, Weick (1983) has described everyday managerial action as “acting thihkingly.
This characterization draws upon the principles of ethnomethodology that | outlined
above. In this way, theory is an artifact or outcome of sensemaking in WeieWslvi
is a reification—a solidification that often conceals actual processbseaizing which
emerges from the collective need to put things into meaningful order (Weick, 1995b).

Resultantly, because sensemaking is ongoing, relying too heavily on estaltiestrgd t
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in lay and nonlay groups can impede rather than facilitate creative, competent, a
effective action.
Weick’s development of the concept of sensemaking is closely related to the
perspective | offer on lay theorizing. However, Weick (2001) locates lay tiveprz
and a related term, cognitive mapping—as one element of enactment and as just one of
many aspects of the whole sensemaking process. As a facet of enaaquamices, lay
theories are modified by available meanings/information in the environmentt@isac
lay theories then direct perception and action. This direction may be inferred in a
person’s extra-linguistic action or from their accounts (Weick, 1979, pp. 153-157). As a
substantial component whole sensemaking process, Weick (1995a, pp. 121-124)
describes theories of action as “vocabularies of coping.” By this, he meapsadpée
use theories to punctuate organizational sensemaking. Rather than see thieibitesl ex
in practice as somehow entirely distinct from those manifested in landivagek
(1995a) instructs,
The question then becomes, how seriously do speakers and their close associates
take those statements? These are important questions because those statements
are potential recipes by which the environment may be shaped, and they are
potential filters for what is noticed. (p. 214)
This study responds directly to those questions. As a study of lay theorizing, | am
interested both in the discursive construction of theories and in how “speakers and their
close associates” make—or, perhaps, fail to make—those statements conpeliieg
another.

SummarylRs are systems of discourse in use. Wetherell and Potter (1988) say:

Any particular repertoire is constituted out of a restricted rangeroétesed in a
specific stylistic and grammatical fashion. Commonly these terndeanesd



111

from one or more key metaphors and the presence of a repertoire will often be
signaled by certain tropes or figures of speech. (p. 172)

Thus, metaphors may anchor an IR, performing the epistemic function above Mdarrati
and accounts may be stylized in repetitive ways that reinforce the use offaartes

and framing are concepts that emphasize the ways in which interpretatiays al
already shaped for actors, at least somewhat. Finally, lay theorizygertaought of

the way in which actors draw upon IRs to cope with the persistent equivocality of
sensemaking in organizations. These are concepts that might alternategnlzes
discursive devices within, overriding, or complementary to the approach | developed
above. | prefer the ambiguity of these possible relationships because it allows for
adaptation and creativity. | have emphasirgerpretive repertoire®ver alternative
concepts because of the IR concept’s foundation in discourse analysis, and lhecause i

allows me to interpret both the content and social uses of lay theories/tigorizi

Transition to Critical Review of Literature

In the first half of this chapter, | sketched a synthetic, interpretive, and
communication-centered approach to lay theory and theorizing. | now use that
perspective to conduct a review of prominent scholarship on lay theorizinge | ha
selected academic treatments of lay theory from psychology, organizatiesstind
communication. | conduct this review in order to demonstrate how, employing this new
approach, we might critique and contribute to these works. | observe three cialecti
implicit in well-established treatments of people’s everyday theatissmy hope that
the framework | provide in this critical review will provide a foundation for

interdisciplinarydiscussion of lay theorizing.
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I should mention that the material before this transition will be more prominentl
featured in later chapters than will the discussion that follows. | believththaeview
demonstrates one way to align the perspective | crafted above with extaatsupabn
lay theory. In that way, the section that follows applies my unique treatmizyt of
theory toscholarly literaturerather than the case study. For that reason and for the sake
of clarity in Chapters 6 through 8, what follows will not later receive thes davel of
emphasis as the perspective developed above. Nonetheless, | have opted to keep the
following section in this chapter in order to demonstrate the way in which this
dissertation can contribute to scholarly conversations on the topic of lay theory and

theorizing.

Dialectics in Discussions of Lay Theory and Theorizing

This section describes several themes in academic discussions of lay ltdeory
not review all formal considerations of lay theory in the humanities and soeatesi
Instead, | have selected several theories/theorists that featuneday prominently in
their explanations of communicating and/or organiZfrigwvork with three exemplar
discussions of lay theory: Vallacher and Wegner’'s (1985, 1987) theory of action
identification, O’Keefe’s (O’Keefe, 1988; O’Keefe & McCornack, 1987) theory of
message design logics, and Argyris and colleagues’ (Argyris, 1976, 1977, 2003;,Argyris
Putnam, & Smith, 1985; Argyris & Schon, 1974) treatment of organizational theories-in-
use and espoused theories of organization. | frame my discussion around thréesdialec
in the discussion of lay theorizing—the simplicity-complexity dialectic, the keabye-

knowing dialectic, and the implicitness-explicitness dialectic. This appnaxognizes
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several consistencies in academic treatments of lay theory whslkeryireg the view of
lay theorizing, itself, as a complex and contingent undertaking.

| selected these three treatments of lay theory based upon four shared.feature
First, the work of these authors draws from and contributes to different butppiega
disciplinary traditions. O’Keefe is a scholar of communication studiesadfadt and
Wegner’s disciplinary tradition is social psychology. Argyris’ work withasaety of
collaborators contributes to the interdiscipline of organization studies (seeyC2€07).
Second, each of these scholars and their theories has achieved prominent status in the
respective fields of inquiry. While | will not claim that the selected sch@lee in any
way “representative” of the fields in which they operate, their published works have
become touchstones for others’ research. Third, all of these discussiong/tiieabitgas
social phenomenand/or lay theorizatioas a social processiediated by symbols. Put
another waycommunications featured in all of these discussions but it is conceptualized
(and emphasized) differently in each. Fourth and finally, | considered thameteof
organizations to these scholars’ approaches to lay theory. That is, they phcéiitéw-
again, to greater and lesser degrees—organizing and the creation of “a system of
consciously coordinated personal activities or forces” (Barnard, 1938/1968, p. 72).

At this point, | provide very brief introductions to each of the selected approaches

to lay theory. Afterward, | conduct a critical review of the three sedeapproaches.

Introduction to Vallacher and Wegner’s Action Identification Theory

Vallacher and Wegner’s (1984) theory of action identification defines the
relationship between social representation and action:

People do seem to develop representations of their action after the fact, but they
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also seem capable of planning and directing their action in accord with their

cognitive representations. [... Our theory] holds that the relationship between

cognitive representations and overt behavior is not unidirectional, but cyclical.

Through the intent connection, cognitive representations generate action, and

though the reflective connection, new representations of what one is doing can

emerge to set the stage for a revised intent connection. (p. 4)

In other words, discourse (i.e., cognitive representations embodied by language and other
symbols) allows us to articulate what we wish to do, ought to do, or how we engage in
strategic action. Action can also be made sensible after the fact+tnhecdiscussion of
Weick’s approach to sensemaking, above.

What is generated and revised is an “act identity,” the cognitive-linguisti
representation of behavior. Essentially, an act identity is what we thiakeadoing (or
have done, or will do). Positing an act identity is “action identification,” henceatine n
of these authors’ theory. Vallacher and Wegner (1987) suggest that “with ingreasin
action experience there is a corresponding increase in action automgpicity; by
which they mean that, over time, actions’ identities become familiar and nearerta
taken-for-granted.

Vallacher and Wegner do account for change in act identities. The concept of
“identification level” is the central means by which they explain changeor\cti
identification and act identities can exist on a low or high level. Low-levatittes are
basic, often bodily in nature. A person might be describédgaasiting an aluminum can
in a bin At an intermediate level, a person might account for their behavsariisg
trash from recyclable material’he very same behavior may be given a high-level
identity, as with the statement;i doing my part to help the environmgritiote the

abstraction of the third possible act identity: it makes no reference to thiegdgct of

putting an aluminum can into a specific container. This is significant becaussitra
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in [persons’] level of identification [...] has implications for the form thaiosctontrol
is likely to take” (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987, p. 8).

Vallacher and Wegner’'s arguments about change in act identificatioratevielo
complex to rehash in detail, so | will focus only on the concepts of prepotence,
emergence, and maintenance. A prepotent identity is an antecedent identternT isea
label for an action’s meaning that is familiar and affords the actor actiub]g plausible
representation of behavior. For example, if called upon to account for what | amatloing
the moment, | would likely say, “I am working on my dissertation.” This is divels
abstract, and therefore high-level, act identity. | might have also saildatimatyping on
a keyboard, writing, or providing exposition on a particular theory. Situations present
“stimuli” that prompt individuals to maintain the act identity level, to lower itparise
it (see Vallacher & Wegner, 1985, pp. 122-138). Difficult situations or situations tha
challenge an act identity are hypothesized to result in lowering the prejutestity.
Consider how people colloquially speakgoing back to basi¢gsvhich often means
taking stock of what it is | am (or we are) actually doing at a very rudimyeletzel. Of
course, people also gain understanding and self-awareness of their actreglbaas
develop mastery of relevant skills. As this occurs people employ high-leévdeatties.
Doing so allows them to vest behavior with greater meaning. It also albowseater
variation in actual behavior. A persaaising awareness about sustainability issues
might be pamphleteering, hosting public events, talking with close personal
acquaintances about environment-related concerns, lobbying elected officials, or
undertaking any number of other activities. Resultantly, the person can mé#aetain

identity in a meaningful way until faced with a particularly disruptivenditea or



116

challenge.

Action identification is social, and people are socialized to particular fofms
action identification. People are “increasingly held responsible for diena@and so
learn to offer public accounts of them. [... We] clarify our intentions, excuse dyjusti
our misdeeds, point to causes beyond our control, communicate values, and offer
evaluations, all through depictions of action.” (Vallacher & Wegner, 1985, pp. 18-19).
Action identification ispragmaticin that “behavior is dependent on, or at least associated
with, some form of conscious representation” (p. 19). Vallacher and Wegner, &s socia
psychologists, are more interested in the psychological processes involvdtkethan t
communication processes. Still, it is clear that communication, as “conscious
representation” through symbols, is the means by which action identificatioamis

practicable in social situations.

Introduction to O’Keefe's Message Design Logics

The basic argument made by proponents of message design logic theay is thi

In general, messages originate in speakers’ representations of sitUABOIs;
messages begin not as abstract message types, but as thoughts thathte avalil
for expression. What we call a design logic is a way of thinking about
communication situations, selecting thoughts for expression, and modifying
expression to meet goals. A design logic is a description of the way thought,
transformed as messages, related to desired message outcomes. Hshoe|dve
model differences in message production processes as differences irspttern
thoughts about communication situations and differences in the mapping of
thoughts to messages. (O’Keefe, 1997, p. 112)

Put simply, message design logics are lay theories of communication. réHelyff@rent
fundamental premises in reasoning about communication (O’Keefe, 1988, p. 84). The
theory of communication from which people operate will influence their goaigettd

message adaptation” (see O’Keefe, 1997, p. 95). It is obvious, she notes, that messages
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will differ within and across situations, for both similar and dissimilar peoplet Wha
more important is to describe how people’s conceptions of communication affect their
message choice. Lay theories of communication are evident in “different ways of
reasoning from goals to messages [... which challenges the presumption thettyalte
message forms [are] derived from the same way of reasoning about commonhicat
(O’Keefe, 1988, p. 83).

O’Keefe (1988) developed a three-tiered classification of messag®e t&sics
to account for the ways in which individual’s theories of communication shape their goa
setting and message selection. The three message design logics as\wexpre
conventional, and rhetorical. “An expressive message design logic refiéets of
communication as a process of expressing and receiving encoded thoughts iags!’ feeli
(O’Keefe & McCornack, 1987, p. 71). A conventional logic differs from an expressive
logic in that “the conventional view subsumes the expressive premise; languayead vi
as a means of expressing propositions, but the propositions one expresses agd bpecifi
the social effect one wants to achieve rather than the thoughts one happens to have”
(O’Keefe, p. 86). The conventional design logic rests upon the assumption that
communication “is constituted by cooperation” (O’Keefe, p. 86). The third design lo
rhetorical message design, moves beyond simple means-ends reasoning about
communication. People working from this premise understand that “communication is
the creation and negotiation of social selves and situations” (O’Keefe, p. 87). Fsom thi
perspective, communicationgsnstitutive and not merely representative, of meaningful

things in the world.
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The theory of message design logics maintains that “there is a lpgieakssary
order to the acquisition of expressive, conventional, and rhetorical premises about
communication” (O’Keefe & McCornack, 1987, p. 72). Resultantly, titagpableof
working from rhetorical design logics have the option—or, at least, théyabib
employ conventional or expressive logics, whereas people with communication
competence developed to the level of expressive message design logic aréounable
maintain communication based upon the premises rooted in the conventional or rhetorical
approach to language. McClish (1994) usefully notes, “It is important to re&lzeHh,
that that the rhetorical design logic is not the only approach that is inlgeéraatbrical’
in the humanist’s terms” (p. 33).

O’Keefe and colleagues’ work has largely focused upon the explication of
message design logicsiusalrelationship to message production (see O’Keefe, 1997, p.
98). In other words, message design logics are said to limit or enable peojpity saabi
produce certain kinds or varieties of messages (see e.g., O’'Keefe & Mck;drd@g, on
the pursuit of multiple goals in regulative communication situations). | shouldhaite
O’Keefe’s work stresses that message design logics are featwamition the role of
cognitive ability and mental representation are in the foreground, apdatthactiverole
of discourse in the background, in much of the writing on message design logics (see,
e.g., O'Keefe & Delia, 1982). The theory of message design logics has beed appli
organization studies to topics such as individual responses to sexual harassment in the
workplace (Bingham, 1991; Bingham & Burleson, 1989) and beliefs about to superior-

subordinate evaluation (Peterson & Albrecht, 1996).
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O’Keefe and Lambert (1995) advise scholars to analyzeahint and empirical
consequencesf design logics over description of their uses and functions in naturalistic
settings. They do so because interpretive meaning is multiplex and indeterrivigat
study, of course, embraces the nuances and indeterminacy of interpretivehresga
such, | treat message design logics@sabularies of communicatipwhich we might
compare to humanistic work on the grammar/rhetoric of motives (Burke, 1969a, 1969b;
Mills, 1940). In contrast with the traditions O’Keefe draws from, my traditions’
“analytical approaches and truth claims tend to be ad hoc and situational, rather than
universal [... seeking] specific knowledge about specific texts and context€ligc
1994, p. 28). Tracy and Coupland (1990) point out that cognitively-oriented and
discourse-oriented studies share at least two similar commitments abonticmation:

“(1) a recognition of the intertwined nature of ‘goal’ and ‘discourse’; and (2) a
recognition that people typically have more than one goal when they talk witk"qjne
2). Accordingly, I incorporate O’Keefe’s (1988) conception of message degms in
this review of literature on lay theory.

Introduction to Argyris and Colleagues’ Theories-in-Use
and Espoused Theories

Chris Argyris developed these concepts with several colleagues as pdatgér
methodological project, “action science.” Action science theorists and cheeafare
concerned with how knowledge of the commonsense understanding of social actors is
possible. In this sense the human sciences may be said to be built on an epistemology of
practical knowledge” (Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985, p. 11). Action scientists

investigate the interplay of people’s lay understandings and their behaviommrde
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especially in organizational and community settings. For, “human behavior [...] is
directly influenced by our actions and therefore by our theories of action. Thedyehavi
world is an artifact of our theories-in-use” (Argyris & Schon, 1974, p. 17). Thegoal f
action science theorists and practitioners is the production of “actionable knoWwledge
which describes the worlahdprescribes paths for change in language that is familiar—
or, at least, comprehensible—to the people consulted or studied. This methodology has
been popularized in writing about “organizational learning” by Senge (1990) aptt W
(1991), among others. | should note that Senge and colleagues recently appliesl theorie
of organizational learning to the problem of sustainability in several pubksator lay
audiences (Senge, Laur, Schley, & Smith, 2006; Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz&Laur
Schley, 2008). The bodRresencgSenge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 2004), a
nontechnical adaptation of the theory of “double loop learning,” has received much
attention from Office staff members, especially Robin Carson.

The aim of this research is enhanced effectivepased withgreater self-
awareness and self-possession—double loop learning (see Argyris, 1977). Obviously, a
single person or group of people may learn and agiéipdbut conscious reflection upon
the premises that guide their action. Argyris and colleagues identify pnesesses as
“single loop learning.” Double loop learning enables actors to “learn to change our
governing variables,” rather than simply satisfy them in our action (Ar§y8shon,

1974, p. 18). An individual or collective engaged in double loop learning maintains the
capacity to reflect openly and honestly about two types of “theories of actigidged

by actors.
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Theories of action are essentially people’s everyday understanding of (1)
situations and (2) the action or actions required to bring about (3) some desired outcome
or state of affairs (Argyris & Schon, 1974, pp. 3-6). These theories necesssiriypon
assumptions, since people are at best capable of “bounded rationality” (Simon, 1976).
The dynamic relationship between two types of theories of action, espoused thedries
theories-in-use, is crucial to the realization of (in)effectivenessidibon scientists, this
is true at both individual and organizational levels (Argyris, 1976). Espoused theories are
“the theory of action [a person] gives allegiance, and which, upon request, [she or] he
communicates to others” (Argyris & Schon, p. 7). Theories-in-use, by commast be
reconstructed “from observations of his [or her] behavior [... which involves]
assumptions about self, others, the situation, and the connections among action,
consequence, and situation” (Argyris & Schon, p. 7). Theories-in-use arel thgate
action researchers as “tacit cognitive maps by which human beings detsagi{a. and
which] can be made explicit by reflecting on action [... though] we should note that the
act of reflection itself is governed by theories-in-use” (Argyrisn&aot, & Smith, 1985,

p. 82). Their point goes beyond the common observation that people fail to walk their
talk, as the saying goes. In other words, it is not the case that people fail to tinanl t
“actual theory” of action: “There is a theory that is consistent with whgtdbeand this
we call their theory-in-use. [... What] people do is not accidental. They do not ‘just
happen’ to act in a particular way” (Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, p.'82).

In the review below, | explore Argyris and colleagues’ development of two
models of action based upon espoused theories and those in-use in greater detail. Model |

and Model Il practices correspond, respectively, with single and double loop tgarnin



122

For now, | will point out thatommunication lies at the heaot transitions from Model |

to Model Il behavior and thus from single to double loop learning. While Argyris and
colleagues’ conception of human action is decidedly behaviorist, communicatiomplays
important role in their approach to lay theory and theorizing.

Introduction to Three Dialectical Themes in the
Treatments of Lay Theory

A number of themes cut across these different explanations of lay theorizing in
social life. Above, | discussed the role of dialectical thinking in conceptualayng
theory, itself. Here, | will demonstrate how thinking in terms of dialeiesuseful way
