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Meaning work: Reworking institutional meanings for environmental

governance

Effective environmental governance requires institutional change. While some
actors work to change institutions, others resist change by defending and
maintaining institutions. Much of this institutional work is ‘meaning work’,
which we define as the practice of crafting, adapting, connecting and performing
meanings to purposively create, maintain or disrupt institutions. This paper
constructs a concept of meaning work that highlights agency in carrying
meanings across scales and between discursive layers, while noting the
structuring role of prevailing discourses. It grounds the concept using two
environmental governance cases at very different scales: a local democratic
innovation employed by Noosa Council in Queensland, Australia; and the
international campaign to divest from fossil fuels. The cases demonstrate the
diversity of meaning work and the difficulty of achieving deep discursive change.
They point to the need for environmental governance practitioners to rework
existing meanings to construct compelling stories for change, taking advantage of

narrative openings.
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Introduction: Institutional meanings and environmental governance

The intensely political nature of transitions towards sustainability has prompted a
flourishing of scholarly and practitioner interest in environmental governance (Patterson
et al. 2017; Biermann 2007; Chaffin et al. 2016). Governance is “the ways and means
employed by society to make collective decisions, choose collective goals, and take
action to achieve those goals” (Chaffin et al. 2016, 401). Making collective progress on
environmental problems has challenged human society for decades and effective
environmental governance practices remain unclear in many domains.

An institutional perspective is an attractive lens to apply to the challenge of

environmental governance. Institutions “comprise regulative, normative, and cultural-



cognitive elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide
stability and meaning to social life” (Scott 2014, 56). As stable, resilient social and
political structures, institutions can protect existing progress towards effective
environmental governance but may also resist necessary further progress. This helps to
explain why progress towards sustainability is widely regarded as slow. However,
institutions do change, and institutional scholars have learned much about how
institutions change. Insights from this literature have only recently begun to influence
environmental governance theory and practice (Beunen and Patterson 2016). This
special issue applies an established concept from the institutional change literature —
institutional work — to the challenge of environmental governance.

Institutional work is “the purposive action of individuals and organizations
aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence and Suddaby
2006, 215). It is a distinctive contribution within institutional theory because it places
“the spotlight on the role of actors and their efforts to interact with and influence
institutions” (Hampel, Lawrence, and Tracey 2017, 559). This makes it highly relevant
for exploring how actors can respond to environmental challenges. The concept reminds
us that “work” is required not only to create and challenge institutions, but also to
actively maintain and defend existing institutions. Thus, while institutions are indeed
stable and resilient, actors must apply effort to maintain institutions in something like
their current form. The transition towards effective environmental governance requires
both the defence of positive institutional gains and pressing forward against active
resistance from actors that work to maintain problematic aspects of existing institutions.
This sheds further light on our slow collective progress on environmental challenges.

Institutional work is diverse. Scott’s (2014) definition of institutions above

identifies regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements of institutions;



institutional work includes work to create, maintain or disrupt any of these elements.
Likewise, it includes work on the activities associated with institutions and the
resources that support them. In this paper, we concentrate on work done on the
immaterial elements of institutions. Institutional theorists use a multitude of terms to
refer to these immaterial components, including normative and cultural-cognitive
elements (Scott 2014), narratives and stories (Lowndes and Roberts 2013), story-lines
and discourses (Hajer 1995), culture, myth and text (Zilber 2017). They are the
meanings that underpin institutions — their ideational and symbolic components — as
opposed to their material components (Zilber 2017).

Environmental governance scholars are cognizant of the role that meanings play
in effective governance. The highly influential Earth System Governance Project — the
largest social science network on global environmental governance — identified “norms,
values and broader ideational structures” as one of four crosscutting themes guiding its
research agenda (Biermann et al. 2009, 72). However, work undertaken in response to
this research agenda has not applied the concept of institutional work, and this presents
new opportunities, including the possibility of a more agentic and transformational
approach to institutional change for environmental governance (Beunen and Patterson
2016). At the same time, institutional theorists have called for the concept of
institutional work to be applied to pressing real-world challenges (Hampel, Lawrence,
and Tracey 2017), of which the field of environmental governance has many.

Our paper develops the idea of institutional work on meanings as a way of
improving the effectiveness of environmental governance. We start by constructing the
concept of ‘meaning work’ for environmental governance, drawing on scholarship on
meanings in institutional theory. We then test the value of the concept of meaning work

by applying it to two environmental governance case studies. We chose these cases



because both involve “institutions that matter” (Hampel, Lawrence, and Tracey 2017)
for global environmental and social challenges, but their differing scales provide
different insights.

The first case considers the institution of democratic decision-making at the
scale of an Australian local government. The second considers the impact of the global
fossil fuel divestment movement on institutional patterns of investment at a global scale.
Our aims are: to test the ability of the concept of meaning work to deliver insights for
environmental governance; to explore how meaning work varies with scale and other
dimensions; and to identify ways in which actors can more consciously and effectively

engage in meaning work for environmental governance.

Meaning work for environmental governance

To construct the concept of ‘meaning work’ for environmental governance, we start
with a brief review of previous work on meanings in institutional theory, before

focusing in on what makes the concept of institutional work distinctive.

Meanings in institutional theory

In a recent review, Zilber (2017) shows that institutional theorists have long been
concerned with the role of meanings in institutions, at least since the emergence of neo-
institutional thinking in the 1970s. This interest in meanings coincides with a broader
“narrative turn” in the social sciences (Polletta et al. 2011). Despite this long history,
there are no agreed definitions of meaning in institutional theory (Zilber 2017) and
terminological diversity abounds. We follow Zilber (2017, 419) by using meaning as a
broad term that captures “those aspects of institutions that are ideational and at times
even symbolic, to distinguish them from the material aspects of institutions, like

structures and practices”.



Under this broad banner of institutional meanings, we find work on stories and
storytelling (Polletta et al. 2011), narrative (Lowndes and Roberts 2013), cultural
entrepreneurship (David, Sine, and Serra 2017; Lounsbury and Glynn 2001),
organizational myths (Meyer and Rowan 1977), symbols (David, Sine, and Serra 2017),
theorization (Strang and Meyer 1993) and discourse (Hajer 1995; Phillips, Lawrence,
and Hardy 2004). Some of these terms are used interchangeably, while others denote
specific types or theoretical constructions of meaning. For example, Polletta et al.
(2011) choose to use the terms story and narrative interchangeably, but position
discourse as a broader term that includes stories alongside other linguistic forms, such
as arguments and rhetoric. Our purpose here is not to untangle this complex web of
terminology but to move forward with a broad and inclusive concept of meanings in
institutions.

Institutional theorists have considered how actors work with institutional
meanings in some detail. Individual actors construct stories, storylines, narratives,
organizational symbols or theorized accounts as a way of simplifying, reducing
uncertainty, persuading, and making sense of the world (Zilber 2017; Lounsbury and
Glynn 2001; Strang and Meyer 1993; Hajer 1995; Lowndes and Roberts 2013). They
use these accounts to achieve their goals, recruit others to their cause (Fligstein and
McAdam 2012; Hajer 1995) and act as cultural entrepreneurs (Lounsbury and Glynn
2001). They make choices to organize narratives in particular ways to suit the ends they
seek (Czarniawska 2014). These choices are made within a discursive context that
enables and constrains the stories they create (Hajer 1995; Healey 1999). Viewed from
this perspective, environmental governance is a discursive struggle, or political

contestation of meanings, as much as a material struggle.



The literature on meanings in institutional theory makes two important
distinctions that will inform our case analysis later in the paper. First is the distinction
between story and storyteller, or between text and performance. We can analyze
meanings as objects — stories, narratives, texts, symbols or discourses — or we can
analyze the act of performing, constructing or reworking meanings — storytelling,
narration, theorization, cultural entrepreneurship, or discourse structuration. Our interest
here is in the work that actors are doing with meanings but we share sufficient story
content to make the context for this meaning work clear.

Second is Healey’s (1999; 2003) argument that there are three levels of
discourse, or layers of meaning, that constitute increasingly powerful sources of
institutional change. Similar arguments have been made by other post-structural
thinkers (Inayatullah 1998). At the surface are visible and transparent meanings, where
there is “continual play with new metaphors and turns of phrase” (Healey 1999, 28).
Changes in surface rhetoric may not penetrate to the second level, where ‘more
powerful discourse...generates a system of meaning about an area of policy” or to the
third level of “deeper...cultural reference points” (Healey 1999, 28). Discursive
struggles often take place in the surface layer without prompting deeper institutional

change. In analyzing meaning work, we aim to clarify:

how much of the struggling is merely ripples on the surface of a settled modality of
governance, what is shifting the parameters of established discourse and practice
relations, and what is unsettling the whole culture of governance relations (Healey
et al. 2003, 67).

Additional analytical concepts emerge from looking at the specific concept of

institutional work.



Institutional work, and meaning work

Institutional work is “the purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at
creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006, 215). It
is a distinct approach within institutional theory, and one of particular interest for
environmental governance, because it places “the spotlight on the role of actors and
their efforts to interact with and influence institutions” (Hampel, Lawrence, and Tracey
2017, 559; Zilber 2017).

As Zilber (2017, 433) points out, much of the institutional work that actors do
involves working with meaning or language. Institutional work includes “composing
legislation, telling stories, writing histories, making jokes and insults, writing memos
and letters, writing legal opinions, writing and making speeches and making
announcements” (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006, 239). Institutional workers create new
institutions by constructing collective identities, theorising and defining the
relationships between actors and fields. They maintain institutions by valorising
institutional content and demonising disruptive elements, as well as building and
sustaining organisational myths, symbols and rituals. They disrupt institutions by
undermining institutionalised assumptions and beliefs and decreasing the perceived
risks of innovation and change (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; Zilber 2017). Previous
scholarship on institutional work highlights two additional analytical elements for us to
examine in our cases.

First, a key theoretical foundation of institutional work is the idea of embedded
agency (Hampel, Lawrence, and Tracey 2017; Battilana and D’ Aunno 2009). Hampel,

Lawrence and Tracey (2017, 559) summarise:

From an institutional work perspective, institutions shape every facet of human

existence, providing meaning and motivation to our actions, and holding together



the material and symbolic structures that trigger and shape those actions; at the

same time, however, institutions are ongoing human accomplishments, constructed

and maintained by people’s behaviour, thoughts and feelings.

This is, of course, the well-known distinction between social actors (agents) and social
structure as the key analytical element of the social sciences, which Giddens (1984)
sought to resolve through his theory of structuration.

In analysing our cases, we need to be sensitive to the interplay between agency
and structure as it relates to meaning work. The actors in our cases are agents that can
shape reality through their meaning work, by choosing to tell particular stories,
organising narratives in particular ways, framing, and creating symbols. At the same
time, actors do their meaning work in a discursive context that constrains and enables
their agency (Hajer 1995). This discursive context gives them access to particular
meanings but not others and gives greater cultural weight to particular constructions of
meaning. This orients our analysis towards the social practices of meaning work, since
theories of practice provide a conceptual bridge between agency and structure (Giddens
1984; Shove, Pantzar, and Watson 2012; Hampel, Lawrence, and Tracey 2017).

The second analytical element to attend to is how meanings move across scales.
Perkmann and Spicer (2008) examine cultural work as one form of institutional work.
They note that cultural work “establishes or reframes belief systems and values, often
by linking practices with more widely anchored discourses” (Perkmann and Spicer
2008, 813). These “more widely anchored discourses” may operate at different scales.
For example, Zilber (2009) traced the movement of meanings from the broader
institutional environment, to the organisational level, to their influence on individual life
stories. At a societal scale, broad sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff 2015) and meta-
narratives hold sway. Institutions and organisations have their own more specific

narratives that draw on these broader meanings. Individuals have their own narratives or



life stories that borrow from the institutions, organisations and groups they participate
in. We anticipate that meaning work will look different at each scale and that an
important part of meaning work is translation or adaptation between scales, connecting
to familiar stories, frames and symbols that help people to make sense of the world, for
example through use of metaphor. In our cases, we will seek examples of flow of
meanings across scales.

We define meaning work, then, as the practice of crafting, adapting, connecting
and performing ideational and symbolic resources such as stories, narratives, symbols,
myths and discourses to purposively create, maintain and disrupt institutions. As
discussed above, meaning work is a practice that is performed but becomes evident
through textual artefacts. It is agentic, but constrained and enabled by discursive
context. It involves movement of meanings across scales and penetration of meanings to
varying levels of cultural depth. We now briefly discuss our methods for identifying and

analysing meaning work, before turning to the cases.

Methods

Our two cases were chosen with the above distinctions in mind. We wanted to examine
cases at different scales, with different discursive contexts, to see how meaning work
differs with scale and context. The first case, a citizen jury on management of the Noosa
River, operates at the scale of a small local government. It was the first attempt to bring
this kind of democratic innovation to the Australian state of Queensland, and therefore a
likely site of discursive contestation. The second case, on fossil fuel divestment, is a
global environmental movement that has purposively sought to reshape meanings about
climate change in an attempt to bring about more effective governance responses.

Given the performative character of meaning work, observation is arguably the

best method to study meaning work. However, observation is time-intensive, costly and



risky (as there is no guarantee that interesting meaning work will be apparent). Instead,
we drew on a combination of interviews and archival documents to reconstruct meaning
work, focusing on cases where interesting meaning work seemed likely. For the Noosa
case, we drew on interviews with the organisers of the citizen juries, supplemented by
documentary evidence, to explore the very local meaning work done in Noosa. We
asked interview participants about their motivations and interests in relation to the juries
to reconstruct, as much as possible, the meaning work they were doing. For the fossil
fuel divestment case, we draw entirely on literature and archival material about the
movement to investigate meaning work at the distinctly different scale of international
environmental narratives.

While imperfect, the reflective nature of interviews, and their timing, meant that
we were able to elicit key meanings that had solidified to the extent that they were
repeated, often with very similar phrasing, by different interview participants (and in
different documents). Our analysis of the interview data and documents started with a
grounded approach that allowed codes and categories to emerge, before connecting the
emerging categories with the concepts outlined above from institutional theory.
Consistent with our aims, we were particularly sensitive to the power of meaning work
in explaining the outcomes of the cases, variations of meaning work, and strategies for

effective meaning work in the realm of environmental governance.



Democratic innovation for river management in Noosa

The Noosa River Community Jury

In 2015, Noosa Shire Council (NSC)! in Queensland, Australia partnered with the
newDemocracy Foundation (NDF)? to hold two citizen juries on local environmental
issues. These local democratic innovations brought together randomly selected citizens
from the Noosa area to deliberate on two topics: local waste management; and
management of the Noosa River. Our focus is on the second jury, which addressed the
topic: "How can we manage the Noosa River better? What role should Council play and
what resources should Council apply?"

The citizen jury comprised 26 citizens. NDF sent out 3,000 invitations at
random to Noosa residents, and chose the final jury from the 223 that responded,
selecting from this group at random to approximate the demographic profile of Noosa.
The jury met five times between August and December 2015 to consider the questions
listed above. It made 12 recommendations to NSC, and presented a majority (but not

consensus) view that:

1 NSC is one of 77 local governments in the Australian state of Queensland, governing an area
of 871km? on the Sunshine Coast, north of Brisbane. It has a population of about 56,000.

2 The newDemocracy Foundation is “an independent, non-partisan research and development
organisation” focused on democratic innovation. It aims “to discover, develop,
demonstrate, and popularise complementary alternatives which will restore trust in public
decision making”. It conducts “real world trials using random selection and deliberation -
the jury model - as a central process” (newDemocracy website, accessed 4" December
2017).



Council should take over the authority and finances from the State Government for
managing anchoring, mooring, living on board and commercial use of the river on

the basis it would be a user pays system funded through alternative means to rates.

To draw out the meaning work in this case, it is first necessary to set the scene.

The institutional context

Australia has three levels of government: a federal government with broad
national powers; eight state and territory governments with geographically-bounded
power over issues not under federal jurisdiction; and numerous local governments
established under state legislation to govern local issues. Typically, the issues for which
local governments are responsible include planning and building regulations, waste
management, local roads, and local infrastructure.

NSC is a local government established by the Queensland Government (a state
government) in 1910. Noosa is a popular holiday and retirement destination, located on
the Noosa River where it joins the sea. In 2007, the Queensland Government established
a Local Government Reform Commission, which recommended amalgamation of many
smaller local governments across Queensland. Despite strong opposition from some
local governments and residents, NSC merged with the neighbouring City of Caloundra
and the Shire of Maroochy to form a new Sunshine Coast Council in 2008. A grassroots
campaign for de-amalgamation subsequently gathered momentum, with the former
Mayor of NSC playing a key role through the Noosa Independence Alliance. This
campaign led to the Queensland Government giving residents the opportunity to vote
for de-amalgamation in 2013. More than 80% of Noosa residents voted for de-
amalgamation, and NSC recommenced on 1 January 2014, with the former Mayor
elected as Mayor of the new Council. The new NSC committed to hold citizen juries in

late 2014 and held the two juries during 2015. The sections below explore different



dimensions of the meaning work that was evident during the establishment,

implementation and follow up of the juries.

Tapping into an existing story-line

A story-line is a shared narrative on social reality that provides actors with a common
set of meanings to draw on, and binds together discourse-coalitions (Hajer 1995, 62).
As a consequence of the political history outlined above, a shared story-line and identity
were evident in Noosa. Through seven years of grassroots campaigning, Noosa
residents had rallied around a story-line in which local government is closely connected
to local residents and responsive to local needs. An important component meaning was
that Noosa residents should make decisions about what happens in Noosa. The Chief
Executive Officer (CEO) of Noosa Council expressed the story-line succinctly as “local
people wanted a local say on local issues”.

After the success of the de-amalgamation campaign, actors could draw on this
established story-line to do institutional work, but it also constrained what was
politically acceptable. During the de-amalgamation campaign and the subsequent NSC
elections, the former Mayor campaigned successfully on the importance of residents
having a say in how their local community was governed. He was conscious of the need

for the re-established institution to align with the established story-line:

They've [Noosa residents] been used to having a say. They've been used to being
listened to by Noosa Council because that's the way Noosa Council operated before
it was amalgamated in 2008. When we de-amalgamated, | was determined that, and
so were the whole Council, that we would do everything we possibly could to
make sure the community felt they were listened to and they could have a say on
any issue they want to (Mayor, NSC, 2014-16).

The staff and elected representatives responsible for rebuilding NSC as an institution



after the process of amalgamation and de-amalgamation needed to keep a mobilised
community on-side. New institutions can be fragile and there was a real risk of backlash
if the new NSC failed to deliver on its promise to give the community a voice. Key
actors needed to show good faith by doing something innovative and the juries became

the natural culmination of the de-amalgamation story-line:

[The Community Jury] actually took that local people having a local say on local
issues to its natural conclusion...The way we got it over the line was this whole
context of the de-amalgamation journey. We've got a community that's engaged,

we’ve got a community that demands engagement and this is the logical jump
(CEO, NSC).

The community jury was a symbolic gesture towards the Noosa community that

this council wants to engage (Current Mayor, NSC).
The juries neatly tapped into the established story-line of “local people having a local
say on local issues” and helped to build the credibility of the new institution. The
interplay of agency and structure in meaning work is evident here. On the one hand,
NSC actors cleverly tapped into an existing story-line to maintain the legitimacy and
authority of a new institution. Indeed, they were able to act as cultural entrepreneurs,
using the story-line to make something very innovative seem like a natural progression.
No Queensland local government had ever used a citizen jury in decision-making, yet
NSC actors were able to “get it over the line” by positioning it as a “natural
conclusion”. On the other hand, Noosa residents would have no doubt rebelled if the
established story-line they had fought so hard for had not been honoured with some

kind of innovative approach to community engagement.

Discursive struggle across governance scales

We also found evidence of NSC actors using the citizen jury to do symbolic work in a



discursive struggle across governance scales. Management of the Noosa River is
primarily the responsibility of the Queensland Government. Noosa residents are
affected by decisions made about the river, but have few direct avenues to influence
those decisions. This conflicts with the story-line discussed above — Noosa residents felt
that they should have a say over how “their” river is managed. However, winning
additional powers for river management from the Queensland Government would be a
difficult political struggle. Senior figures in NSC recognised the symbolic role that a
citizen jury could play in giving them authority to engage in that struggle: As the Mayor

(2014-2016) put it, the jury gave NSC:

more authority. Not legal authority, but moral authority, in convincing the state that
this is really a local issue, and the local community wants to look after it. The state
knows that they're not looking after it properly, they know that. There are signs that
they will be willing to go down this route. But they require really significant
consultation with the community before they make a decision, and the community

jury has been, I think, a really important element of that.

The CEO told a similar story:

It has an indirect value which should not be a reason for doing a jury. The indirect
reason is that it gives a difficult council decision a bit of political capital. If you use
that as a reason to do a jury, it's the wrong reason to do it, but it's reality. We can
say, "Well, the community asked us to do this, we’re going to do it”.
The jury became a symbolic resource that NSC could use to do the political work of
making a case for institutional change to the Queensland Government. The outcome is

not yet known but the jury provided NSC with an opening to at least start this political

contest.



Accommodation of meanings

Normally, many different actors will be trying to do meaning work simultaneously,
resulting in contestation over meanings. While NSC was doing meaning work, NDF
was attempting its own meaning work. Since 2011, NDF has worked with Australian
governments to design and manage numerous citizen juries. NDF argues that existing
representative political institutions fail to respond to the considered will of the people
they are meant to serve. In the specific context of local government, residents elect
Councillors to represent them and make decisions on local matters. There are
opportunities for the community to provide input on decisions through Council
meetings and submissions but these avenues are little used, those who use them are not
representative of the wider community, and participants present their personal views
without necessarily reflecting or deliberating on the public interest. NDF advocates
citizen juries as a way to insert more deliberative and participatory forms of decision-
making into Australia’s institutions of representative democracy. At a local government
scale, a citizen jury brings together a demographically representative group of citizens
to consider the issue at hand, take time to deliberate on it together, and provide advice
to the decision-makers. The idea is that the jury will draw out voices that are not
normally heard and that the participants will reflect together on the issue, perhaps
changing their views in response to evidence and perspectives presented during the jury.
As noted above, the de-amalgamation campaign established a story-line of
“local democracy” that appeared to share core meanings with NDF’s narrative of
democratic innovation. This led NSC to approach NDF to explore the establishment of
citizen juries as a way of “putting more decision making in the hands of the local
community” (newDemocracy Foundation website, accessed December 4, 2017). The

design document produced by NDF for the community juries in late 2014 foregrounds a



narrative of democratic innovation and institutionalisation. It tapped into Noosa’s strong
local identity by aiming to “make Noosa Council a national and international leader in
sharing decision-making power with the community” (newDemocracy Foundation
2014). The ambition of the document is clear from its title: “delivering Noosa Council a
democratic process the envy of Australia”. The proposal was to pilot the citizen jury
approach to decision-making over an 18-month period with a view to institutionalising

it as a routine form of community participation in important local decisions:

This paper outlines a structure, a set of principles and an outline of the first 18

months of operations which would constitute the pilot phase in order to assess its

practicality...[What] is being pursued is new in the scale at which it is being

considered: trial before embedding this as “how we do government” is entirely

appropriate (newDemocracy Foundation 2014).
A September 2014 media release announcing the initiative was titled “Democracy — the
Noosa way” (NSC website, accessed December 4, 2017. In that media release, quotes
from the Mayor included him describing the jury as “innovative, genuine democracy”
and confirming the relationship between this initiative and the de-amalgamation
process: “In the de-amalgamation battle, our community was not just fighting for the
return of their council, but also for a bigger say in local decision-making”. The
Executive Director of NDF described the juries as “a first for Queensland, and of
national importance because it brings the practical and trusted democracy of the jury
system inside the local decision-making process to a greater degree than anyone has
previously attempted”.

While the decision to establish the juries was initially propelled by a narrative of
institutionalising local democratic reform, this narrative lost momentum as the juries
progressed. After holding two juries, the normative aspiration to institutionalise juries as

a regular decision-making mechanism faded, replaced by a more instrumental narrative:



It's just one more tool in the toolbox (Mayor of NSC, 2014-2016).

It's a good tool in a toolbox, and you pull out that tool when you've got the right
problem...It's the ultimate tool in terms of community empowerment...We
shouldn't use it because we think we have to have a jury every six months, it
doesn't suit everything (CEO, NSC).

These quotations reveal how the discourse had solidified to the extent that both the
Mayor and CEOQ, in separate interviews conducted by different interviewers on different
visits, used the phrase “tool in the toolbox” to refer to the juries. By the time of our
interviews, the narrative around the community juries had shifted from one of leading
Australian democratic reform and innovation by embedding juries as normal practice to
a more cautious story of using juries occasionally for particularly difficult problems.

This narrative shift had numerous drivers, three of which are worth highlighting
here. First, NSC had contracted NDF to deliver two citizen juries in a given time period.
NSC found it difficult to choose a suitable topic for the second jury and ended up
rushing the process to meet contractual requirements and avoid conflict with the timing
of an upcoming election. This contributed to a more cautious view about
institutionalising citizen juries. Second, the failure of the jury to reach consensus
undermined NSC’s initial belief that the process could deliver advice that was genuinely
different from more conventional forms of community consultation, such as surveys.
Third, NSC was more established by this point and perhaps felt less ongoing pressure to
demonstrate innovative community engagement.

This is not meant to imply that there was no institutional change. While the
initial zeal for democratic innovation faded, our interview participants all clearly stated
that they would hold a citizen jury again when the right issue came along. In fact, we
see the positioning of citizen juries as “one tool in the toolbox™ of community

engagement as a way of normalising them, incorporating them into the narrative of what



local government does. From the perspective of meaning work, the innovations
proposed by NDF were initially embraced by NSC as a way to establish its legitimacy
and credibility in carrying the story-line of local democracy on. However, over time,
what we observed was the more radical set of meanings carried by actors from NDF
being gradually diluted through multiple discursive acts so that they could be
accommodated into the institution of local government without a disruptive shift to a
new institutional form. Innovative meanings were subordinated to a more conventional
narrative that established NSC as the final decision maker and the arbiter of when juries
would be used, and on what issues. This process was aided by rules governing the
institution of local government. Interview participants reminded us several times that
legislation does not allow Councils in Queensland to devolve final decision-making
power to their communities.

This accommodation of potentially disruptive meanings is a form of institutional
maintenance — weaving a narrative that brings in the new without too much disruption
to the old. In Healey’s (1999) terms, NDF’s meanings changed the surface rhetoric in
Noosa, had some impact on actual practice, but did not alter the deeper culture of
governance in Noosa. On its first deployment in Queensland, the democratic reform
narrative was not sufficiently well established to drive deeper cultural change. Many
more successful juries across the state would likely be required before a narrative could

build such power.

Flow of meanings

One final point to draw out is that flow of meanings in multiple directions was
evident. Above, we related two examples where NSC drew on new meanings from its
broader context — the community story-line of local democracy and NDF’s narrative of

democratic innovation. However, meanings also moved out from NSC. NSC staff



carried the story of their innovation out into other contexts where their specific case
could potentially influence broader narratives. For example, NSC staff had presented
about the juries at several local government conferences and received much interest
from other local government staff. Many other local governments in Australia are
implementing democratic innovations and their specific local stories have the potential
to weave together to create a broader narrative of democratic reform. To continue our
exploration of meaning work for environmental governance, we move now from the
local scale of Noosa to the much larger scale of the international campaign for fossil

fuel divestment.

The fossil fuel divestment movement

The fossil fuel divestment movement is an interesting case for this paper because it has
deployed a compelling narrative with enough rhetorical power to rapidly move around
the globe and drive institutional change in diverse locations and contexts. Bill

McKibben summarised the narrative in an article in Rolling Stone magazine:

The logic of divestment couldn’t be simpler: if it’s wrong to wreck the climate, it’s
wrong to profit from that wreckage. The fossil fuel industry . . . has five times as
much carbon in its reserves as even the most conservative governments on earth
say is safe to burn — but on the current course, it will be burned, tanking the planet.
The hope is that divestment is one way to weaken those companies — financially,
but even more politically. If institutions like colleges and churches turn them into
pariahs, their two-decade old chokehold on politics in DC and other capitals will
start to slip (McKibben 2013).

Thus, the movement aims to: “shame, pressure, facilitate, and encourage investors...t0
divest their holdings of fossil fuel stocks in favour of other climate-friendly, or at least

climate-neutral alternatives”, thus appealing to “moral principles rather than economic

self-interest” (Ayling and Gunningham 2015, 2). The movement challenges the



institutional norm of investing in companies based solely on their financial

performance, arguing that there is a moral imperative to also consider their impact on
climate change. It seeks to delegitimize the institutions that profit from the status quo —
the complex web of fossil fuel companies and those who invest in them. It employs
meanings that “stigmatize” the fossil fuel industry and create “a moral crisis” (Bratman
et al. 2016). The movement is an intentional act of institutional wrecking that has
become the fastest growing divestment movement in history (Ansar, Caldecott, and
Tilbury 2013). Below, we define what is meant by fossil fuel divestment, provide a brief
history of its development and status, and identify the types of meaning work evident in

the case.

Constructing a new narrative for climate change response

After the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen failed to
deliver the fair, ambitious and binding treaty on climate change response that many
activists had sought, action on climate change stalled. Climate activists around the
world paused to reflect and develop new strategies. At Swarthmore College,
Pennsylvania, a group of students used their 2010 spring break to visit activists who
were opposing coal mining in Appalachia (Bratman et al. 2016). They discovered that
Swarthmore had investments that supported coal mining. On their return, they
demanded that Swarthmore remove its financial support for companies involved in
fossil fuel production. In doing so, they launched a global divestment movement and

birthed a new narrative for climate change response. Since then, more than 808



institutions and over 58,000 individuals holding $5.57 trillion in assets have divested?,
although, ironically, Swarthmore College is not among them.

The construction of this new narrative for climate change response has been
very visible and public, facilitating identification of some key stages in narrative
construction. The narrative emerged when the students repurposed existing meanings to
build a story-line that would meet their needs. They adopted divestment as a tactic
having researched similar earlier campus movements in relation to apartheid and

tobacco:

Fossil fuel divestment is meant to do to the carbon polluting industries like coal
and oil what the South African divestment push did to the apartheid government -
thrust their practices into the spotlight, focus attention on the actors that profit from
the status quo, and force moral re-evaluation, leading to shifts in political power
(Bratman et al. 2016, 680).

The historical discourse on divestment became an origin story and enabling structure for
the students as agents of a new story-line. It helped them to harness particular meanings
into the narrative of the fossil fuel divestment movement, most notably ideas of
morality and agency. The students recast investment choices as a moral decision, and
positioned financial support for the companies that extract fossil fuels as immoral. They
reframed the climate narrative to facilitate “deeper engagement with global justice
concerns and underlying political economy that is influencing (and obstructing) the
transition to a low carbon world” (Healy & Debski 2017, 700-701). This was a rare
rhetorical move at the time, with most activists focusing on how to reduce greenhouse

gas emissions from fossil fuel consumption, rather than production. Bratman et al.
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(2016) describe how positioning divestment as a social justice cause broadened student
interest and recruited students outside those with environmental interests (such as racial
minority organisations) through a process of issue linkage to create a stronger and more
diverse discourse coalition

At the same time, this rhetorical move gave agency to a much wider group of
actors. Many find it difficult to see their role in responding to a global issue that has its
roots deep in the structure of our techno-economic systems. The students made the case
that we can all act by withdrawing our financial support from companies that produce
fossil fuels. If we are not financially supporting such companies, we can put political
pressure on those that do. These meanings, embedded in the narrative at its origin,
became its foundation.

What is striking about this process of narrative construction is its accessibility.
The students lacked the resources to directly influence fossil fuel investment and the
power to change rules, but they had no shortage of imaginative and rhetorical resources
to draw on. Anyone can tap into meanings that are already circulating to construct a
narrative. In this case, the students planted the seeds of a narrative that would spread

around the world.

Sending the narrative global

The initial narrative was powerful enough to spread to other campuses in the
United States, but something more was needed to carry it from a local to a global scale.
In 2012, prominent environmental activist Bill McKibben used an article in Rolling
Stone magazine — Global Warming'’s Terrifying New Math — to popularise the fossil fuel
divestment movement (McKibben 2012). McKibben did some skilful meaning work in
the piece. First, he chose a prominent popular culture magazine to disseminate his

message, to reach a broader audience. Second, he simplified the complexity of climate



change. He introduced readers to three numbers: the globally agreed target to limit
global warming to no more than 2°C; the amount of carbon pollution that can be
released into the atmosphere without breaching this limit (565 gigatonnes — the “carbon
budget”); and the carbon that would be released if humanity burnt all of its known fossil
fuel reserves (2,795 gigatonnes — five times the carbon budget). He urged readers to “do
the math”, arguing that 80% of all known fossil fuel reserves need to stay in the ground
as “unburnable carbon” if we are to effectively respond to climate change (Carbon
Tracker Initiative 2011; McKibben 2012). These rhetorical strategies cut through the
complexity of climate change to reveal a simple truth: if humanity is serious about
limiting global warming, we cannot burn more than a fraction of available fossil fuels.
This was captured in the rallying cry of “keep it in the ground”.

Third, he connected this “math” to the divestment movement and consciously

created a villain:

A rapid transformative change would require building a movement, and

movements require enemies.... And enemies are what climate change has lacked.

Given this hard math, we need to view the fossil-fuel industry in a new light. It
has become a rogue industry, reckless like no force on Earth. It is Public Enemy

Number One to the survival of our planetary civilization (McKibben 2012).

Casting villains or antagonists is a classic rhetorical strategy to build legitimacy for
institutional change (Ruebottom 2013; ACF 2017). As noted above, the divestment
narrative also casts all of us as potential heroes who refuse to invest in fossil fuels.
Thus, McKibben created a classic story structure (ACF 2017) in which a protagonist
must overcome a moral challenge while resisted by an antagonist.

The meaning work that McKibben did is eloquently captured in the subtitle of
his article: “Three simple numbers that add up to global catastrophe - and that make

clear who the real enemy is”. McKibben “packaged and popularised divestment by



outlining the key figures and arguments in an easily digestible format, leading to its
rapid mass diffusion” (Grady-Benson and Sarathy 2016, 665). His piece made the
movement globally relevant by connecting divestment not to the local experiences of
those affected by coal mining in Appalachia, but to a global carbon budget applying to
us all. Suddenly, the narrative was relevant to all and poised to spread. McKibben
personally supported the spread of the narrative by embarking on a Do the Math
speaking tour, physically carrying meanings around the United States and into Australia
and Europe during 2012 and 2013.

The fossil fuel divestment movement has since grown into an international
movement supported by organisations like 350.org, which assists people to establish
and grow local Fossil Free campaigns in their institutional context. In the United States,
there are over a thousand campuses engaged in divestment campaigns and there have
been some significant wins, such as Stanford University’s commitment to divest
(Grady-Benson and Sarathy 2016). The movement has spread beyond universities to
also target financial institutions, charities, religious organisations, public institutions

and individual investors.

Discursive struggle

In addition to framing fossil fuel companies as the villains, movement actors pointed
out the riskiness of investing in fossil fuels due to the potential for a ‘carbon bubble’
(Gore & Blood 2013) and stranded assets (Ansar et al. 2013) if current fossil fuel
reserves need to stay in the ground. Movement actors did not expect to directly affect
the financial viability of fossil fuel companies — after all, when someone divests,
someone else is there to buy those assets. Instead, by altering the meaning of fossil fuel
extraction they wanted to create uncertainty and “removal of fossil fuel companies’

social licence to operate, through a process of reputational damage and stigmatisation”



(Ayling and Gunningham 2015, 5).

Any movement seeking to so thoroughly undermine and disrupt the highly-
profitable institutional support for fossil fuel extraction was always going to meet
considerable opposition. Well-endowed universities in the USA rejected divestment on
grounds such as “cost”, “risk”, “fiduciary responsibility” and perceived “minimal
impact” (Healy and Debski 2017, 712-14). This is despite evidence that investment
portfolios without fossil fuels can perform better than those with fossil fuels, as the
Australian National University (ANU) discovered when they partially divested in 2014
(Gardner 2015). When an institution does divest, the discursive reaction from defenders
of fossil fuel extraction can be strong and swift. ANU became the first Australian
university to partially divest from fossil fuels when it divested from 7 holdings
representing just 1% of its total investment fund and valued at about A$16 million
(Jotzo 2014). Its decision to divest drew outrage from some of the companies involved
on the grounds of unfairness and inaccuracy, a negative media campaign in the
Australian Financial Review, and was openly criticised by the Australian Prime
Minister and Treasurer as “removed from the reality of what is helping to drive the
Australian economy and create more employment” (Jotzo 2014). One of the divested
companies, Sandfire, followed up with legal action against the company that advised
ANU. The ANU subsequently backed down, appointed a new independent portfolio
adviser and reinvested in some of the divested companies.

Jotzo (2014) argues that the strong reaction may have been partly due to the
symbolic power of the movement and its ability to “hit a strong nerve with the public”.
As the first university in Australia to divest, there was potential for others to follow suit
and defenders of the status quo needed to strongly mobilise to maintain existing

institutions. What is clear is that meaning work can face fierce opposition. Those



promoting the divestment narrative enter a crowded narrative environment, where
others are promoting narratives of climate denial, economic growth, and fiduciary
responsibility. When discursive contestation is not enough, defenders of institutional

stability may resort to regulative norms (rules) as Sandfire did in the ANU case.

Just ripples on the surface?

Given that divestment is primarily a symbolic act, and is fiercely resisted, many have
questioned whether the movement can trigger genuine institutional change. Is it merely
creating “ripples on the surface” or can it unsettle deeper governance relations (Healey
et al. 2003)? If we focus on resources, materials or rules, the changes prompted by the
divestment movement appear incremental rather than transformational. Although the
divestment movement quotes large figures like $5.57 trillion*, this gives a misleading
impact of the resources affected by the movement, as it is actually just the sum of the
assets held by organisations that have divested. Actual impacts on the market value of
fossil fuel companies and their ability to go about their business are hard to find and
likely small.

However, this misses the point. The goal of the movement is to stigmatise fossil
fuels and make it difficult for new fossil fuel projects to get started. Here, there are
signs that the movement is having a deeper discursive and institutional impact. For
example, the Indian-owned company Adani is developing the massive Carmichael Coal
Project in the Australian state of Queensland. Campaigners against the mine draw
heavily on the narrative of divestment and the argument that fossil fuels need to stay in

the ground. Adani has been unable to secure finance for the mine and Australia’s big

4 https://gofossilfree.org/divestment/commitments/, 4" December 2017.
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four banks have ruled out investing in the mine under pressure from activists, while the
Reserve Bank of Australia has warned of the risk of stranded assets (The Sydney
Morning Herald, August 11, 2017). When conservative institutions like these are
changing their investment practices and advice it is fair to say that the divestment
narrative is affecting systems of meaning about investment policy.

Nevertheless, it is important not to overstate the impact of the movement. In the
higher education sector, institutions that have divested tend to be the smaller ones, with
smaller endowments (Healy and Debski 2017). Globally, investment in fossil fuels
continues, albeit at a slower rate than in the past (Hirtenstein 2017). Perhaps most
importantly, the fossil fuel divestment movement does not fundamentally question
deeper governance relations. It works within the institutional logic of capital investment
rather than seeking fundamental structural changes to the economic system, such as a
shift to a post-growth economy (Jackson 2009). This can be seen as a strength, as it
allows the movement to challenge prevailing investment discourse without being
dismissed as too radical. For movement actors engaged in meaning work, the challenge
is to strike a balance between having their meanings heard while providing enough

provocation to drive change.

Discussion: Meaning work in the cases

Our cases demonstrate some of the diversity and complexity of meaning work in two
different contexts, and at two different scales. Meaning work was done to satisfy both
normative and instrumental motivations, to build and defend new institutions, and to
undermine existing institutions. Our definition of meaning work aims to capture this
diversity: meaning work involves crafting, adapting, connecting and performing
ideational and symbolic resources to purposively create, maintain or disrupt institutions.

Crafting was evident when actors created new symbols or expressions of meaning, such



as narratives of “unburnable carbon” and “keeping fossil fuels in the ground”. We saw
actors adapting, translating or rewriting existing meanings for new ends, for example
when actors in Noosa used a narrative of local democracy to support their
experimentation with citizen juries. There was abundant evidence of actors connecting
different meanings together to form something new, as when the fossil fuel divestment
movement blended meanings of social justice and morality attached to past divestment
campaigns with meanings derived from climate science. Finally, we saw the work done
in performing or delivering meaning in a form and context that is more likely to appeal
to an audience and lead to uptake of those meanings. This work of performance was
clearest in Bill McKibben’s use of Rolling Stone, an international speaking tour and a
simple story about a complex issue to reach his audience.

Like Zilber (2009), we observed movement of meanings across scales. NSC
drew on a broader narrative of democratic innovation to legitimize its local decision to
establish community juries, and then carried meanings generated by the participants up
to the larger governance scale of the Queensland Government. The fossil fuel
divestment movement began at a single college campus where students hit on the idea
of connecting to societal meanings associated with divestment. The movement shifted
to a global scale as a result of meaning work by Bill McKibben and others to establish a
societal meta-narrative and carry it out to other contexts. Now, this meta-narrative is
translated into local action through individual acts of divestment or campaigns to
pressure organisations to divest. Our cases confirm Zilber’s contention that there is a
cyclic relationship between scales of narrative. Societal meta-narratives and the
narratives that underpin and constrain specific institutions are constantly shifting and

responding to each other.



We also observed the interplay of agency and structure in both cases. Actors
sourced meanings from their discursive context and combined them in novel ways to do
work. In this sense, discursive structure was enabling. The existing story-line of “local
democracy” in Noosa provided NSC and NDF with a platform for introducing an
institutional innovation, while the discursive history of divestment carried meanings of
morality and agency which offered activists a new approach to climate change response.
On the other hand, discursive structure also constrains. NSC could not extricate itself
from the story-line created through the de-amalgamation campaign without political
damage, making an innovative approach to community engagement essential.
Divestment campaigners are now constrained by a discourse that takes the current
structure of the capitalist system as given, blunting more radical critiques.

Importantly, the concept of meaning work, especially the idea of discursive
layers (Healey 1999; Healey et al. 2003), helped to explain the degree of institutional
change that was evident in the cases. It is fair to say that neither of the cases shook up
the meanings embedded in deeper governance relations. In Noosa, a more radical
narrative of democratic innovation prompted some changes in institutional practice but
was accommodated without deeper change to the nature of local democratic institutions.
It is perhaps unreasonable to expect that a single local initiative could achieve such
change. It is more likely that such change would come through the cumulative weight of
many local initiatives, connected up to develop a compelling narrative for democratic
reform. As the first attempt at citizen juries in Queensland, the Noosa case could not yet
offer such a narrative.

In the fossil fuel divestment case, there was evidence that the divestment
narrative is affecting systems of meaning about investment policy but little evidence of

deeper discursive changes. Here, it may be what is missing from the narrative that limits



its potential for institutional change. The focus of divestment campaigners is on
undermining and disrupting existing institutions. They have been less vocal about the
new institutions that will need to take their place, and indeed, what institutions should
be maintained. To achieve deeper change, perhaps a more complete narrative that
includes a tangible vision of success would be needed. These are ideas that could be

tested in future research.

Conclusion: Lessons for environmental governance

Meaning work is diverse and context-dependent but our conceptual and empirical work
highlighted some strategies for working with meanings that may be of value to
environmental governance scholars and practitioners. Meaning work happens in a
contested space. Actors deploy narratives and counter-narratives in a constant struggle
to meet their diverse objectives. For environmental governance practitioners, meaning
work most often involves disrupting existing institutions and creating new institutions,
as current institutions are not sufficient to respond effectively to environmental
challenges. In this context, Fligstein and McAdam’s (2012) theory of fields is valuable,
particularly their concept of social skill.

Fligstein and McAdam (2012, 46) define social skill as “the ability to induce
cooperation by appealing to and helping to create shared meanings and collective
identities”. In any field, there will be challengers seeking change and incumbents
resisting that change. Both can engage in meaning work as one tactic to either disrupt or
defend institutions. Socially skilled actors are good at crafting ideational resources and
recruiting other actors into their narratives. They have particular qualities that
environmental governance practitioners could cultivate. They are empathetic, able to
read the context and audience well, find common ground with the audience, frame lines

of action, mobilise people and transcend their own individual interests (Fligstein and



McAdam 2012). They are likely to be skilled “performers” of narrative, drawing on
principles of rhetoric (see Walsh 2016; Dryzek and Lo 2015) and their reading of the
context to deliver stories that build up “mutual understanding between speaker and
listener” (Paschen and Ison 2014, 1084). They use stories to make connections that will
support the institutions that they hold dear, whether existing or imagined. Our cases
pointed to two distinct strategies employed by skilled meaning workers.

First, skilled meaning workers craft and perform compelling stories to recruit
actors to their cause and mobilise discourse coalitions around new institutions. They
draw liberally on the discursive context — reworking, rewriting and connecting existing
meanings from other scales and places to create stories that suit their purposes. There is
no shortage of advice on the construction of compelling stories (Simmons 2006; Cron
2012; Gottschall 2012; Walsh 2016; ACF 2017). Key elements include establishing
trust, building a clear plot with a logical flow from cause to effect, showing what is at
stake, identifying heroes and villains, and giving the audience agency by showing them
how to play a role to achieve a clear goal. Stories cut through complexity by simplifying
reality and using symbols to condense meanings down to what really matters. Bill
McKibben’s work to widely deploy the fossil fuel divestment narrative using well-
established narrative tropes (e.g. heroes and villains) and a simple slogan of
“unburnable carbon” is an excellent example. Of course, it is crucial that the meanings
embedded in the story will appeal to the audience, which implies having a good
understanding of that audience, how they can contribute to environmental governance,
and where to reach them.

Second, skilled meaning workers identify and take advantage of narrative
openings to disrupt and create institutions. Fligstein and McAdam (2012) point out that

social skill and good stories alone are rarely sufficient to bring about institutional



change, as both incumbents and challengers generally have access to similar amounts of
social skill. For them, institutional change comes about when fields are disrupted,
usually by events in proximate fields, creating an opportunity for challengers to exploit.
In Noosa, the aftermath of the de-amalgamation campaign provided an opening for
NDF and NSC to experiment with institutionalising citizen juries. In the case of fossil
fuel divestment, the failure to achieve a binding international agreement on climate
change in Copenhagen created an opening for a new kind of campaign. An important
part of meaning work is timing — being able to deploy narratives at a time when they
have genuine potential to take advantage of disruption and trigger desired institutional
changes.

A final observation is that skilled meaning work involves striking a delicate
balance between having meanings heard and providing enough provocation to drive
change. Constant contestation over meanings and routine institutional work to maintain
institutions means that new meanings are readily accommodated into the surface
discourse of established institutions without achieving deeper discursive change.
Meanings that are too alien to an institutional discourse may be rejected outright, while
meanings that are closely aligned will not be transformative. There is an art in
identifying opportunities to deploy meanings that provide just the right amount of
challenge to trigger institutional change.

There is clearly a role for environmental governance practitioners to more
consciously apply insights from institutional theory to engage in meaning work.
Meaning work is a particularly accessible form of institutional work, requiring few
material or legal resources. Creating new narratives is something that anybody can do.
Further, it takes many forms that may suit different actors, including circulating societal

meta-narratives like fossil fuel divestment, doing the local work of translating and



weaving together stories to meet a specific local environmental governance need, and
promoting local achievements that can contribute to the ever-changing meta-narratives.
What remains unclear from our cases is how to create compelling meta-narratives that
can successfully build discourse coalitions to shift deeper cultural reference points.
Such work is likely required to resolve major environmental governance challenges and

would be an appropriate focus for further research.
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