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Image Repair of Fake News:  

The Washington Elm in Cambridge, Massachusetts 

Josh Compton, Ph.D. 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The Washington Elm stood for decades until it fell to the dismay of 

Bostonians and, in a larger sense, the nation. This was a famous tree—

purportedly the one under which General George Washington first 

assembled his troops on July 3, 1775. But it could also be considered an 

infamous tree, as historians began to poke holes in its patriotic, historic 

legend, noting either a dearth of evidence for the tree’s fabled role or 

even evidence that directly contradicts its story. In response to these 

attacks on the legendary story of the Washington Elm, people rose to 

defend it—both the tree itself and its story, fake or not. This paper offers 

a rhetorical analysis of how people rose to the defense of a fake story, 

offering historical insight into a currently relevant issue: when the 

falseness of a story is admitted but still preferred to the truth. 

 

 

There’s nothing on earth that keeps its youth/So far as I 

know but a tree and truth. 

--Oliver Wendell Holmes (cited in “George Washington’s 

Elm Tree Succumbs to Time’s Ravages,” 1923, p. 4) 

 

Every land, every clime, has its trees, and in the lore of every 

age tree stories are found. 

--Charles E. Randall & D. Priscilla Edgerton (“Famous 

Trees,” 1938, p. 1) 

 

The Washington Elm in Cambridge, Massachusetts, stood for 

decades until it fell “with a mighty crash” on October 26, 1923 (“Historic 

Washington Elm Crashes Down,” 1923, p. 1). The tree was beloved by 

most—“that venerable shrine to which patriotic pilgrimages have been 

made by three generations” (“Old Tradition Attacked,” 1900, p. 9) and 

“[t]he most famous of America’s historic trees” (“The Famous 

Washington Elm Now Approaching Last Days,” 1923, p. 24; and see 

Campanella, 2003, Chapter 3). Trees can function as “beacons of 
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meaning” (Campanella, 2003, p. 44), and this tree seemed particularly 

meaningful.  

But before the tree itself fell, its reputation was axed by a 

number of very public, very critical takes on the tree’s legend. The story 

for years had been that the elm was the very tree under which George 

Washington first assembled the Continental army on July 3, 1775. The 

story was a popular one, with widespread implications. As Philpott 

(1925) put it:   

Some vivid pictures of that scene have been made by 

artists—especially for school histories—showing 

Washington mounted on a fine horse, taking over the 

command from Gen. Ward, and reviewing the troops, all 

garbed in spick and span Continental uniforms—as was 

Washington and his staff. It makes a dramatic and effective 

picture. In 1876 a tablet commemorating the event was 

placed beside the famous elm with the date “July 3, 1775.” 

(p. 2) 

The tree’s image also appeared on hotel chinaware, furniture, 

stereographs, and even a United States postage stamp (Campanella, 

2003). In addition to visual images, the story was also immortalized in 

poetry, including James Russell Lowell’s ode “Under the Elm” (Lowell, 

1924, p. 14), and in songs, rhymes, and speeches (Campanella, 2003). 

And yet, the facts did not seem to support the story. Typical of 

these claims is this observation, from Philpott (1925): “There is no 

record in any newspaper, private journal, diary or public document of 

any kind that George Washington took command of the Continental 

Army on July 3, 1775, at the Washington Elm, and there reviewed the 

troops” (p. 2). University presidents, professors, and armchair arborists 

made similar claims about the tree, usually to the protest of people who 

had come to love the tree and its story. Some went so far as to 

acknowledge the story was untrue, but still preferred the legend to the 

truth.  

It is an intriguing historical moment: an instance of “fake news,” 

but in this case, a defense of fake news. This paper turns to a rhetorical 

analysis of the response to criticisms of the Cambridge Elm story, using 

Benoit’s (2014) image repair theory to analyze the rhetorical moves 

some people took to rebuke the fact-checking efforts that threatened the 

legend. We consider how people rose to the defense of a fake story and 
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offer historical insight into a currently relevant issue: when the falseness 

of a story is admitted but still preferred to the truth. 

 

Image Repair 

 

Image Repair Theory (IRT) offers a typology of rhetorical 

options for repairing perceptions of credibility (or image) after it has 

been damaged by a perceived offense (Benoit, 2014). IRT outlines five 

strategies (denial, evading responsibility, reducing offensiveness, 

mortification, and corrective action), and several of these strategies are 

further categorized into tactics. Denial, a strategy of asserting innocence, 

has two possible tactics: 1) simple denial and 2) shifting blame. Evading 

responsibility, a strategy of admitting an offense but not accepting blame, 

has four possible tactics: 1) provocation (asserting that the act was a 

reasonable reaction to another action), 2) defeasibility (asserting lack of 

control), 3) accident, and 4) good intentions. Reducing offensiveness, a 

strategy of accepting blame but not the offense, has five possible tactics: 

1) bolstering (highlighting positive/good characteristics, achievements, 

contributions), 2) minimization (asserting that the act is not as offensive), 

3) differentiation (comparing the act with something worse), 4) 

transcendence (reframing the act in the context of larger issues), and 5) 

attacking the accuser. Corrective action, a strategy of attempting to 

rectify problems, offers either a solution or promises changes to prevent 

the offense from reoccurring. Mortification is an expression of regret, 

such as an apology. (See Benoit, 2014, for a more extensive treatment of 

the typology.)  

IRT has been used to study image repair efforts in many 

different contexts, including marketing (Compton, 2014); sport (e.g., 

Brown, Billings, & Devlin, 2016); politics (e.g., Benoit, 2007; Lachlan, 

Levy, & Xu, 2018; Shi et al., 2023; Smith, 2018); crisis communication 

(e.g., Brinson & Benoit, 1996; Racer & Johnson, 2001; Barrett, 2005; 

Sellnow, Ulmer, & Snider, 1998); interpersonal relationships (e.g., 

Dunleavy & Dougherty, 2013; Dunleavy et al., 2009); organizational 

communication (e.g., Metzler, 2009); and with many different audiences 

(e.g., Middle East: Gribas et al., 2021; Nigeria: Olufowote, 2016; 

Rwanda: Towner, 2010). 
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The Attack 

 

Addressing a meeting of 3000 teachers in Boston, Harvard’s 

president, A. Lawrence Lowell, talked about plans for showing the 

visiting US President Taft the area, mentioning that Taft should see 

Plymouth rock, adding as an aside “if there is a Plymouth rock” and the 

Washington elm, adding as an aside “if Washington had anything to do 

with the Washington elm” (“If ‘There’s a Plymouth Rock!’,” 1910, p. 6). 

The remarks came at a sensitive time, simultaneous with attacks on the 

Plymouth Rock but also with attacks on Paul Revere’s famous ride (see 

“Lowell on the Pilgrims,” 1911, p. 6). As The Newport Republican put it: 

“The aspirations cast upon the totems of New England have added the 

last straw to the load of historical ‘knocking’ borne by classic Boston” 

(“Lowell on the Pilgrims,” 1911, p. 6). The seemingly off-handed 

comments did not go over well, as explored in the next section. 

 

Characterizing the Attack 

 

Some of the accounts of Lowell’s remarks present them as more 

innocuous than severe, like The Newport Republican of Newport, 

Nebraska, referring to his remarks as “express[ing] doubt” about the elm 

(“Lowell on the Pilgrims,” 1911, p. 6) and The Princeton Union of 

Princeton, Minnesota, referring to it as “questioned the existence of the 

Washington elm . . .” (“Is Plymouth Rock a Myth?,” 1916, p. 4). Others, 

however, took a stricter tone. The Buffalo Courier of Buffalo, New York, 

called President Lowell’s remarks “some terrible assaults” (“Some 

Terrible Assaults,” 1910, p. 14). The Quad-City Times of Davenport, 

Iowa, characterized Lowell’s remarks as having “stirred up a hornet’s 

nest” (“Casts Doubt on Plymouth Rock,” 1910, p. 1; see also “Historic 

Idols Are Hard Hit,” 1910, p. 6; “President Lowell of Harvard,” 1910a, 

p. 6). The Pioneer of Bemidji, Minnesota, referred to Lowell’s remarks 

as “getting rather fresh” (“President Lowell of Harvard,”1910b, p. 2). 

The Inter Ocean’s “Easy Publicity for the Professor” (1910) interprets 

President Lowell’s remarks about the Washington Elm as:   

We all are informed that there is not now a Washington Elm, 

the tree under which George Washington received the 

command of the American armies having, in the course of 

nature, gone the way of all aged trees. (p. 6) 
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Responses ranged, then, in terms of severity and offense, but what is 

consistent across the mediated responses is that the remarks were noticed 

and commented upon. 

 

Attacking the Accuser 

 

One of the most common rhetorical strategies employed to 

respond to Lowell’s critique of The Washington Elm was to attack 

Lowell himself. For example, the Buffalo Courier of Buffalo, New York, 

in response to Harvard president Lowell’s skepticism of the legend of the 

Washington Elm (and Plymouth Rock), lumped Lowell in with “the 

iconoclasts and faith-destroyers [that] not only are abroad in the land, but 

some of them sit in high places!” (“Some Terrible Assaults,” 1910, p. 

14). With name-calling—“iconoclasts” and “faith-destroyers,” Lowell’s 

credibility is questioned.  

The Inter Ocean of Chicago, Illinois, offered a lengthy response 

to President Lowell’s comments, carrying a consistent theme that 

characterized Lowell’s motivation as one of publicity, not veracity. Their 

editorial, which is under the headline “Easy Publicity for the Professor,” 

begins: 

Discouraging news comes over the wires from Boston. If 

reports be true—which we hope are not true—it is to be 

feared that President Lowell of Harvard has yielded to a 

besetting temptation of the times and is in danger of 

becoming another university head who feels the need of 

newspaper publicity. (“Easy Publicity for the Professor,” 

1910, p. 6) 

Here, the attack is clearly on Lowell’s motivations for making his 

comments about the tree (and Plymouth Rock), characterizing it not as 

fact-finding but, instead, as publicity seeking. Later, the editorial makes 

it crystal clear that they are attempting to raise questions about the 

credibility of the accuser: 

[W]e must deprecate the spirit of the historical criticaster 

who goes snooping around with his Gradgrindian inch rule 

and his delusion that all ‘truth’ is of equal importance, until 

he can rise up and crow, as did Chantecler when he thought 

he was making the sun rise, that there isn’t and never was 

any Washington Elm… (“Easy Publicity for the Professor,” 

1910, p. 6) 
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The appeal here is not subtle. Instead of an implicit criticism, the attack 

is explicit and bold: “we must deprecate the spirit,” etc. There are also 

allusions made, including to “his Gradgrindian inch rule” and 

Chanticleer. The idea of a Gradgrindian inch rule refers to a character in 

a Charles Dickens novel, Hard Times—Thomas Gradgrind—who was a 

school superintendent known to be particular and cold (Merriam-

Webster, n.d.a.). Chanticleer is a reference to a rooster in an ancient 

Chaucerian tale (see Goodall, 2009) who thought his daily crows caused, 

and not announced, the sun’s rising.  

These references characterize Lowell as publicity-seeking, cold 

and calculating, and delusional—all tactics that fit well within the 

strategy of attacking accusers, which seeks to reduce the offensiveness of 

the attack (in this case, Lowell’s assertion that The Washington Elm does 

not actually exist, see Benoit, 2014). The editorial concludes: 

There is strong and besetting temptation to be a historical 

criticaster in these days. It happens to be the easy way to 

notoriety. And we have such a number of statesmen who 

mistake for greatness the mere trick of making the public 

eyes goggle, and such a number of people who refuse 

attention to any man who does not goggle their eyes, that the 

temptation is constant to go out in search of “easy publicity” 

as the swindler goes out in search of “easy money.” And so 

it may be that Dr. Lowell has yielded to the temptation to 

seek “easy publicity” by denying, in the name of “historic 

truth,” the existence of the Washington Elm . . . We trust the 

reports are untrue. Any man in so responsible an educational 

position ought to be above such advertising trickery. (“Easy 

Publicity for the Professor,” 1910, p. 6) 

In this conclusion, the term “criticaster” is used again. A criticaster is a 

critic, but more than that, a “petty critic” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.b.). The 

term seems to be strategically used here to delineate someone with valid 

concerns from those with immaterial concerns. Here, the veracity of the 

Washington Elm’s storied tradition seems to be implicitly characterized 

as immaterial—unworthy of being brought up as criticism. To further the 

point, the criticism is described as salacious—“the mere trick of making 

the public eyes goggle”—instead of grounds for a worthy debate.  

The Santa Ana Register attacked Lowell’s motives, too. They 

write: “It is easy to throw doubts on anything, and one of the cheapest 

and easiest ways of gaining notoriety” (“Easy to Throw Doubts,” 1910, 
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p. 4). They also add a new line to the attack: arguing that because “smart 

people” will support Lowell, that is all the more reason he is wrong: 

[A] genius once published a book on “Historical Doubts 

Concerning Napoleon Bonaparte” and he proved 

conclusively that no such person ever existed. It is probably 

that President Lowell can do the same regarding Plymouth 

Rock and the Washington Elm, and smart people will look as 

wise as owls, smile knowingly and shake their ponderous 

heads at these landmarks of our forefathers. All the same, 

just common folks, who, by the way, are largely in the 

majority, will go right on according verity and sacredness to 

these relics that have been handed down to us by our 

ancestors. (“Easy to Throw Doubts,” 1910, p. 4) 

Here, the response to the story is roughly divided between the “wise” and 

the “common folks,” with the wise portrayed as smug, and the common 

folk as trustworthy, patriotic, and deeply feeling. 

 

Reducing Offensiveness 

 

Other voices advance the argument that legend does not need to 

be factchecked, that—in the words of an editorial in The Inter Ocean of 

Chicago, Illinois: 

Even though they be but legend and myth, such stories as 

those of the Washington Elm . . . are not only harmless but 

useful and should be let alone. Such stories, with their 

pointings out of the actual spot where some great deed was 

done or interesting even occurred, help to make history real 

to us. They rouse sluggish imaginations by giving them 

some tangible thing on which to seize. They are to the 

commonplace mind the fulcrums on which must rest the 

lever that it is to lift that mind into higher worlds. (“Easy 

Publicity for the Professor,” 1910, p. 6) 

Here, the argument isn’t necessarily to question Lowell’s motives, as was 

found in the comments clearly attacking the accuser, but instead, a shift 

to the actual critique itself. In short, arguments like this one in The Inter 

Ocean set aside whether the claim is true or false—or even offered in a 

spirit of good intentions—but instead, claims that its falseness wouldn’t 

matter, that the “legend and myth” should not be held to standards of 

truthfulness, that, instead, they service a purpose apart from factual. The 
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ends, the argument seems to go, justify the means, and the ends—

according to this critique—are of engagement in history and active 

imagination. 

An editorial in The Houston Post (from Galveston News) makes a 

similar argument to that made in The Inter Ocean: 

The social pre-eminence of a great many proud Americans 

rests for its firm foundation upon Plymouth Rock. They will 

fly to arms before they will see the vast forest of their 

genealogical trees destroyed by the opponents of their sort of 

conservation of historical resources. . . . Come home to our 

own State and take the Spanish version of the Alamo and its 

references to our heroes who died there, and how many 

Texans would even hear it read without resentment? We 

have our version of it and the Spanish have theirs. Ours is 

correct. We would not permit it to be even questioned. 

Plymouth Rock and the Washington elm are quite as sacred 

to Bostonians as even our Alamo is to us. (“The Social Pre-

Eminence,” 1910, p. 6) 

Here, the Washington Elm is analogized with the Alamo, advancing the 

argument that sites of historical remembrance are above reproach. Unlike 

The Inter Ocean editorial, which does little to refute the accusation or 

deal in terms of truthfulness, The Houston Post equates the tree with the 

Alamo and claims that the story of the Alamo is correct. Additionally, 

this editorial draws a line when it comes to valid criticism: “We would 

not permit it to be even questioned.” 

As previous mentioned, an editorial in the Santa Ana Register of 

Santa Ana, California, also placed the story of the Washington Elm in the 

larger context of patriotic legend, noting that “common folks . . . will go 

right on according verity and sacredness to these relics that have been 

handed down to us by our ancestors” (“Easy to Throw Doubts,” 1910, p. 

4). At the conclusion of their take on the remarks, The Pioneer argues: 

“If history does interfere with local tradition, history will have hard work 

to maintain itself” (“President Lowell of Harvard,” 1910b, p. 2). 

Themes of transcendence run through all these excerpts. Truth or 

untruth is put aside, and instead, an argument is advanced that the truth is 

secondary to the legend, to the shared perception and reverence afforded 

historical sites, from a fort to a tree to a rock. Refutations of the facts are 

not provided; instead, the motives and purpose of the attack is put into 

question, with the overriding argument that history precedes truth. 
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Future Directions 

 

President Lowell was not the only person who raised questions 

about the veracity of the Washington Elm story, and further research 

should look into other attacks to see if similar image repair strategies 

were employed. For example, Samuel F. Batchelder raised a number of 

questions about the elm in 1925 (Philpott, 1925). The response—at least 

from a cursory glance—suggests some differences in how the debunking 

was received as compared to Lowell’s remarks. One piece in The Boston 

Globe put it this way: 

Samuel F. Batchelder’s researches in connection with this 

matter raises the question: Is it not possible that historians 

have introduced altogether too much romance into the 

history of the Revolutionary period. It certainly doesn’t 

glorify Washington one whit to lie about him. In point of 

fact the actual truth about his arrival in Cambridge make him 

a much more real, common-sense and level-headed man than 

the glorified histories make of him—on this particular 

occasion. (Philpott, 1925, p. 2) 

Here, the response seems to fall on the side of the “attacker” instead of 

defending the fake story—a contrast to what this present analysis found 

about responses to President Lowell’s rather innocuous questioning. 

More consistent with the response to Lowell is The Tennessean’s 

take on Batchelder, including this passage: 

It is thoughtless of Mr. Batchelder to be bringing up such a 

subject at such a time. It is, indeed, unpatriotic of him to 

attempt to detract from any of the fame of his hometown of 

Cambridge, and the local Chamber of Commerce should 

deport him as an undesirable citizen. Why do the muckrakers 

continue to dig up their unpleasant facts? Why not let us go 

ahead in our ignorance, enjoying our myths and illusions? 

Facts, it is said, are stubborn things; and they may also be 

very unwelcome things when they destroy some of our 

pleasant recollections of things that never happened. 

(“They’re at It Again,” 1925, p. 4) 

The rhetoric of Batchelder’s “attack” and responses to the attacks could 

yield additional insight into image repair efforts of fake news function 

(see also “A Historian’s Little Hatchet,” 1925; “Historic Story Lacks 
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Evidence,” 1923; “Story of G. W. Elm,” 1923; “Story of Washington 

Elm,” 1925). 

As another example: Prof. J. G. Jack wrote in a bulletin of 

Harvard’s Arnold Arboretem in which he “finds a strong possibility that 

the venerable elm which fell in 1923, a victim of old age and disease, 

may have been nothing but an onlooker at the ceremony which . . . 

brought it to fame” (“Biographers With Little Hatchets,” 1932, p. 33; and 

see Jack, 1931; “‘Washington Elm’ Story Seen Myth,” 1931). Responses 

to additional criticisms like Jack’s would be fertile areas for continuing 

analysis, including President M. Lyle Spencer of the University of 

Washington who said: 

Whether Washington’s feet ever traversed the precise ground 

to my way of thinking, is not a matter of tremendous 

moment. We do not know the exact birthplace of Christ yet 

annually hundreds of pilgrims go to Bethlehem. We do not 

know for a certainty the exact calendar day of Christ’s birth, 

yet that does not take away from the Christmas celebration. 

We do not know the day Christ died, yet we celebrate Easter. 

(cited in “Washington Elm’s Grandson Planted in 

Cambridge Common,” 1931, p. 7) 

Examining other attacks, defenses, and responses to the Washington Elm 

story would expand the data explored in this current analysis, offering 

potential supporting or contrasting rhetorical moves at work in this 

historic, novel example of image repair of fake news. 

As a final example: Professor Edward Channing of Harvard 

College raised questions about the veracity of the Washington Elm story 

in 1900. The Buffalo Evening News of Buffalo, New York, responded, in 

part, with: 

The Harvard professor, forgetting that old people have 

young memories, beholds in the old tree now nothing but an 

unsightly object which should be removed for improvement 

purposes. In a contest between the memories of the old 

people of Cambridge and the mere opinion of a professor, 

under such circumstances, the people of this day and 

generation will be apt to side with the old men of fresh 

memories. (“The Man With an Axe,” 1900, p. 2) 

The Chicago Tribune took a similar stance, characterizing Channing’s 

accusations as delivered “with Gradgrindish literalness and with utter 

indifference to the patriotic sentiment which has cherished the tree and in 
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its old age has bound it with ropes and iron rods to keep it from falling to 

pieces, announces that the whole story is unfounded” (“Iconoclasts Still 

at Work,” 1900, p. 12). In this same piece, similar themes to those 

offered in response to Lowell’s comments emerge, including: 

Even if Washington did not stand under this particular elm, 

he was in its vicinity and it was a witness of the event. It 

deserves respect in its old age, therefore, as the only 

remaining witness of the ceremony, whether Washington 

stood under its branches or not, instead of being stigmatized 

by this Harvard iconoclast as “an unsightly object which 

should be taken down.” Iconoclasm of this sort is not only 

untimely but disrespectful, and should be sternly 

discouraged. If something is not done to arrest the researches 

of these mousing antiquarians, whose only ambition is to 

pull down, it will not be long before they will discover that 

Washington was never in Cambridge, and perhaps that there 

never was such a man at all. What will become of patriotic 

sentiment and popular enthusiasm if these fellows are to be 

allowed to have their way? It is no slight thing to steal the 

reputation of a tree like the Washington elm. It should have 

been allowed to spend its few remaining days in peace. Its 

enemy might have had the grace to wait until it went the way 

of all trees before he stigmatized it as a fraud. (“Iconoclasts 

Still at Work,” 1900, p. 12) 

A cursory review finds a number of strategies at work, including 

attacking the accusers by characterizing them as “its enemy.” Others 

took their criticism even further, including The Courier of Lincoln, 

Nebraska, which asserted: “There is something unAmerican about the 

president and faculty of Harvard college” (“The Washington Elm,” 1900, 

p. 2). The piece continues with: 

The professors advise the removal of the wooden keepsakes 

that the American people idolize and visit and reverence. 

They have no respects at all for an elm that cast its shadow 

on a real man who was able to ride a horse without falling 

off, a man that was six feet tall and every inch an American. 

The de-Americanized dons of Harvard get their inspiration 

from some other nation. They dispise [sic] our gods. . . . 

Only this tree stands of all those on Cambridge common of 

all those that were there when Washington took command of 
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the army on July 2nd, 1775. The shadows of its quivering 

leaves fell upon the little heroic army in blue and yellow 

armed with flintlocks and sabres. If Washington only stood 

under one of its contemporaries, still it deserves to live for 

being one of a glorious company at the first indication of the 

nation that was born in another year. The asphalt company 

can afford to wait till the elm falls of old age. If it will not, 

there is the city council of Cambridge, which if it contains 

only half as good Americans as the council of this small 

western city will protect the noble tree. (“The Washington 

Elm,” 1900, p. 2) 

As with Lowell, Batchelder, and Jack, analyses of the rhetoric of 

Channing and responses to it could further explore rhetorical 

constructions of legends—and in this case, “fake news”—and its 

detractors and defenders (see also “Famed Historian Succumbs,” 1931; 

“Harvard Professor,” 1931; “Historic Story Lacks Evidence,” 1923; “Old 

Tradition Attacked,” 1900; “Professor Channing’s View,” 1900; “Story 

of G. W. Elm,” 1923; “The Washington Elm,” 1900; “Washington Elm a 

Fraud,” 1900). 

Future work could also investigate other controversies 

surrounding the Washington Elm, including criticism that arose when the 

supply of souvenir pieces from the fallen tree had been exhausted before 

meeting demand (“Famed Washington Elm Not a Forest,” 1925; “Many 

Ideas as to Washington Elm,” 1923); responses to initial reports that the 

elm was dead (e.g., “Famous Washington Elm,” 1923; “Historic 

Washington Elm Crashes Down,” 1923; “Historical Washington Elm 

Succumbs,” 1923; “Washington Elm Dying,” 1923; “Washington Elm is 

Pronounced Dead,” 1923) some premature reports of its impending death 

(e.g., “Washington Elm Dying,” 1905); and a controversial plan to lay 

water lines near the elm’s roots (“The Washington Elm in Danger,” 

1895).  

Overall, a review of rhetoric surrounding the legend of the 

Washington Elm adds a unique perspective to contemporary discussions 

of fake news, including mis- and disinformation. Efforts have magnified 

in recent years to confer resistance to misinformation, including the 

application of inoculation theory (Compton, 2013; McGuire, 1964). For 

example, the online game Bad News is an effort to teach users to identify 

and refute reasoning fallacies and propaganda strategies when they 

encounter them (see, for example, Basol, Roozenbeek, & van der Linden, 
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2020). Other efforts have tried to preempt false attacks with fact-based 

refutations of the arguments (e.g., Pfau et al., 2004). What has been 

studied less, however, are instances where a story is accepted as “true” 

even when not truthful, when the legend or story supersedes accuracy, 

truthfulness, and facts. That seems to be at work here, in criticism of the 

Washington Elm, and future work should explore contemporary 

examples of stories known to be false yet protected nonetheless. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The Washington Elm was beloved. When reports of its 

deteriorating state became public, suggestions poured in from the nation 

with ideas on how to save it, including J. F. Beyers of Grant Pass, 

Oregon, who suggested “the boring of a hole vertically through the heart 

of the tree, this to be filled with a composition known as sulphur flour” 

(“Oregon Man Offers Plan to Save,” 1923, p. 7). Other reports of its 

death and its final days took on the tone of obituaries, including an 

editorial in The New York World (cited in Logansport Pharos-Tribune of 

Logansport, Indiana), which included: 

The death of the Washington Elm in Cambridge, Mass., will 

inspire in many Americans a sense of human loss, as of the 

passing of a great figure in the country’s history. It saw the 

military birth of the Republic when Washington took 

command of the Continental Army beneath its branches and 

for nearly a century and a half it has filled a unique place in 

patriotic sentiment. There have been sacred trees in many 

lands in all ages, but the Washington Elm animated a 

peculiar reverence. . . . It was, of course, our greatest tree, 

and it may be regarded also as the world’s greatest tree. 

(“Death of Washington Elm,” 1923, p. 4) 

Similarly, the Boston Transcript published a lengthy tribute (reprinted in 

The Morning News of Wilmington Delaware) which mentioned that “The 

Washington elm has yielded most pathetically to senile decay, but it will 

have its fitting memorial. . . . Trees are a type of our hope, our climbing 

aspirations, and the brave continuity of our resistance to the storms of 

adversity” (“Brave Old Elm,” 1923, p. 4). 

Image repair studies usually look at how people (or 

organizations) recover from attacks on their image, and a common form 

of denial is to claim that the accusation is “fake news.” Here, we 
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explored an instance where the fake news (the story of the Washington 

Elm) was being protected against the (truthful) accusation that the story 

was not supported, with acknowledgement that the accusations are 

(likely) true, but that they do not matter. It is a flipped script for 

conventional image repair: the refutation becomes the attack. Consider, 

for example, how The Inter Ocean of Chicago, Illinois, warned of how 

“truth” can threaten legends everywhere. They write: 

There might easily come a time when to children born in 

Chicago the tale that war was once waged here by the willful 

slaying of women and children, and that one man rose above 

it to save the woman who had been kind to him and her 

child, would seem an incredible tale, if it were not for the 

bronze monument on the lake shore. But there will be, we 

hope, the monument, erected at a time when the facts were 

still indisputable, to testify to the tale’s truth. For more 

incredible than the tale would be the assumption that any 

man had spent a large sum to erect a monument to a lie. 

(“Easy Publicity for the Professor,” 1910, p. 6) 

As in the example offered above, the main argument is that historical 

stories are not meant to be questioned when they fuel patriotism and 

citizenship—a dangerous idea with contemporary relevance. 

It should be noted, too, that there is evidence the pushback 

against the Washington Elm fact-checks worked. Some later reports of 

the tree either ignored or were unaware of the challenges to the 

Washington Elm’s story. For example, in 1932, the Lansing State 

Journal of Lansing, Michigan, reprinted an excerpt from The Pontiac 

Press that described a descendant of the original Washington Elm, 

noting: “Washington’s elm should stand as long as the republic. . . . The 

Washington elm should ever be a shrine for patriotic Americans” (“The 

Pontiac Press Notices,” 1932, p. 6). As another example: The Maryville 

Tribune of Maryville, Missouri, contrasted the “apocryphal” story of 

George Washington chopping down a cherry tree with the Washington 

Elm: “But if the cherry tree was fictional, the Washington elm was real . 

. .” (“George Washington’s Elm Tree Succumbs to Time’s Ravages,” 

1923, p. 4).  

Oliver Wendell Holmes once wrote of the bond between “a tree 

and truth,” noting that both “keep their youth” (cited in (“George 

Washington’s Elm Tree Succumbs to Time’s Ravages,” 1923, p. 4). And 

yet, the rhetoric surrounding Cambridge’s Washington Elm calls this 
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assertion into question. The Washington Elm lost its youth, and yet, 

clung to its truth—even when the facts were not there to support it. Its 

roots, it seems, ran deep in the imagination of those who loved it. 

 

 

References 

 

A historian’s little hatchet. (1925, July 1). Nashville Banner, p. 6. 

 

Barrett, M. S. (2005). Spokespersons and message control: How the 

CDC lost credibility during the anthrax crisis. Qualitative Research 

Reports in Communication, 6(1), 59–68. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17459430500262190 

 

Basol, M., Roozenbeek, J., & van der Linden, S. (2020). Good news 

about bad news: Gamified inoculation boosts confidence and 

cognitive immunity against fake news. Journal of Cognition, 3(1). 

https://doi.org/10.5334/joc.91 

 

Benoit, W. L. (2007). Determinants of defense in presidential 

debates. Communication Research Reports, 24(4), 319-325. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090701624221 

 

Benoit, W. L. (2014). Accounts, excuses, and apologies: Image repair 

theory and research (2nd ed.). State University of New York Press. 

 

Biographers with little hatchets hack at Boston’s Washington Elm. 

(1932, February 21). The Indianapolis Star, p. 33. 

 

Brave old elm. (1923, November 6). The Morning News, p. 4. 

 

Brinson, S. L., & Benoit, W. L. (1996). Dow Corning's image repair 

strategies in the breast implant crisis. Communication 

Quarterly, 44(1), 29-41. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463379609369998 

 

Brown, K. A., Billings, A., & Devlin, M. (2016). Image repair across the 

racial spectrum: Experimentally exploring athlete transgression 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17459430500262190
https://doi.org/10.5334/joc.91
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090701624221
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463379609369998


  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Compton 

 

16 

responses. Communication Research Reports, 33(1), 47-53. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2015.1117442 

 

Campanella, T. J. (2003). Republic of shade: New England and the 

American elm. Yale University Press.  

 

Casts doubt on Plymouth Rock. (1910, May 1). Quad-City Times, 1.  

 

Compton, J. (2013). Inoculation theory. In J. P. Dillard & L. Shen (Eds.), 

The SAGE handbook of persuasion: Developments in theory and 

practice (2nd ed., pp. 220–236). SAGE. 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452218410.n14 

 

Compton, J. (2014). Arby's image repair tactics as a public relations 

strategy. Public Relations Review, 40(1), 122-124. 

 

Death of Washington Elm. (1923, August 22). Logansport Pharos-

Tribune, 4.  

 

Dunleavy, K. N., & Dougherty, K. (2013). Marital partners' perceptions 

of effective message repair. Qualitative Research Reports in 

Communication, 14(1), 44-52. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17459435.2013.835341 

 

Dunleavy, K. N., Goodboy, A. K., Booth-Butterfield, M., Sidelinger, R. 

J., & Banfield, S. (2009). Repairing hurtful messages in marital 

relationships. Communication Quarterly, 57(1), 67-84. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463370802664701 

 

Easy publicity for the professor. (1910, May 2). The Inter Ocean, 6.  

 

Easy to throw doubts. (1910, May 10). Santa Ana Register, 4.  

 

Famed historian succumbs. (1931, January 11). The Salt Lake Tribune, 

42.  

 

Famed Washington Elm not a forest says Cambridge. (1925, December 

2). Daily Evening Item, 12. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2015.1117442
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452218410.n14
https://doi.org/10.1080/17459435.2013.835341
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463370802664701


  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Compton 

 

17 

Famous Washington Elm at Cambridge is dead. (1923, October 13). The 

Salina Sun, 1.  

 

George Washington’s elm tree succumbs to time’s ravages. (1923, 

November 14). The Maryville Tribune, 4.  

 

Goodall, P. (2009). Chaucer’s Monk’s Tale and Nun’s Priest’s Tale. 

University of Rochester.  

 

Gribas, J., DiSanza, J. R., Hartman, K. L., Carr, D. J., & Legge, N. J. 

(2021). Exploring the effectiveness of image repair tactics: 

comparison of US and Middle Eastern audiences. Communication 

Research Reports, 38(3), 150-160. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2021.1909550 

 

Harvard professor wins fight against death to complete history of U. S. 

(1931, January 9). The Enid Daily Eagle, 16.  

 

Historic idols are hard hit by Lowell. (1910, May 2). The Californian, 6. 

 

Historic story lacks evidence. (1923, November 30). Battle Creek 

Enquirer, p. 23.  

 

Historic Washington Elm crashes down in Cambridge. (1923, October 

27). The Boston Globe, 1. 

 

Historical Washington Elm succumbs to old age. (1923, September 11). 

San Angelo Daily Standard, 4.  

 

Iconoclasts still at work. (1900, May 10). Chicago Tribune, 12.  

 

If ‘there’s a Plymouth Rock!”—oh, Mr. Lowell! (1910, May 2). The 

Montgomery Times, 6. 

 

Is Plymouth Rock a myth? (1916, January 6). The Princeton Union, 4.  

 

Jack, J. G. (1931, December 10). The Cambridge Washington Elm. 

Bulletin of Popular Information (Arnold Arboretum, Harvard 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2021.1909550


  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Compton 

 

18 

University, Series 3), 5(18), 69-73. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/42962064 

 

Lachlan, K. A., Levy, D. R., & Xu, Z. (2018). The remaining, 

unconvinced few: Using Twitter to examine non-CORFing behaviors 

following a political defeat. Communication Quarterly, 66(4), 363-

379. https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2017.1385498 

 

Lowell on the pilgrims. (1911, May 20). The Newport Republican, 6. 

 

Lowell, J. R. (1924, February 22). Poems for boys and girls. The Boston 

Globe, 14.  

 

Many ideas as to Washington Elm. (1923, October 30). The Boston 

Globe, 3.  

 

McGuire, W. J. (1964). Inducing resistance to persuasion: Some 

contemporary approaches. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in 

experimental social psychology (Vol. 1, pp. 191–229). Academic 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60052-0 

 

Metzler, M. S. (2001). Responding to the legitimacy problems of big 

tobacco: An analysis of the “People of Philip Morris” image 

advertising campaign. Communication Quarterly, 49(4), 366–381. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463370109385636 

 

Merriam-Webster. (n.d.-a). Gradgrind. In Merriam-Webster.com 

dictionary. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Gradgrind 

 

Merriam-Webster. (n.d.-b). Criticaster. In Merriam-Webster.com 

dictionary. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/criticaster 

 

Old tradition attacked. (1900, May 12). The Marion Star, 9.  

 

Olufowote, J. O. (2016). Identity constructions and inter-organizational 

collaboration: Islamic faith-based organizations and the polio 

vaccination stoppage in northern Nigeria. Communication 

Quarterly, 64(5), 518-535. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2015.1129354 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/42962064
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2017.1385498
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60052-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463370109385636
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Gradgrind
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/criticaster
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2015.1129354


  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Compton 

 

19 

Oregon man offers plan to save Washington Elm. (1923, July 15). The 

Boston Globe, 7.  

 

Pfau, M., Compton, J., Parker, K. A., Wittenberg, E. M., An, C., 

Ferguson, M., Horton, H., & Malyshev, Y. (2004). The traditional 

explanation for resistance versus attitude accessibility: Do they 

trigger distinct or overlapping processes of resistance? Human 

Communication Research, 30(3), 329–360. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/30.3.329 

 

Philpott, A. J. (1925, June 29). Washington took command July 2. The 

Boston Globe, 2.  

 

President Lowell of Harvard. (1910a, May 19). The Marion County 

News, p. 6. 

 

President Lowell of Harvard. (1910b, May 23). The Pioneer, p. 2. 

 

Professor Channing’s view. (1900, May 5). Boston Evening Transcript, 

9.  

 

Racer, B. M., & Johnson, D. I. (2001). A consumer’s view of crisis 

communication: Can an organization benefit from having a response 

plan? Communication Research Reports, 18(4), 384–390. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090109384819 

 

Randall, C. E., & Edgerton, D. P. (1938). Famous trees (U.S. Department 

of Agriculture, Miscellaneous Publication No. 295). U.S. 

Department of Agriculture.  

 

Sellnow, T. L., Ulmer, R. R., & Snider, M. (1998). The compatibility of 

corrective action in organizational crisis 

communication. Communication Quarterly, 46(1), 60-74. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463379809370084 

 

Shi, J., Mucedola, A. S., Lin, T., & Green, K. N. (2023). Sexual 

misconduct in politics: how intergroup biases affect judgments of a 

scandalized politician and partisan ambivalence. Communication 

https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/30.3.329
https://doi.org/10.1080/08824090109384819
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463379809370084


  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Compton 

 

20 

Quarterly, 71(2), 132-153. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2022.2133622 

 

Smith, J. S. (2018). From the “Ayotte evasion” to rejecting Trump: 

Senator Kelly Ayotte’s post-crisis discourse of 

renewal. Communication Quarterly, 66(2), 117-137. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2018.1438487 

 

Some terrible assaults . . . (1910, May 1). Buffalo Courier, 14.  

 

Story of G. W. Elm doubted by savant. (1923, November 17). Santa Ana 

Register, 10.  

 

Story of Washington Elm is declared to be myth. (1925, October 4). The 

South Bend Tribune, 11.  

 

The famous Washington Elm now approaching last days. (1923, June 

29). The Kansas City Times, 24.  

 

The man with an axe. (1900, May 23). Buffalo Evening News, 2.  

 

The Pontiac Press notices… (1932, March 8). Lansing State Journal, 6.  

 

The social pre-eminence . . . (1910, May 3). The Houston Post, 6.  

 

The Washington Elm. (1900, May 12). The Courier, 2.  

 

The Washington Elm in danger. (1895, June 13). The Kansas City Star, 

2.  

 

They’re at it again. (1925, July 3). The Tennessean, 4.  

 

Towner, E. B. (2010). Truly public apologies: Third-party participation 

in Rwandan apologetic rhetoric. Qualitative Research Reports in 

Communication, 11(1), 63-69. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17459430903582228 

 

Washington Elm a fraud. (1900, May 12). Cochise Review and Arizona 

Daily Orb, 1. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2022.2133622
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2018.1438487
https://doi.org/10.1080/17459430903582228


  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Compton 

 

21 

Washington Elm dying. (1905, September 22). Detroit Free Press, 4.  

 

Washington Elm dying. (1923, July 8). The Sunday Gazette, 4.  

 

Washington Elm is pronounced dead. (1923, August 14). Fitchburg 

Sentinel, 10.  

 

“Washington Elm” story seen myth. (1931, December 16). The Boston 

Globe, 7.  

 

Washington Elm’s grandson planted in Cambridge Common. (1931, 

April 21). The Boston Globe, 7. 

 

 

Josh Compton is Professor of Speech at Dartmouth College, where his 

research centers on inoculation theory and how it travels to surprising 

places. He has published more than 90 peer-reviewed works, including 

articles and book chapters in leading disciplinary and interdisciplinary 

outlets. His research has explored topics from nicotine vaping and 

conspiracy messaging to Stephen King adaptations, hockey loyalty, and 

stochastic terrorism, alongside traditional work in health, politics, and 

education. Recognized with multiple Top Paper Awards at national and 

international conferences, his work has sparked dialogue with NATO 

officials, medievalists, and many in between. For him, inoculation 

thrives in dialogue, and he invites collaborators from across disciplines 

to join that work. 

 



  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Gustafson 

 

22 

Selling the Next Technological Revolution: A Framing Analysis of 

Quantum Computing Company Websites 

Erik Gustafson 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The second quantum revolution is underway. At present, companies are 

in a heated race for “quantum supremacy” in which quantum computers 

become faster and more useful than the classical computers that 

currently make up the global computing infrastructure. But, there is 

scarce public awareness and knowledge of quantum computers or the 

companies that make and market them. Thus, the present article served 

as a preliminary analysis of how quantum computing companies present 

their quantum computing technologies. Employing framing theory as a 

theoretical lens, the present article found several key presentational 

framings that highlighted usefulness, roadmaps, and humanity. Broad 

implications are drawn for the presentation and adoption of quantum 

technologies, as well as new and emerging technologies in general. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Currently, the public is infatuated with artificial intelligence, and 

for good reason. Recent developments in AI software are massively 

powerful. Tools for text generation, editing, and analysis – such as 

ChatGPT, DeepSeek, Llama, etc. – have threatened the centrality of 

reading and writing in education (Jimenez, 2025; Krauss, 2025). Image 

and video creators – such as InVision, Adobe, etc. – stir ethical debates 

about creation, autonomy, and likeness (Romele, 2022). Other AI tools 

for administrative and analytic tasks have begun to displace the human 

workforce as companies restructure in anticipation of AI’s maturation 

(Snyder, 2025; Tiwari, 2025). At the time of this writing, AI has already 

changed, or is in the process of changing, nearly every sector of personal, 

professional, and political life.   

However, developing quietly in the shadow of AI is another, 

potentially more important, technology: quantum computing. 

Functioning in a much different manner than the classical 

supercomputers that undergird our global infrastructure, quantum 
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computers promise to be capable of previously unimaginable feats of 

knowledge and discovery (Campbell, 2023; Fitch, 2025). Though the 

“second quantum revolution” is unacknowledged by most of the general 

public, tech companies across the world have been investing billions in 

“the race for quantum supremacy” (Jaeger, 2018; Kaku, 2023). The 

winners of that race will likely be positioned to shape the next 

technological epoch following the digital era.  

Thus, the present paper sought to investigate the messages that 

are promoted by the technology companies that are pioneering quantum 

computing technology. By employing framing theory as theoretical lens, 

the following article analyzed the webpages of prominent quantum 

computing companies in the United States to investigate what visual and 

linguistic frames are utilized to market and sell the visions of a quantum 

future. 

 

Literature Review 

 

A Brief Introduction to the Quantum World 

 

Prior to diving into the scholarly inquiries on the quantum world, 

it is first necessary to define what exactly the quantum world is. In short, 

quantum physics, pioneered in the early 20th century, is a theory of the 

subatomic world that confounds the laws of classical Newtonian physics 

which are still to this day held to be the universal laws of the physical 

world (Ball, 2025). Through the principles of energy quanta, wave-

particle duality, and the uncertainty principle, quantum physics 

illuminates a world of indeterminate, probabilistic, and entangled 

relations between physical matter (Styer, 1999; Susskind & Friedman, 

2014; “What is Quantum Physics,” 2025). Importantly, quantum physics 

does not represent a new world, but instead represents the discovery of 

the fundamental essence of our physical world (Bernhardt, 2020). By 

harnessing the principles of quantum physics in the early 20th century 

scientists developed transistors, lasers, MRIs, atomic clocks (GPS), and, 

most notably, the atomic bomb (Conover, 2025). These inventions, 

attributed to the first quantum revolution, made possible the computer 

revolution that spawned the digital era.  

With the groundwork laid over 100 years ago, quantum physics 

and mechanics has now found transference and applicability in 

computing processes (Cuffaro, 2006). While classic computers can only 
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store information with bits and bytes in binary (i.e. as a one or zero) and 

are limited by finite storage, quantum computers store information with 

qubits that allow for exponentially more information to be stored and 

accessed at a speed not possible by classical supercomputers (Jaeger, 

2018). Though it is yet to be fully commercially available, and estimates 

of when quantum computing will fully emerge are disputed, it is widely 

reported that quantum computing will change nearly every facet of 

human life from finance and logistics to the internet and gravity 

(Stackpole, 2024; “12 Industries and Focuses,” 2022).  

Importantly, this section served only as a brief introduction 

providing a snapshot of the information necessary for the layperson to 

understand the oddities of quantum technology and scale and speed made 

possible by them for computation purposes. There are a number of other 

resources (Jaeger, 2018; Kaku, 2023; Bernhardt, 2020) that readers 

should seek our for a more in-depth yet jargon-free explanation of 

quantum physics, quantum computation, and the rapidly approaching 

quantum era. 

 

Social Inquiry into the Quantum World 

 

Despite the tech industry’s excitement with the reportedly 

imminent development of quantum computing, social scientific research 

has lagged behind in acknowledging the importance of the quantum era 

to come. A select handful of popular science books have attempted to 

bring awareness and understanding of the scientific concepts 

undergirding the quantum revolution, as well as the potential effects of 

such developments, but scarcely provide substantial attention to the 

communicative aspects of the phenomenon (Bernhardt, 2020; Jaeger, 

2018; Kaku, 2023; Rhode, 2024). Similar to the earliest days of the field 

of communication and the development of the Shannon-Weaver model 

of communication, there are also a number of publications from the 

telecommunications field regarding physical message transmission, as 

well as cryptography measures of images and information (Chandra et. 

al, 2022; Dharminder et. al 2023; Wilde, 2007). Still, telecommunication 

scholarship identifies the specific technical process necessary within 

quantum communication networks, but does not discuss at length the 

social impacts of quantum technology. Thus, the following section 

sought to identify the existent studies that have provided substantial 

social inquiry into quantum technologies.  
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At the date of this writing, the bulk of social inquiry with direct 

overlaps with the field of communication has been philosophical, 

theoretical, or historical in nature. For instance, Barad (2007) crafted the 

theory of agential realism based on select experiments in quantum 

physics that reconceptualized human agency as onto-epistemological 

autonomy that is intra-acted through the relations between scientific and 

social apparatus. Similarly, Meyer (2013) argued that the inseparability 

of quantum mechanics pushes individuals to accept a holographic 

epistemology that is reminiscent of indigenous communities which 

combines all three aspects of nature – physical, mental, and spiritual – 

simultaneously. Rosen’s (2021/2023) work observing photons led him to 

the conclusion that by observing photon entanglement the observer 

becomes a part of the entangled phenomenon. Each of the above 

investigations push individuals to reconsider social interaction starting at 

the subatomic level of observation.  

In considering the impact of ontological and epistemological 

reconceptualization based on micro-level interactions, there have been a 

number of explorations into the macro-level, societal impacts that may 

result from awareness, knowledge, and development of quantum 

technologies. For example, Kroker and Cook (2023) explored how the 

quantum concepts alter the everyday existence of individuals, their 

creations, and understandings of the world around them. The overarching 

point that Kroker and Cook (2023) argued was that humanity is that 

individuals are entering “quantum zones” in which our experience of the 

physical world will change. Calzati and de Kerckhove (2024) go a step 

further to state that humans are on their way to being embedded in 

“quantum ecologies” in which we are no longer united by language and 

writing, but instead by datafication and algorithmic processes. 

Ultimately, Calzati and de Kerckhove (2024) argued that “quantum 

ecologies” will push individuals and society to accept new 

epistemological paradigms for thought, action, and community. Put 

together, Kroker and Cook (2023) and Calzati and de Kerckhove (2024) 

showed how philosophical manifestations of quantum mechanics, 

physics, and computing will launch society into a new era of 

understanding and action.  

In addition to the scholars dealing closely with the quantum 

world, there are also a number of other scholarly works that appropriate 

or more loosely include quantum concepts (Calinescu, 2022; Chira, 

2017; Theunissen, 2015). For instance, Boje (2014), utilizing quantum 
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physics as a metaphor, coined the term “quantum storytelling”, to 

indicate the intertwined nature of the narratives, living stories, and 

antenarratives. While the first two terms are largely self-explanator, the 

third term, antenarrative, to refer to the alternative narratives that might 

be envisioned in the future akin to alternate timelines. Boje (2014) draws 

practical applications for organizational communication and 

management. There are also a cadre of artists creating pieces inspired by 

the strangeness and contradiction of concepts undergirding the quantum 

world (Caro & Murphy, 2002; Scoon, 2007). Baranna (2023) argued that 

the literature of Haruki Murakami often plays with the space between the 

objective, subjective, and pre-objective reality of the character in a 

manner that plays with quantum ideas. Similarly, Kanwal (2018) argued 

that Brecht and Beckett’s spectator-oriented theatre is emblematic of 

“quantum dynamics and relativity” (p. 15). These are just a handful of 

examples of scholars implicating quantum phenomena as an inspiration 

for or corollary to social phenomena. Importantly, the appropriation of 

terms from quantum computing, whether directly or indirectly applied, 

should not be written off immediately based on claims of accuracy or 

direct and scientific application, but instead be considered as part of the 

context in which the broader phenomenon occurs.  

In sum, scholarly investigations of the quantum world are 

available, but largely remain primarily technical, primarily philosophical, 

or simply co-opted use of quantum terminology. These studies and their 

perspectives examine and explain how quantum technology works and 

what quantum technology might mean philosophically, but they do little 

to build knowledge about how we communicate about quantum 

technology. Therefore, the remainder of the article sought to start the 

scholarly conversation on what we talk about when we talk about 

quantum technology. 

 

Framing Theory and Technology 

 

As a theoretical lens for investigating how quantum computing is 

communicated to the public, framing theory will be employed. Framing 

theory, pioneered by Erving Goffman (1986), was intended as a way to 

better understand how information is presented and understood by 

individuals. Originally conceptualized as an interpersonal theory and 

expanded to be utilized to examine how the framing of specific messages 

affect individual’s thoughts and choices, framing theory has since 



  STAM Journal, 55, Fall 2025 

Gustafson 

 

27 

expanded even further to broad investigations of how information is 

presented in a litany of interactions (Reese et. al, 2003). Though the 

theoretical assumptions and methodological applications of framing 

theory are ardently debated amongst scholars, framing theory argues, at 

its core, that a frame, or the presentation of an issue, foregrounds some 

values and characteristics while minimizing others effectively leading to 

certain interpretations that are privileged while others are discarded 

(Chong & Druckman, 2007). Entman (1993) argued that a frame includes 

a problem statement, an attribution of responsibility, a moral judgement, 

and recommendations. Due to the newness and lack of public awareness 

of quantum technology, the present study sought to focus primarily on 

presentational elements, though future research should address the 

effects of quantum framing. 

Framing theory has been frequently employed as a manner of 

studying how new and developing technologies are presented to the 

public by technology companies. In short, the presentation and framing 

of an emerging technology can have a substantial impact on the 

perceptions of and degree to which said technology is adopted by the 

public (Reese et. al, 2003). To be clear, an emerging technology, as 

argued by Rotolo et. al (2015), is a technology that is novel, fast-

growing, has a coherent identity, promises a substantial impact, and has a 

certain degree of ambiguity surrounding them. As such, in framing 

emerging technologies, companies often must address those 5 

characteristics in order to create familiarity and confidence – sometimes 

called “technology creep” – wherein individuals slowly become more 

accustomed to the technology and view its adoption as useful and 

preferred (Green & Guinery, 1994). Importantly, adoption of new 

technologies also necessitates the shuttling of preexisting and entrenched 

technology (Green & Guinery, 1994). Thus, framing of emergent 

technology faces a litany of challenges that existing technologies and 

ideas do not.  

To establish their future presence, new and emerging 

technologies employ a wide variety of specific and general frames. One 

way in which new technologies are framed is with risk/benefit frames, 

which invite individuals to weigh the positives and negatives of the 

technology (Choi, 2024). For instance, Choi (2024) investigated framing 

of AI technologies and found that near-future framing resulted in more 

perceived risk than distant-future framing. Huttunen & Hilden (2014) 

found that with geoengineering risk/benefit frames focused on 
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calculation and further research. Importantly, Keisler et. al (2022) argued 

that those developing technology and those regulating (or covering 

technology) typically have different goals and thus are placed in tension 

with each other. As such, organizational framing of issues primarily 

strives to minimize portrayal of risks, whilst promoting benefits. Of 

course, framing new and emerging technology in terms of risks and 

benefits is not the only possible frame. There is a litany of variables to 

consider when designing the presentation of a message such as values, 

demographics, trust in science, attention limitations, political party, 

media exposure, and others (Druckman & Bolsen, 2011; Druckman & 

Lupia, 2017). Thus, the goal of organizational framing of new 

technologies is to consider all potential factors and design messages that 

would be perceived positively by different audiences.  

Importantly, quantum technology is an interesting case in 

studying emerging technologies because, by most popular press 

accounts, it is not yet here – at least not commercially to the everyday 

person – and thus has not received much scholarly attention pertaining to 

message framing. To date, there is only one framing study of quantum 

technologies in which Gustafson (2025) investigated mainstream news 

articles and found that quantum technologies were either framed by 1) 

imperfect references from popular culture artifacts or 2) were framed as 

“inching forward” but still not yet applicable, despite other accounts that 

quantum technology was fully developed. Interestingly, Mehrizi (2023) 

studied pre-framing of technology – specifically AI and radiology in a 

work context – and found that the pre-framing focused on automation, 

enrichment, and reconfiguration. Acknowledging the “unsettling nature 

of yet-to-emerge technologies, Mehrizi (2023) argued that pre-framing of 

emerging technologies in this manner can   

sometimes offer more questions than answers. In this way, 

frames enable social actors to keep their exploration of novel 

possibilities, embrace unknowns, and remain critical about 

the future of technology and work. Such unsettling enables 

them to avoid hasty, premature closure around a specific 

picture of technology and work…As such, these unsettling 

frames serve as a fertile space for an ongoing 

(re)construction of work and technology (p. 10). 

More important than the specific technologies studied, Mehrizi (2023) 

contended that the framing of technologies before they emerge as useful 

in a field, whether the workplace or other contexts, plays an important 
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role in how individuals construct their relationship to that technology and 

the context in which it is embedded. Regarding quantum technology, 

Mehrizi’s (2023) shows how the futurity of technology can often help to 

explain the framing of technology and ultimately its reasons for adoption 

without delineating specifically the capabilities and possibilities.  

 As quantum technology continues to develop, frames utilized for 

previous technologies, as well as frames used for technology yet to 

come, serve as important starting points for considering how and why 

quantum technology is portrayed in a particular manner. Thus, the 

remainder of this article serves as a preliminary investigation into the 

framing of quantum technology that builds upon the preexisting literature 

of framing of emerging and yet-to-emerge technologies outlined above. 

 

Method 

 

Text Selection 

 

To study the promotion of quantum computing, the following 

analysis will focus on the current front runners in the field, as identified 

through industry resources and technical publications. As one might 

expect, tech giants with extensive preexisting resources, such as IBM, 

Google Quantum AI, Amazon Web Services (AWS), Microsoft, and 

Intel are leading the charge in research, development, and application. 

Thus, the above five companies will be included in the analysis. In 

addition, there are a number of smaller and less known companies that 

are pioneering quantum computing technologies which includes D-

Wave, Quantinuum, Riggetti Computing, IonQ, and PSI Quantum. While 

there are many other companies varying in product and approach – 

which future research should address – the present study represents an 

initial and exploratory analysis of the marketing of quantum computing 

companies. As such, the above ten companies have been selected 

because of their significant contributions to the quantum computing 

industry and their mention in technical and business publications (Gosset 

& Urwin, 2024; Heim, 2025; Law, 2024; Smith, 2023).  

For each of the ten quantum computing companies, the analysis 

will hinge upon the site where most individuals will first encounter 

information about them: websites. Research has suggested that users 

most frequently utilize organizational websites if they wish to inquire 

about an organization and/or its product (Haan & Watts, 2024). 
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Moreover, once there, viewers are offered a snapshot of company 

mission statements, aspirations, culture, disposition, and products that 

can have a lasting effect on how viewers perceive the company, the 

product, and the service provided (Islam et al, 2019). Though each 

website was set up slightly different, the analysis will center on the 

informational pages (“About us”, “Our Mission”, “Products”, “Benefits”, 

etc.) that aim to inform the user of the company and products. Technical 

specifications, pricing plans, and the actual programs themselves were 

excluded from this study. All webpages analyzed were accessed between 

April 15, 2025 and May 30, 2025. 

 

Analytic Procedures 

 

In order to analyze the ten company’s webpages, framing theory 

was operationalized through descriptive and comparative coding, as 

outlined by Saldana (2015). In the first cycle of coding, each website was 

descriptively coded by identifying the basic topics present, and the 

specific textual or visual evidence of each topic, on each website. In the 

second cycle of coding, each website was pattern coded in order to group 

together the emergent topics together into more coherent categories. In 

the third, and final, cycle of coding, the descriptive codes for each topic 

and the patterned codes were themed to bring all the data together into 

coherent frames. All coding notes were recorded in a handwritten 

research journal. 

 

Analysis 

 

Though magnitude coding was not employed in this study, there 

were several key themes by which companies framed their products, 

services, and overarching mission. The following section highlighted the 

most prominent themes that arose across the sampled companies and the 

corresponding webpages. 

 

Frame 1: “The Era of Quantum Utility” (Usefulness Frames) 

 

One of the most striking themes that occurred across each 

webpage was the presentational insistence that quantum computing was 

not a future technology, but instead a technology that was already 

possible, and more importantly, useful. This frame is particularly 
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interesting because of current popular and general press reports that 

quantum computing is still a development that is developing slowly and 

has yet to be realized (Swayne, 2025). However, the companies 

themselves framed quantum computing technology in present terms, not 

future terms.  

For example, many of the companies’ slogans incorporated some 

element of usefulness or presently available. On their entry page, IBM 

stated they were “bringing useful quantum computing to the world” 

(“IBM Quantum,” 2025). IBM went further to declare that we are 

currently in the “era of quantum utility” (“IBM Quantum,” 2025). In the 

same vein, Intel’s page stated that their “quantum computing systems 

were achieving quantum practicality” (“Intel Labs: Discover Quantum 

Computing,” 2025). Similarly, D-Wave noted, under their customer 

success tab, that their technology provides “applications that are 

delivering measurable outcomes today” (“D-Wave,” 2025). Even more 

straight-to-the-point, IonQ’s opening slogan read “Quantum is Now” 

(“IonQ,” 2025). Considered together, each of the described webpages use 

of the terms useful, practical, today, and now to indicate that quantum 

computing is not something in the future, but is a technology that 

individuals and organizations can use in the present. The result is a 

theme – that is framed in a couple key ways – that takes center stage on 

these webpages and claims present-day usefulness of the new and 

developing quantum technology that each company provides.   

Perhaps the most prominent way that company webpages 

demonstrated the current usefulness of their quantum computing 

technologies was the statement of the current use and speed of their 

products. Amazon Web Services (AWS) stated – quite explicitly – that 

its performance computing could “gain insights faster, and quickly move 

from idea to market with virtually unlimited compute capacity” (“AWS,” 

2025). This statement demonstrated how AWS quantum services could 

help individuals to go from a dream to profitable business venture. 

Another key term that showed up frequently across other webpages was 

“accelerate”. Microsoft highlighted how their quantum technology would 

be “accelerating scientific discovery for a better future” and 

“accelerating 250 years of science into the next 25 years” (“Microsoft,” 

2025).  

Another way that organizational webpages appeared to 

demonstrate that their quantum computing technology was presently 

useful was through company news and partnerships. For instance, 
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displayed prominently on the page of Rigetti Computing was one key 

phrase: “Running of Rigetti” (“Rigetti,” 2025). The first phrase, 

“Running on Rigetti” showed a chart underneath that displayed the 

“technology partners” that they had already procured which featured  

MIT Lincoln Laboratory, NASA, Oxford Instruments, The University of 

Edinburgh, Phasecraft, and others (“Rigetti,” 2025). On IonQ’s webpage, 

the second major banner displays their partnerships with Hyundai, 

Nvidia, Airbus, Microsoft Azure, Amazon Bracket, Google Cloud, 

Lockheed Martin, Thompson CAT, and more (“IonQ,” 2025). D-Wave 

actually included a list of case studies that highlighted the issues their 

clients faced and provided the results that surfaced from the 

implementation of their technologies (“D-Wave,” 2025). Through 

partnerships and case studies the companies displayed that their products 

and services were already being used by these other companies with 

positive results.  

In sum, the first frame that occurred across nearly all of the 

company webpages in some form was the insistence on the current 

usability of quantum technology. Through the presentation of their 

products and services to the references of partnerships with other 

companies, viewers are shown an industry that already exists and is 

prospering. 

 

Frame 2: Roadmaps/Blueprints 

 

Another significant feature of most of the webpages that is 

displayed, in most cases, early in the navigation of each page is a 

“roadmap” or “blueprint” link or graphic. These roadmaps or blueprints 

demonstrated the process that each company had undergone so far and 

where it was headed in the near future. In contrast to the usefulness 

frames, which were peppered throughout the webpages and subpages, the 

blueprint and roadmap pages were singular and isolated in their 

existence.  

The roadmaps and blueprints appeared to take two particular 

forms: technical and general. In the technical blueprint, such as that 

displayed by PSI Quantum, they outlined seven steps which included 

current technology, wafer, chip, package, cabinet, compute site, and 

software (“PSI Quantum,” 2025). Each of the above terms refers to 

specific layers of the technology from raw materials, such as ionized 

yttrium, to software solutions, such as those that use preexisting 
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language, Python. Quantinuum took the technical roadmap a step further 

and displayed the name of their quantum system, the number of qubits, 

physical 2 qubit gate error, logical qubits, and logical error rates for the 

years 2020, 2023, 2025, 2027, and 2029 (“Quantinuum,” 2025). Rigetti 

employed a similar technical timeline by creating a clickable product 

description for each computing system they developed which listed 

specific product specifications including time duration (speed) and media 

fidelity (error) (“Rigetti,” 2025). While the specific technical terms 

above are not necessary to describe in full for the present study, the 

invocation of technical terms by computing companies in framing their 

current and future progress is important insofar as an understanding of 

the future of these companies is contingent upon an understanding of the 

terms presented in their roadmap or blueprint. In this sense, technical 

blueprints may be more useful to investors and experts in the field as 

opposed to the casual web browser.  

On the other hand, several companies opted for roadmaps that 

included less technical language. For instance, Google highlighted 6 

milestones presented on a single page which were titled “beyond 

classical”, “quantum error correction”, “building a long-lived logical 

qubit”, “creating a logical gate”, “engineering scale up”, and “large 

error-corrected quantum computer” (“Quantum AI,” 2025). These terms, 

while still referring to the technical breakthroughs necessary, lead with 

colloquial terms such as create, build, and engineer (“Quantum AI,” 

2025). IonQ’s roadmap displayed largely a graph showing increase in 

qubits from 2021 (22) to 2028 (1024) (“IonQ,” 2025). Although qubits is 

a technical term, the graph made a simple visual that showed striking 

growth, whether or not the user fully understands what that chart 

represents. Thus, the general framing of the roadmaps may offer a more 

intelligible view to the casual web browser, while leaving several 

questions unanswered to expert and investor audiences.  

It is important here to note that the roadmap might be considered 

a component of the usefulness frame insofar as it demonstrated the path 

to said usefulness. However, the present study has included this frame as 

a standalone theme for its perceived importance to quantum computing 

in specific. As stated in the introduction and the literature review, 

quantum computing has been presented as a future technology. The 

roadmaps and blueprints provided on the company webpages appeared to 

attempt to minimize the futurity of their industry and products. In fact, 

most of the roadmaps traced from present to 2028 or 2029 which 
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indicated the closeness of the possibilities of these technologies. For this 

purpose, the roadmap frame, both in technical terms but especially in 

more general terms, presented these technologies as imminent if not 

already here. Put together, the roadmaps offered a vision of what 

quantum technologies have already accomplished as well as what they 

are purportedly on track to accomplish in the near future. 

 

Frame 3: “8 billion Reasons” (Humanity Frames) 

 

The final primary theme identified in this investigation was the 

manner in which humans were described in relation to the development 

of quantum technology. Specifically, the quantum technology companies 

surveyed presented their quantum technologies as providing improved 

futures for humans through a variety of different references.  

Displayed prominently on their page stating their vision, 

Microsoft leading banner stated, “8 billion reasons to build a quantum 

computer” (“Microsoft Quantum,” 2025). This moniker places humans 

as the central driving reason for the development of quantum computing 

technology. In the paragraph following this heading, Microsoft 

mentioned how quantum computers could help “reverse climate change”, 

“address food insecurity”, and “solve humanity’s hardest problems” 

(“Microsoft Quantum,” 2025). For Microsoft, such claims were made as 

broad generalizations about the quantum computer’s ability to help 

humans, as opposed to Microsoft itself. Quantinuum posited similar 

phrasing in which they stated their mission to be “to accelerate quantum 

computing and use its power to positively transform the world” 

(“Quantinuum,” 2025) Other companies, such as IonQ, identified 

themselves with the quantum computer enacting change. For instance, 

IonQ’s page stated that “quantum computing has the potential to change 

the world, and IonQ is leading the way” (“IonQ”, 2025). Similarly, D-

wave, in discussions of its Advantage2 system, stated that their system is 

“capable of solving computationally complex problems in business and 

science” (“D-Wave,” 2025). In a later section, D-Wave posed the 

question, “what can we solve together?” (D-Wave,” 2025). In each of 

these instances, IonQ and D-Wave not only tout quantum computing as 

good for solving human problems, but they also place their own product 

at the center of the solution.  

To articulate part of this solution, the webpages often touted the 

security and safety of their systems, as well as the responsibility that the 
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organization assumed for the systems and their impacts. In the 

presentation of their company leadership, Quantinuum placed the slogan 

“True to science, true to each other” (Quantinuum, 2025). Followed by 

pictures of the executive positions, this phrase indicates not just a 

commitment to the technology, but also to the people it impacts. 

Microsoft, as part of their vision page, stated they are “ensuring a 

quantum-safe future, together” (“Microsoft,” 2025). Similarly, IBM 

stated “We operate with a backbone. We take responsibility for 

technology and its role in society, recognizing the power and potential of 

computing as an agent of change” (“IBM”, 2025). Google noted their 

drive to “make their [quantum computers] benefits universally accessible 

and useful” (“Google Quantum AI,” 2025). Altogether, key phrases like 

responsibility, error-correction, and allusions to people at the center of 

creation added to the framing of quantum computing for the good of 

humanity. 

 

Discussion & Implications 

 

The above analysis of organizational framing of quantum 

technology highlighted how organizations employed several key frames 

for presenting quantum technology on their webpages. Primarily it was 

illuminated that quantum technology companies employed frames that 

focused on usefulness, blueprints/roadmaps, and human-centricity. There 

are several key implications that can be derived from the findings above.  

First, the frames evident across company’s webpages appeared 

to be in line with extant literature on risk/benefit frames frequently used 

for the presentation of new technology. Frames of quantum utility and 

usefulness – and the various other synonyms or similar terms – attempted 

to show that quantum technology can help individuals and organizations 

achieve their goals today. Additionally, humanity frames, while also 

stating the benefits that all humans will see, also simultaneously 

addressed the risks at hand, such as security and error correction, in order 

to portray minimal risks. On this front, framing of quantum computing 

technology on company webpages presents their technologies as high 

benefit and low risk, which historically is a framing that leads to positive 

outcomes for adaptation and integration of new and emerging 

technologies.   

Second, the roadmap frames function to highlight quantum 

computing technologies as near future creations with definitive plans on 
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how to achieve their goal. The roadmap frame, employed in tandem with 

humanity frames, may aid in reduced the perceived risk of near-future 

framings of technologies (Choi, 2024). Moreover, the roadmap frame 

exacerbates utility framings, because it provides visual aids and tangible 

metrics for how to achieve full utility. Moreover, by utilizing simple 

visuals and/or explanatory educational materials along with the 

roadmaps, they functioned to potentially demystify quantum concepts 

and technologies and move them from the future and place them into the 

present-day, or near future, context. The roadmaps also served as 

introductions to key terms and issues in quantum computing which helps 

to increase awareness and familiarity amongst individuals. As such, 

quantum roadmaps, which are substituted for authorial predictions and 

guestimates in the popular press, could help to increase the currently 

minimal awareness and knowledge of quantum computing terms, 

processes, and possibilities (Keller, 2023).  

Third, the findings from the above analysis seemingly contradict 

Mehrizi’s (2023) contention that ambiguity provides space for imagining 

positive futures. This contradiction is likely due to the contextual 

differences of the studies – i.e. work technology policy affecting 

individuals vs organizational webpage promotions for societal changes – 

but provides and interesting micro, meso, and macro level considerations 

for framing quantum technology, as well as other emerging technologies. 

Specifically, organizational webpages focused on the macro effects of 

quantum technology and presented messages with very little to no 

ambiguity – e.g. the era of quantum utility is here. The webpages sought 

to offer answers and solutions, as opposed to a unsettled landscape of 

possibilities. However, if we return to Mehrizi’s (2023) study found that 

ambiguity in micro and/or meso level implementation favored ambiguity 

in which individuals still insisted in a liminal space of co-construction 

where they might imagine different instantiations of the technology’s 

place once implemented. But, organizational websites did not provide 

this space for imagination. As quantum computation becomes integrated 

into organizations and other social processes down to the individual 

level, scholars should investigate if the unsettled and co-constructive 

space that Mehrizi (2023) found has been left for developments in AI, is 

left for quantum computation developments.  

Overall, the picture painted by organizational webpages of 

quantum computing companies portrayed a technology that can be used 

right now to accelerate the solving of complex problems. Frames also 
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portrayed quantum computing as a technology that is set to become even 

more powerful and useful in the near future. Importantly, these uses were 

framed not just as being useful for organizations, but as technologies that 

will help humanity to solve our currently unsolvable issues. Despite 

minimal public awareness and knowledge of quantum computing, as well 

as popular press framing of quantum technology as a future technology, 

the frames employed by quantum computation companies on their 

webpages presented quantum technology as here and ready to tackle the 

biggest issues facing society. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 

Due to the preliminary nature of this study, there are a number of 

limitations that must be addressed. The primary limitations are the 

number of organizations included and the categorization of the 

organizations selected. For instance, the sample of organizations 

represented a small fraction of the organizations that are pioneering the 

field of quantum computation. Many popular press reports highlighted 

well over 10 companies that could contribute to breakthroughs in the 

future (Dargan, 2023). Thus, future research should enlarge the sample 

size to identify if the frames evident in the present study occur across 

other organizations. Moreover, a distinction between small, medium, and 

large sized companies could further illuminate how framing changes as 

company sizes changes. In a similar vein, the present study did not 

delineate between types of quantum computation companies and the 

services and products they provided. Future research should analyze the 

differences in how the frames of different products and services – chips, 

materials, software, research, etc. – are framed.  

In addition to the organization-specific limitations, there are also 

limitations to the design of the present research study. Most significantly, 

the present study identified the presentation of information about 

quantum computing technologies, but was not designed to establish any 

causal linkages between presentation and effects on consumers. In 

building on this preliminary investigation of the communication of 

quantum computing technologies, future research should also be 

designed to identify the effects that such messages may have on future 

adoption and integration of quantum technologies. Audience and effects-

based research can help to identify if and how messaging surrounding 

quantum computation is different than other emerging technologies, how 
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individuals are affected by messages about quantum computing in 

general.  Overall, the limitations listed above should be viewed less as 

issues with the research design and more as exciting opportunities for 

future inquiry into questions that have yet to be addressed in the 

preexisting research. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The preceding article sought to address the dearth of research on 

the communication of the quantum world. By investigating the manner in 

which leading quantum computation companies presented and framed 

their products on their organizational websites, individuals surfing the 

web are offered a glimpse into not just how these companies envision the 

quantum world, but the justifications that those same companies may 

plan to employ to position their products at the forefront of the next 

technological revolution. The three primary frames identified in the 

analysis – usefulness, roadmap/blueprint, and humanity – functioned to 

present quantum technology as a presently achievable technological 

solution to some of society’s most difficult issues. The message was 

unambiguous and presented little risk. Building upon the existing body 

of literature on new and emerging technologies, the above preliminary 

investigation of the framing of quantum computing technologies 

provided a glimpse into the framing strategies that may usher in the next 

technological revolution. 
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Abstract 

 

Robin Bush, a three-year-old child of George H. W. and Barbara Bush, 

died of leukemia in 1953. The Bushes stayed mostly silent about Robin 

for decades, but her brother George W. Bush discussed her death in his 

post-presidential autobiography and his eulogy of his father. Jon 

Meacham covered the Robin story in his acclaimed biography of George 

H. W. Bush. Using Dewey’s theory of experience and hermeneutic circle 

methodology, I sought to understand how these versions of the Robin 

story can form a cohesive narrative about the Bush family’s experience 

with her death, an experience that affected their public and private 

communication as they climbed the highest echelons of American 

politics. My analysis clarified significant details of how the Bushes told, 

withheld, and altered the Robin story over time, elucidating seemingly 

contradictory, changing, or confusing aspects of the story and the 

apparent reasons for the differences in the story’s versions. 

 

 

The Bush family is one of the most prominent families in 

modern American politics. Two Bushes were presidents, two were 

governors of populous states, one was vice president, and the family 

patriarch Prescott Bush was a U. S. Senator from Connecticut (“The 

Bush Family,” n.d.). While the Bushes are well-known for their political 

impact, many people do not know that former President George H. W. 

Bush (hereafter dubbed “Bush I”) and his wife former First Lady Barbara 

Bush lost a daughter, Robin, to leukemia in 1953 (Bush, 2010). 

Throughout his time in national politics, Bush I “rarely” addressed 

Robin’s passing, although he grieved her loss privately for decades 

(Meacham, 2015, p. xxiii). Bush I, for instance, avoided mentioning 

Robin when he listed his children in his victory speech on the night he 

was elected president in 1988 (ABC13 Houston, 2018). Perhaps due to 

the Bushes’ initial quiet regarding Robin, there is a void of 

communication scholarship regarding how the Bushes told and did not 

tell the Robin story, as I found no academic journals in which Robin’s 
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death and/or the Bushes’ experience with it were focal points. However, 

the Robin narrative is important, as it took a tremendous toll on one of 

the country’s most powerful families, influencing their public and 

interfamilial communication while they held some of the nation’s highest 

political positions.  

Narrative inquiry is an appropriate means to investigate the 

Robin story, as narrative inquiry can reveal how people communicate 

about difficult and sensitive circumstances, including illness and death, 

via stories and storytelling (Chase, 2005; Hydén, 2014; Pederson, 2013; 

Yardley, 2006). Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience guided my 

narrative understanding of the Robin story. Dewey asserted that a 

personal story can be examined through the continuity of experience, or 

how people grapple with an experience as time passes, and through the 

interaction of experience, or how an experience influences people’s 

interactions and relationships with other people (Clandinin & Rosiek, 

2007; Dewey, 1938; Kim, 2016). Thus, a fitting narrative inquiry into the 

Robin story should investigate how the authors of extant Robin 

narratives communicated her story in different situations and with 

different people (Kramp, 2004). 

Since the Bushes have communicated few stories about Robin to 

the public, three versions of the Robin story are outstanding. Two of 

these versions come from Bush I’s son former President George W. Bush 

(hereafter called “Bush II”). The first of Bush II’s versions of the story is 

notable for his disruption of the family’s quiet about Robin, as he wrote 

his version of the Robin story in his post-presidential autobiography 

Decision Points (Bush, 2010). Eight years later, Bush II included a 

version of the Robin narrative in his eulogy of his father, exposing 

millions of viewers to the little-known story (Battaglio, 2018; Wall Street 

Journal, 2018). For the third version of the Robin story, relying on his 

interviews with Bush family members and his access to their private 

diaries, Pulitzer Prize-winning author Jon Meacham (2015) discussed 

Robin’s story in Destiny and Power, his biography of Bush I that won 

much critical acclaim (Kelly, 2015; Senior, 2015).  

I performed a hermeneutic circle analysis (Harriss, 2018; 

Ricœur, 1984) of these versions to co-construct (Salmon, 2013; Yardley, 

2006) the Robin narrative. The hermeneutic circle allowed me to 

rigorously move from version to version to uncover the meaning and 

impact of the story on the public and private communication of a 

presidential family (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010; Harriss, 2018; 
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Squire, 2013). After explaining key aspects of narrative inquiry, Dewey’s 

theory of experience, and hermeneutic circle analysis, I invoked the 

hermeneutic circle to review the three relevant versions of the Robin 

story, revealing how Robin’s death influenced interpersonal 

communication within the Bush family, how Bush II’s seemingly 

contradictory statements about his response to Robin’s death are actually 

compatible, how Jeb’s role in the story increased as he became better 

nationally known, how the Bushes focused on reunification with Robin, 

and how Bush I’s perception of Robin’s death evolved over time, among 

other findings. Lastly, I explained how scholars can apply this work in 

future narrative and communication research. 

 

Narrative Inquiry and Dewey’s Theory of Experience 

 

According to Chase (2005), a “story about a significant aspect of 

one’s life such as… an illness, a trauma,” or another devastating personal 

experience can constitute a narrative (p. 652). Narrative inquiry is the 

process of collecting these narratives and understanding the meanings of 

the experiences therein (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). This process 

means that narrative researchers co-construct the narrative alongside its 

other creators (Salmon, 2013; Yardley, 2006). As I inquired into the 

narratives of Robin Bush, Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience aided me 

as a narrative inquirer, as narratives frequently detail people’s deeply 

personal experiences (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990; Kim, 2016; Kramp, 2004; Phoenix, 2013; Squire, 2013). Indeed, 

“experience is also painful,” as people affected by trauma like the Bushes 

undergo “suffering through experiencing” (Wahlström, 2010, p. 306). 

Since “every experience influences in some degree the objective 

conditions under which further experiences are had,” a major life 

adjustment like the loss of a child could only heighten the effects of such 

an experience on the Bushes (Dewey, 1938, p. 30). Dewey (1938) held 

that experiences occur not just “inside a person” but that “every genuine 

experience has an active side” manifested in one’s communication with 

others (pp. 33-34). These principles ground continuity of experience and 

interaction of experience, two key ideas of Dewey. Continuity of 

experience is how people react to an experience throughout different 

periods of their lives, while interaction of experience discusses how 

experiences shape people’s interactions with other people (Clandinin & 

Rosiek, 2007; Dewey, 1938; Kim, 2016). Dewey’s attention to social 
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relationships and continuous experiences makes his precepts 

“particularly well suited [sic] for framing narrative inquiries” (Clandinin 

& Rosiek, 2007, p. 41). 

 

The Hermeneutic Circle 

 

A hermeneutic circle analysis (also known as “hermeneutic 

approach/research” or “hermeneutics”) is a fitting methodological tool 

for narrative inquiries (Jian, 2019; Kim, 2016; Squire, 2013). A 

hermeneutic circle embraces that the “understanding of the world is 

mediated through narrativization” (Jian, 2019, p. 91). “More complex 

than mere interpretation,” in a hermeneutic approach, a researcher 

examines texts of a narrative alongside each other to see how they 

collectively form a cohesive narrative of experience (Sikh & Spence, 

2016, p. 2). Hermeneutic research involves “circling” from text to text to 

find divergences and commonalities in versions of a narrative, such as 

how a story changed as people told it in varying situations and to diverse 

audiences (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010; Squire, 2013). The 

hermeneutic circle leads to “constant re-interpretation” of the pertinent 

narrative versions (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010, p. 130). Although 

use of the circle necessitates no “final understanding” of the texts at 

hand, hermeneutics can help scholars find a “deeper and more 

comprehensive understanding of relevant publications” (Boell & Cecez-

Kecmanovic, 2010, p. 130). As Harriss (2018) recognized, “the 

hermeneutic circle… functions continually” (p. 430), which aligns with 

narrative inquiry’s goal of “restorying as the research proceeds” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). 

Kezar (2000) emphasized that hermeneutic studies function well 

with Dewey’s (1938) principles because they both prioritize the study of 

practical experiences. Further, Dewey argued that a person’s experience 

was like a “changing stream” because one’s shifting environment 

influenced how that person perceived an experience through time 

(Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 39). This concept of changing experience 

is highly compatible with the tenets of the hermeneutic circle (Boell & 

Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010; Harriss, 2018) and narrative inquiry 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990), as the hermeneutic circle and narrative 

inquiry also acknowledge that experiences are not stagnant. Squire 

(2013) added that the hermeneutic circle can clarify the meanings of 
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confusing or potentially contradictory narratives, an important function 

in analyzing a seldom-told story like that of Robin Bush. 

Sikh and Spence (2016) provided “two main reasons for 

hermeneutic exploration: (1) there is text needing to be explored and 

explicated and (2) the meaning or meanings relating to identified 

phenomenon/phenomena are obscure” (p. 2). The Robin story meets 

these criteria. As mentioned earlier, scholars have not examined this 

story deeply. So, not only has the meaning of her story only sparingly 

been considered, but the meanings of the communication of the story 

have also been neglected, including the venues in which the story was (or 

was not) told, the possible purpose(s) of this storytelling, and other 

important contextual factors that my hermeneutic analysis exposed.  

To enact a hermeneutic circle of the Robin story, I followed the 

guidance of Ricœur (1984), a key scholar in the development of the 

hermeneutic circle. Ricœur contended that narrative scholars should seek 

to understand how and why a story was created. While all motives for 

creating narratives cannot be known, narrative researchers using the 

hermeneutic circle should look for all the information they can discover 

about narrative creation. Harriss (2018) urged modern narrative 

researchers to follow Ricœur by considering how narratives are invented 

and arranged. The Bushes’ one-time hesitance in telling Robin’s story 

factors well into Ricœur and Harriss’s point about the need to inspect the 

circumstances surrounding the creation of narratives, including what 

motivated the Bushes to eventually tell the story. 

 

Conducting the Hermeneutic Circle:  

An Examination of Versions of the Robin Story 

 

Since “the researcher who engages in narrative inquiry is 

interested in determining the meaning of a particular experience or event 

for the one who… tells about it in a story” (Kramp, 2004, p. 108), I 

analyzed the two versions of the Robin story that Bush II rendered before 

examining the third version of the story from the historian Meacham, 

thus comparing the two narratives from a Bush family member with that 

of a non-family member. I began the hermeneutic circle with Bush II’s 

(2010) autobiography Decision Points, as it is the earliest version under 

consideration. I analyzed Bush II’s eulogy of his father next, 

demonstrating how he furthered the story he began in Decision Points. 

Having investigated the versions of the story from a Bush family 
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member, I finally moved to Meacham (2015) to provide further light on 

Bush II’s versions of the story. In addition to including the most relevant 

information about the Robin story in the text of this paper, I added fuller 

portions of several of the narratives in appendices at the end of this 

document. 

 

The Role of Robin’s Death in Relationship Creation in the Bush Family: 

Decision Points 

 

Autobiographies, and particularly those of high-profile people 

like Bush II, are a notable style of narrative, as people deploy them to 

construct their identities to a curious public (Kim, 2016). Thus, meeting 

Ricœur (1984) and Harriss’s (2018) recommendation that hermeneutic 

researchers learn why people generate narratives, it seems that Bush II as 

a recently retired former president told Robin’s story in Decision Points 

so people would know how it molded him and his family during their 

time in presidential politics. As he told the story in Decision Points (see 

Appendix A), when his sister Robin died, the then-seven-year-old Bush 

II (2010) grieved, but he said, “It would be many years before I could see 

the difference between my sorrow and the wrenching pain my parents 

felt from losing their daughter” (p. 6). Bush II detailed several impacts of 

the Robin narrative relevant to Dewey’s theory of experience. Bush II’s 

(2010) narrative post-Robin’s death centered his mother’s experiences 

with him, perhaps due to his father being “away a lot on business” (Bush, 

2010, p. 7). Even as a young child, Bush II seemed to understand the 

emotional help he gave his mother during this time. Bush II (2010) said 

that as a seven-year-old he declined to play with a friend, explaining, “I 

have to stay with Mother” (p. 7). Even as Bush I and Barbara had other 

children who never knew Robin, Barbara remained active in Bush II’s 

life by attending his sports games and taking leadership roles at his 

school (Bush, 2010). Bush II credited these years with his mother as 

shaping his personality to be blunt and practical like hers (Bush, 2010).  

Considering the interaction of experience (Dewey, 1938), Bush 

II and Barbara emotionally bonded while coping with the loss of Robin, 

while Bush I seemed to reckon with the loss independently from them, as 

there was no indication that he engaged in the activities that so closely 

linked Bush II and Barbara. Bush II thus led audiences to speculate how 

Bush I’s absence from his son and wife during times of immense grief 

influenced other aspects of the family communication structure—
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particularly as that family communication structure would be tested 

under the intense microscope of decades of familial involvement in 

national politics. Bush II might not have clearly answered this question, 

but journalists have noted that the communication between Bush I and 

Bush II was not always chummy, as USA Today called their relationship 

loving but “complex” and containing “rivalry,” even as the Bush family 

has downplayed or rejected any notions of competition between father 

and son (Jackson & Fritze, 2018, para. 1). 

In Decision Points, Bush II (2010) discussed two additional 

moments when the Robin story affected him. As a student at a boarding 

high school, Bush II wrote an essay about the loss of Robin. From a 

Deweyan (1938) standpoint, the interaction of the Robin experience 

changed for Bush II, as this story seems to show one of the first times a 

Bush told the Robin story outside the family’s confidantes. In Decision 

Points, the second time Bush II (2010) discussed Robin’s death involved 

the health of his pregnant wife. After being pregnant with twin daughters 

for seven months, Bush II’s wife “Laura was diagnosed with 

preeclampsia, a serious condition that could damage her kidneys and 

jeopardize the health of the [unborn] girls” (Bush, 2010, p. 28). Laura 

went to the hospital the next day and was on bed rest for two weeks. In 

his duress, Bush II (2010) reflected, “I had seen my parents after Robin 

died. I knew how much it hurt to lose a child” (p. 29). In the earlier part 

of his Robin narrative, Bush II said it would take “many years” for him 

to understand how his parents felt, and now those “many years” had 

passed, and he found himself fearful he would feel as his parents felt 

(Bush, 2010, p. 6). While Bush II’s twin daughters were eventually born 

without issue, these stories reveal that the continuity of the Robin 

experience changed for Bush II. It evolved from a source of childhood 

grief to a story he felt comfortable relating to a teacher before becoming 

a memory during a time of great fear. For the interaction of experience, 

in addition to the teacher who read the paper, Bush II added Laura and 

his children to the context of Robin, thereby bringing people who never 

knew Robin into his experience with Robin’s death. 

 

Adding Jeb to the Story and Seeing Robin Again: Bush II’s Eulogy of 

Bush I (2018) 

 

In addition to autobiography (Kim, 2016), political public 

address can be an avenue for communicating narratives (Shenhav, 2005). 
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Wieczorek (2020) attested, “Many a time, political speeches involve 

narrative elements, such as personal accounts of events, anecdotes or 

short stories” (p. 221). Political public addresses with narrative aspects 

“can get us to consider dialectical and rhetorical messages we would 

otherwise ignore” (Cornfield, 1992, p. 48). Further, according to Goodall 

(2000), creators of narratives are wise to invoke “rhetorical” techniques 

to help audiences relate to their narratives (p. 70). Bush II eulogized his 

father in 2018, and he conveyed a version of the Robin story in this 

eulogy (Wall Street Journal, 2018). Approximately 17.5 million people 

watched the eulogy on cable television, and the viewership number 

would likely grow immensely if the uncounted people watching via 

streaming services were tallied (Battaglio, 2018). Considering the 

historic silence of the Bushes about Robin (Meacham, 2015), it is 

possible that millions of people learned about her for the first time by 

listening to this address. Moreover, as is typical in funerals of former 

presidents, the eulogy’s in-person audience included the most powerful 

current and retired people in American government, with then-President 

Trump, former presidents, and a bipartisan host of other current and 

former members of Congress and the Cabinet attending the funeral of 

Bush I in the National Cathedral at which Bush II gave this eulogy (Wall 

Street Journal, 2018). 

In addition to working well with narrative inquiry (Clandinin & 

Rosiek, 2007; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Kim, 2016), Dewey’s (1938) 

theory of experience can aid a study of public address, as Dewey highly 

regarded rhetoric (Stroud, 2008; 2013). Further, Dennis et al. (2006) 

noted that a president eulogizing a fellow president presents an 

extraordinarily rhetorically specific situation, as the number of living 

former presidents is always scant, and many of them do not have the kind 

of interpersonal relationship that leads to one eulogizing another. The 

uniqueness of Bush II’s eulogy of Bush I only increased due to the 

father-son relationship of these presidents, as the only other such 

presidential relationship in American history was between John and John 

Quincy Adams, who were presidents in the early 1800s (“The Bush 

Family,” n.d.; Meacham, 2015).  

Bush II told Robin’s story in a paragraph about halfway through 

the thirteen-minute speech (see the verbatim paragraph in Appendix B). 

In this section of the speech, Bush II stated, “Jeb and I were too young to 

remember the pain and agony he (Bush I) and Mom felt when our three-

year-old sister died” (Wall Street Journal, 2018, 5:55). In terms of 
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interaction of experience, Bush II brought his brother Jeb into the story 

in a position equal to his—a brother without full understanding of his 

sister’s death. This addition of Jeb to the story departed from Bush II’s 

other version of the story in Decision Points in which Jeb played no 

significant part (Bush, 2010). Jeb is about seven years younger than Bush 

II, and Jeb was eight months old when the family lost Robin (Meacham, 

2015). In the years after Bush II authored Decision Points in 2010, 

however, Jeb, a former Florida governor, had become more nationally 

known due to his failed presidential campaign in the most recent general 

election cycle at that time. During Jeb’s 2016 campaign, media coverage 

frequently compared Jeb to his presidential father and brother, which led 

to great focus on him not achieving what his father and brother achieved 

in their presidential victories (Elving, 2015; Good Morning America, 

2015; Miller, 2016). So, with much recent public attention on how Jeb 

differed from Bush I and Bush II, Bush II described himself and Jeb as 

equal in one respect—their experience with Robin. However, this 

commonality seems a bit forced, for while Bush II made it sound like he 

and Jeb responded similarly to Robin’s death, in Decision Points, Bush II 

mentioned his own “sorrow” about Robin’s death, an emotion Jeb could 

not fully grasp, as he was still far from a year old when Robin died 

(Bush, 2010, p. 6).  

Further, in the paragraph about Robin in the middle of the 

speech, Bush II addressed the continuity of experience, adding, “Dad 

always believed that one day he would hug his precious Robin again” 

(Wall Street Journal, 2018, 6:18). Minutes later, he brought this idea to 

its culmination, concluding the address with, “In our grief, let us smile 

knowing Dad is hugging Robin and holding Mom’s hand again” (Wall 

Street Journal, 2018, 12:14). While this focus on an afterlife is a typical 

part of eulogies in presidential and non-presidential contexts (Campbell 

& Jamieson, 2008), it also reveals a continuity of experience, as Bush II 

clarified that for Bush I—even as he attained the presidency and 

numerous other prestigious appointments—the experience of Robin 

continued with him, and this experience will continue throughout 

eternity, according to Bush II, as it now continues with father, mother, 

and daughter together forever. 
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From “Awful Aching Hurt” to “Happy Memories”: Meacham’s Destiny 

and Power (2015) 

 

Biographies can be instructive types of narrative research, as 

biographers deem their participants to be “active interpreters of their own 

life experience” (Kim, 2016, p. 126). Meacham’s (2015) Destiny and 

Power, a biography of Bush I, followed this staple of narrative 

biography. Destiny and Power received critical praise, with The New 

York Times calling it “deeply empathetic” and “often moving” even as it 

remained “judicious, balanced, [and] deliberative, with a deep 

appreciation of history” (Kelly, 2015, paras. 1-2). Another Times 

reviewer called Destiny and Power “absorbing” and “deftly” written 

(Senior, 2015, para. 2). Meacham (2015) constructed a narrative based 

on interviews with the Bushes and those who worked with them and a 

host of other historic records, epitomizing the co-construction process 

inherent in using the hermeneutic circle to conduct narrative inquiry 

(Kim, 2016; Salmon, 2013; Yardley, 2006). Furthermore, the quantity of 

information about Robin was greater in Meacham (2015) than in any 

version of the Robin narrative that Bush II offered (Bush, 2010; Wall 

Street Journal, 2018), so Meacham’s version of the Robin story provides 

not merely a valuable angle, but information about the Bushes’ 

continuity and interaction of experience unfound elsewhere.  

Meacham (2015) related that when Robin died, her funeral 

occurred in Connecticut, the state her grandfather represented in the U.S. 

Senate. The Bushes returned to Texas after the funeral and informed 

Bush II of Robin’s death. This fact carries important implications about 

the interaction of the Robin experience for Bush II. Not only did Bush II 

did not attend his sister’s funeral, but he was nowhere near any of the 

related funeral events such as any visitations or meals, as he was across 

the country and did not even realize she had died. While Bush II (2010) 

stated that Bush I and Barbara withheld information from Bush II about 

the severity of Robin’s condition, Bush II did not mention that he did not 

attend the funeral or any effect this missed opportunity had on him. Due 

to his absence there, his interaction with this experience (Dewey, 1938) 

differed from his family’s, as he did not get to publicly mourn at the 

funeral, a normal part of grief. This lack of funeral attendance could 

explain Bush II’s seemingly contradictory statements about his grief 

during this time. In Decision Points, he talked about his “sorrow” in 

losing Robin, but in eulogizing his father, Bush II analogized his 
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emotions as a seven-year-old to those of his eight-month-old brother who 

could not understand the death (Bush, 2010, p. 6). It seems both stories, 

to a degree, are true, and the hermeneutic circle elucidates how they are 

compatible. Since he was unable to attend his sister’s funeral, he, like 

Jeb, could not participate in a typical grieving process, so he did not have 

the same experience with grief as other family members, but he still felt 

sad.  

In terms of the continuity of experience for Bush I and Barbara, 

Meacham (2015) detailed how some forty-seven years after Robin’s 

death and amidst the stress of Bush II’s 2000 presidential campaign, 

Bush I and Barbara orchestrated the movement of Robin’s remains to the 

site at which Bush I and Barbara were to be interred in Texas one day. At 

the reinterment, Bush I said that he cried “not the same tears of 

devastation,” but “tears of gratitude that we had her at all… We are very 

comforted to know that when we are buried,” Robin will reside “beside 

us” (Meacham, 2015, p. 555). This statement showed the significance of 

Bush II’s conclusion of his eulogy by discussing how Bush I “is hugging 

Robin and holding Mom’s hand again” (Wall Street Journal, 2018, 

12:16). This scenario was not only what he believed would occur in the 

afterlife, but it is a type of continuity of experience that Bush I organized 

to occur on this earth with the placement of the three graves beside each 

other.  

More than fifty years after Robin’s death, Meacham (2015) told 

how Bush I read an office visitor (presumably Meacham) a letter he 

wrote his mother in the 1950s about missing Robin (see the text of the 

letter in Appendix C). Before he ended reading the letter, he “broke 

down in tears…, crying so hard that he had difficulty catching his 

breath” (Meacham, 2015, p. 104). He told the listener, “When I read 

that” letter, Robin’s death is “right there with me now” (Meacham, 2015, 

p. 104). By dwelling on this correspondence half a century later, Bush I 

showed the persisting grief of the continuity of the Robin experience in 

his life, and by reading it to the office visitor, he adds a person to his 

interaction with the experience. 

Meacham recorded another way that Bush I increased the 

interaction of experience when he comforted friends who lost a child. 

Bush I wrote them an empathetic letter, a letter that not only added to the 

interaction of experience by telling Robin’s story to more people, but a 

letter that displayed how his continuity with the experience evolved (see 

the text of the letter in Appendix D). In this note, Bush I stated, “a few 
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months after Robin died, the grief and awful aching hurt began to 

disappear, to give way to only happy memories of our blessed child” 

(Meacham, 2015, p. 545). Bush I argued that the continuity of an 

experience like theirs can become more bearable, as, “She’s never left us. 

The ugly bruises, trade marks [sic] of dread Leukemia, are gone now. 

We can’t see them at all” (Meacham, 2015, p. 545). Bush I contended 

that to them, Robin was no longer an ailing child, but she was the child 

they had before leukemia struck, showing the evolving continuity of 

experience for Bush I and Barbara, as they no longer associated her with 

death and cancer, but with her life with them. Bush I urged this grieving 

family to take the same path, saying, “I hope you will live the rest of 

your lives with only happy memories of that wonderful son who is now 

safely tucked in, God’s loving arms around him” (Meacham, 2015, p. 

545). In terms of Harriss’s (2018) and Ricœur’s (1984) admonition for 

narrative researchers to investigate the motives behind narrative 

construction and deployment, Bush I, a former president speaking in 

private correspondence and not seeking further political office, seems to 

have genuinely sought to guide this grieving family to a more peaceful 

place. 

 

Implications and Discussion 

 

The partnership of the hermeneutic circle (Harriss, 2018; 

Ricœur, 1984) and Dewey’s theory of experience (Dewey, 1938) allowed 

me to unite three versions of the Robin story into a more organized 

narrative. This partnership also elucidated the significance of the little-

known Robin story, highlighting the continuity and interaction of this 

experience for the Bushes in several ways. Bush II’s descriptions of his 

childhood grief in Decision Points and his eulogy for his father seem 

contradictory, but, with the details from Meacham about Bush II’s lack 

of attendance of Robin’s funeral, it became clear that Bush II interacted 

with the experience differently than his family, grieving in a more 

limited sense than his other family members who had the opportunity to 

formally acknowledge Robin’s death. A comparison of Decision Points 

to Bush II’s eulogy of Bush I showed how Bush II added Jeb to his 

interaction with the Robin experience, as Bush II did not accentuate Jeb 

when talking about Robin’s death in Decision Points, but after Jeb’s 

national profile increased following his unsuccessful presidential 

campaign, Bush II made Jeb his equal partner in the loss of Robin. While 
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eulogizing his father, Bush II described the joyous reunification of his 

family beyond the grave, and paired with Meacham, audiences can see 

how the Bushes orchestrated the earthly aspect of this event by moving 

her remains to be with theirs in 2000, showing continuity of the Robin 

experience throughout their lives. In Decision Points, Bush II revealed 

how Bush I often grieved apart from his wife and Bush II, but, with 

perspective from Meacham, one can see how Bush I evolved over 

decades to let more people, like an office visitor and a grieving family, 

interact with him in his experience of Robin’s death. For each of these 

instances, the hermeneutic circle’s method of rigorously analyzing each 

account was critical to achieving a fuller understanding of the Bushes’ 

continuity and interaction with the experience of losing Robin.  

Dewey’s theory of experience (1938) clarified other aspects of 

the Robin story. For Bush I, as he let others interact with the experience, 

his continuity with the experience became less sad and more thankful for 

Robin’s life (Meacham, 2015). Bush II (2010) discussed the effect that 

Robin’s death had on his close relationship with his mother, his distant 

childhood relationship with his father, his academics, and his fears that 

his children would die and that preeclampsia would harm his wife Laura. 

These ways in which Robin’s death remained with him exemplify 

Dewey’s continuity of experience, as they showed how Bush II kept the 

experience with him in new ways as time progressed. They also 

displayed Dewey’s interaction of experience, as he invited new 

audiences to understand the story of Robin, including his high school 

teacher via a class paper and the world via his book and the eulogy, 

while also adding Laura and their children to the Robin experience. 

Along these lines, when considering narrative intent (Ricœur, 1984; 

Harriss, 2018), the narratives herein seem to follow the goals normally 

associated with their respective types of narrative creation, such as 

informing audiences of the importance of the story and storytellers’ 

personal healing due to telling the story (Chase, 2005; Kim, 2016). 

Since the hermeneutic circle is only the initiation of the process 

of learning about a narrative (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010; Harriss, 

2018), this analysis provokes more communication research questions 

regarding the Robin story. Firstly, considering that research involving the 

hermeneutic circle should consider the intent of the narrative creators 

(Harriss, 2018; Ricœur, 1984), scholars should explore why the Bushes 

avoided discussing Robin in a campaign context, as it might have been 

politically expedient for them to do so. During the 1992 presidential 
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election, which the incumbent Bush I lost, his campaign countered 

mounting concerns about his relatability to everyday Americans, a public 

sentiment epitomized in a widely misunderstood incident in which Bush 

I was errantly portrayed as surprised by the utility of routine supermarket 

technology (Associated Press, 2018). It seems little would have made 

him seem more like an everyday person than if the public knew how he 

overcame significant personal tragedy, but Bush I did not use memories 

of the untimely death of his cancer-stricken child to boost his flagging 

poll numbers. While Bush II leveraged the Robin narrative in the 

construction of legacy rhetorics in Decision Points and his eulogy of 

Bush I, Bush II did so after both he and his father had retired from public 

life, so there was no apparent electoral benefit for the Bushes in his 

telling the Robin story.  

Secondly, scholars should consider if Bush II’s greater 

willingness to communicate the Robin story might signify how people of 

various ages communicate differently about deeply personal matters due 

to cultural norms. In a modern age in which it is customary for people to 

reveal much personal information on social media, contemporary 

scholars can consider how changes in norms of what is and is not 

appropriate to publicly communicate with others shape public discourse 

of past and present, and how any of that might change in the future.  

Lastly, in addition to supplementing literature regarding the 

utility of biographical and autobiographical narratives (Kim, 2016), my 

analysis showed that public address has an important if not underrated 

role in communicating narratives. While there is commendable 

scholarship about narratives in public address, little of it is new, so, 

particularly in an age in which members of the general population share 

their personal lives widely, scholars should pay more attention to how 

politicians communicate personal narratives via speeches (Cornfield, 

1992; Shenhav, 2005; Wieczorek, 2020). According to Stroud (2008), 

such explorations could gain much from using Dewey’s (1938) ideas, 

and my analysis testified to how Dewey’s theory of experience can work 

well in communication research. 
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Appendix A 

Bush II’s Story of Learning of Robin’s Death 

 

Amidst this happy life came a sharp pang of sorrow. In the spring of 

1953, my three-year-old sister Robin was diagnosed with leukemia, a 

form of cancer that was then virtually untreatable. My parents checked 

her into Memorial Sloan-Kettering in New York City. They hoped for a 

miracle. They also knew researchers would learn from studying her 

disease.  

Mother spent months at Robin’s bedside. Dad shuttled back and 

forth between Texas and the East Coast. I stayed with my parents’ 

friends. When Dad was home, he started getting up early to go to work. I 

later learned he was going to church every morning at 6:30 to pray for 

Robin.  

My parents didn’t know how to tell me my sister was dying. 

They just said she was sick back east. One day my teacher at Sam 

Houston Elementary School in Midland asked me and a classmate to 

carry a record player to another wing of the school. While we were 

hauling the bulky machine, I was shocked to see Mother and Dad pull up 

in our family’s pea-green Oldsmobile. I could have sworn that I saw 

Robin’s blond curls in the window. I charged over to the car. Mother 

hugged me tight. I looked in the backseat. Robin was not there. Mother 

whispered, “She died.” On the short ride home, I saw my parents cry for 

the first time in my life. (Bush, 2010, p. 6) 

 

 

Appendix B 

The Robin Story from Bush II’s Eulogy of His Father 

 

None of his disappointments can compare with one of life’s greatest 

tragedies: the loss of a young child. Jeb and I were too young to 

remember the pain and agony he and Mom felt when our three-year-old 

sister died. We only learned later that Dad, a man of quiet faith, prayed 

for her daily. He was sustained by the love of the Almighty and the real 

and enduring love of her mom. Dad always believed that one day he 

would hug his precious Robin again. (Wall Street Journal, 2018, 5:52) 
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Appendix C 

Bush I’s Letter to His Mother about Losing Robin 

 

There is about our house a need. The running, pulsating restlessness of 

the four boys as they struggle to learn and grow; the world embraces 

them…. All this wonder needs a counterpart. We need some starched 

crisp frocks to go with all our torn-kneed blue jeans and helmets. We 

need some soft blond hair to off-set [sic] those crew cuts. We need a doll 

house to stand firm against our forts and rackets and thousands of 

baseball cards. We need a cut-out star to play alone while the others 

battle to see who’s ‘family champ.’ We even need someone… who could 

sing the descant to “Alouette,” while outside they scramble to catch the 

elusive ball aimed ever roofward [sic], but usually thudding against the 

screens.  

We need a legitimate Christmas angel— one who doesn’t have 

cuffs beneath the dress. 

We need someone who’s afraid of frogs.  

We need someone to cry when I get mad— not argue.  

We need a little one who can kiss without leaving egg or jam or 

gum.  

We need a girl.  

We had one once— she’d fight and cry and play and make her 

way just like the rest. But there was about her a certain softness.  

She was patient— her hugs were just a little less wiggly.  

Like them, she’d climb in to sleep with me, but somehow she’d 

fit.  

She didn’t boot and flip and wake me up with pug nose and 

mischievous eyes a challenging quarter-inch [sic] from my sleeping face. 

No— she’d stand beside our bed till I felt her there. Silently and 

comfortable, she’d put those precious, fragrant, locks against my chest 

and fall asleep.  

Her peace made me feel strong, and so very important. 

“My Daddy” had a caress, a certain ownership which touched a 

slightly different spot than the “Hi Dad” I love so much.  

But she is still with us. We need her and yet we have her. We 

can’t touch her, and yet we can feel her. We hope she’ll stay in our house 

for a long, long time. 

Love 

Pop (Meacham, 2015, pp. 102-103) 
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Appendix D 

Bush I’s Letter to a Grieving Family 

 

I expect you are now saying “Why?” [sic] Well, I can’t, even 

now, pretend to know the real answer; but let me tell you something that 

might help a little bit. Only a few months after Robin died, the grief and 

awful aching hurt began to disappear, to give way to only happy 

memories of our blessed child…. She’s never left us. The ugly bruises, 

trade marks [sic] of dread Leukemia, are gone now. We can’t see them at 

all…. I hope you will live the rest of your lives with only happy 

memories of that wonderful son who is now safely tucked in, God’s 

loving arms around him. (Meacham, 2015, p. 545) 
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“Do You Even Know Who You are Wearing?”: Continued 

Communication of Hegemonic Masculinity in Hockey Fandom 

J. Dean Farmer, Ph.D. & Cailin M. Bailey 

 

 

Abstract 

 

While hegemonic masculinity is well-documented in sport (Trujillo, 

1991), little communication research specifically looks at the 

continuance of the condition in hockey and hockey fandom. Sociologists 

have documented the hypermasculine nature of hockey culture that limits 

community (Allain, 2008, 20014, 2015; Alsarve, 2021; Fowler, et al., 

2023), but apart from Poniatowski (2009), communication scholarship 

has omitted investigations of hockey culture. Using a feminist critical 

framework, this project attempts to illuminate the taken for granted 

misogyny that proliferates in hockey and hockey fandom. We being our 

critique using a traditional feminist criticism lens but expand our 

interpretation by integrating and transforming Janice Hocker Rushing’s 

(2005) roles of academic women in her autoethnographic work Erotic 

Mentoring to illuminate the hegemony and misogyny female fans, 

announcers, and athletes face in hockey culture that limits their ability to 

anchor their profession and fandom. Five themes emerged from our 

analysis: men are superior, women are incompetent, violent things, 

dehumanization of women, and anti-women communication. We then 

relate these themes to Rushing’s roles. 

 

 

The lead author is a long-time, and unfortunately, long suffering 

hockey fan. She shares her journey from juvenile fan to feminist critic 

(and an even more determined fan):   

I enjoy hockey. I joke that my love for it started because 

my family is from outside Detroit, Michigan, but it really 

started in a small ice rink in Georgia. When I was five years 

old my parents would take me to games of a low level minor 

league hockey team. I was hooked. Through numerous 

military-family induced moves, I have always stuck with and 

watched hockey. When I was 16 years old, my school had a 

spirit a week. I had begged my dad to borrow his Nicklas 

Lidström Red Wings jersey. He said yes with no hesitation, 
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and I wore it to class. Being in North Carolina when the 

Carolina Hurricanes were winning, no one really knew 

whose sweater I was wearing. That was ok because it was 

my team and I got to explain it to people.  

Now when I was in high school, I had a half day schedule 

so I could take classes part time at the local community 

college. One day, I stopped at a Panera beforehand to grab 

a snack and drink before going to class. I remember 

standing by the pickup counter when someone I did not know 

came up to me and asked me if I knew what team was on my 

jersey. Again, me being 16 and him being well older than 

me, I just ignored him at first until he asked me again, “Do 

you even know what team you are wearing? You know that 

isn’t the team from here?” Of course, I knew what team I 

was wearing. There is a substantial difference between a 

hurricane and a winged wheel! So I answered him. He then 

looked at me again asking if I even knew who I was wearing. 

Any Red Wings fan knows Lidström, so I just looked at him 

and said yes. He then started to spout back asking if I really 

knew who it was. I looked at him and spouted off a few facts 

about how many times he won the Norris Trophy or the 

Stanley Cup. The man continued to stare at me and try to 

berate me more on the team jersey I was wearing because he 

just couldn’t believe it. This moment is when I began to 

realize that he believed I didn’t deserve to wear the jersey I 

was wearing and I did not deserve to be here as a hockey 

fan. In that moment I realized that while the NHL promotes 

the slogan “Hockey is for Everyone”, but not everyone felt 

that way. Some people believe that women still do not belong 

in hockey, either as a fan or as a player. 

While hegemonic masculinity is well-documented in sport (Trujillo, 

1991), little communication research specifically looks at the 

continuance of the condition in hockey and hockey fandom. Sociologists 

have documented the hypermasculine nature of hockey culture (Allain, 

2008, 2014, 2015; Alsarve, 2021; Fowler, et al., 2023), but apart from 

Poniatowski (2009), communication scholarship has omitted 

investigations of hockey culture. Using a feminist critical framework, 

this project attempts to illuminate the taken for granted misogyny that 

proliferates in hockey and hockey fandom. 
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Literature Review 

 

For our critique, we must explicate notions of hegemonic 

masculinity and fandom. 

 

Hegemonic Masculinity 

 

Hegemonic masculinity deals with the notion that men are 

superior to women in society. It makes women subordinate to men so 

that males can still be perceived as dominant (Connell & Messerschmidt, 

2005; Mankowski & Maton, 2010; Smith et al, 2015). Men are expected 

to stick to traditionally masculine roles and likes, while women are 

expected to conform to norms perceived as being in the feminine 

category. Each sex is expected to stay in their metaphorical lane and not 

move from these set gender roles. Among males, this can create a hate or 

distrust of anything feminine or perceived to be feminine such as 

emotions, demanding that men only show a tough exterior and rough and 

harsh emotions (Murnen et al., 2002). 

Hegemonic masculinity and toxic masculinity are often used 

interchangeably, but there are slight nuances between their meanings. 

While hegemonic masculinity is a societal put down for women, toxic 

masculinity is the aggressive competition and overall dominance of an 

individual (Kupers, 2005). Toxic masculinity is used to highlight the 

destructive aspects of hegemonic masculinity, for instance, misogyny 

(Kupers, 2005). 

The absolute desire and hunger for power and supremacy that 

comes from hegemonic masculinity includes the need for males to 

maintain their higher dominant status in society and to self (Murnen et 

al., 2002). This need to be above all others who are not like them fosters 

concepts like misogyny through objectification or the putting down of 

others (e.g., men putting down women for not sticking to their 

aforementioned lane). This can lead to the other party being taken 

advantage of or being manipulated at the hand of the man (Levant et al., 

2010; Malamuth et al., 1995; Zurbriggen, 2010). There are seven 

dimensions of hegemonic male role norms: established seven dimensions 

of hegemonic male role norms: restrictive emotionality, self-reliance 

through mechanical skills, negativity toward sexual minorities, 

avoidance of femininity, the importance of sex, toughness, and 

dominance (Levant, et al., 2010, pp. 32–33). 
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Hegemonic Masculinity in North American Sport. 

 

Sport typically is identified as a male-dominated subculture both 

in participation and as an interest (Bryson, 1987). Sport can foster some 

of the ideals of hegemonic masculinity by demanding loyalty to the team, 

dominating/overthrowing/dethroning opponents, and taking excessive 

risks (Allain, 2008; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Fowler, et al., 

2023; MacDonald, 2014, 2018; Messner & Sabo, 1994). All of these are 

perceived to be positive attributes for males. In men’s contact sports, 

violence is not only normalized and displayed as natural, but it is often 

rewarded (Flood, 2019; see also Alsarve, 2021). For example, there is 

even the term “hockey masculinity” which Allain (2014) defined as, “a 

sense of masculine style linked to hitting, fighting, and physical 

confrontation’ (Allain, 2015, p. 115). Hockey remains a predominantly 

white space, which fosters ideals of hegemonic masculinity and the 

excuse of toxic beliefs like misogyny (Razack, 2000). The predominant 

belief fostered is white colonialism which grows the feeling of 

entitlement to power above others. This glorification of dominance 

allows for the excusal of both violence and misogyny on and sometimes 

off the ice (Sailofsky & Orr, 2021; Sailofsky, 2022). 

Women cannot even find a safe space when it comes to being 

fans of sports. Messages written by Brenden Leipsic, a Washington 

Capitals forward, were leaked of him communicating misogynistic and 

vulgar ideas about female fans and the wives and girlfriends of his 

teammates (Wyshynski, 2020). Leipsic, a few days after his messages 

were made public, was let go by the Capitals. While the majority of 

people agreed with his punishment, a sizable number of male fans 

disagreed, citing that this was against his privacy. They hailed his 

“freedom of speech, declaring that his messages were “just words,” and 

asserting that “everyone does it” (Sailofsky, 2022). 

Since sport tends to be geared toward men and hegemonic 

masculinity ideals, female athletes are left at a great disadvantage (Light 

& Wedgwood, 2012). Female athletes often do not often receive equal 

treatment or even get the same equipment and advantages as male 

athletes, even if both teams are at the same competitive level. For 

instance, in 2021, the NCAA March Madness tournament did not treat 

their male and female athletes equally on the basis of equipment. At the 

2021 tournament, the male athletes had access to power racks and a 

variety of different equipment and weights, while the women only 
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received a set of dumbbells and yoga mats (Yücel, 2021). This example 

serves to highlight that, even in today’s supposedly enlightened America, 

male and female athletes are not viewed as having the same value. 

Even women trying to do their jobs in the sports field in careers 

such as journalism are often moved to secondary roles where their looks 

become a commodity over their thoughts and words (e.g., presenters, 

sideline reporters, on-air commentators) (Dinç, 2019, as cited in Demir 

& Ayhan, 2022). These women tend to be given fewer opportunities to 

fulfill roles in commentating, editorial, and administration, which are 

considered to require more logic and thought. (Coşkunseda, 2019). Since 

these women are in public view more, they are subjected to more hate 

online, especially in relation to male-dominated sports (Ahamed, 2016). 

These female journalists are also not taken as seriously as their male co-

workers are, and at the same time, they receive less acknowledgment 

(Dinç, 2019). These women are not only attacked for a perceived “lack 

of knowledge,” but they also suffer verbal abuse concerning their 

appearance, gender, sexual orientation, and any other trait that does not 

fit into the white, heterosexual, male category (Kaakinen et al., 2018). 

Having an opinion, especially one that goes against the norm, results in 

women being on the butt end of insults and vulgar comments in 

retaliation by men who disagree with their views or who simply want to 

“put them in their place” (Antonijevic, 2016). 

The constant onslaught of hate toward these women is a way to 

silence them and further push them into the background in sports fields 

(Everbach, 2018). Men seem to want the eye candy of a woman on their 

screen until those women hold an opinion that does not align with the 

masculine norm. With hegemonic masculinity, these men want to 

objectify a woman and ogle her until she crosses a perceived gender 

norm and no longer serves a “sexual” purpose. 

 

Sport Fandom 

 

Some communication research places the development of 

fandom in the interactions of the group (e.g., Beck, 1995), while later 

inquiry (e.g., Humphries & Kucek, 2020) argues for Performative Sport 

Fandom Theory (Osborne & Coombs, 2013), which places emphasis on 

individual differences. While not analyzing through a Performative Sport 

lens, we lean toward the individual in our critique. Duffett (2013) 

describes a fan as   
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a person with a relatively deep, positive emotional 

conviction about someone or something famous. . . . a 

person driven to explore and participate in fannish practices. 

Fans find their identities wrapped up with the pleasures 

connected to popular culture. They inhabit social roles 

marked up as fandom (p. 18). 

Fuschillo (2020) explains that “fandoms produce a range of practices, 

rituals, myths, and traditions with which fans create cultural and social 

value” (p. 354). Further, he maintains fandom often is fueled by both 

traditional media and social media platforms. 

Hockey is a key area for growth in sport fandom. For example, 

Fisher (2024) notes that NHL regular season attendance in 2023–24 

surpassed 22 million, with total revenues of over six billion dollars, and 

the league’s playoffs averaged 1.3 million viewers (up 14% from 2022–

2023) with Stanley Cup ratings up 12%. Professional hockey clearly has 

moved from its roots as “Canada’s game”, with eight of 32 NHL 

franchises located in the American south, the arid West, and California. 

Although the NHL maintains “Hockey is for everyone” amidst record 

growth, there remains a traditional specter of hegemonic masculinity and 

othering of women participants and fans. 

 

Description of Artifacts 

 

The artifacts accessed for this project include messages posted 

publicly on social media outlets and communicated through televised 

panels (e.g., the Turner Network Television [TNT] broadcast panel aired 

between periods during intermissions). They include Tweets, Instagram 

comments, Reddit pages, threats emailed to females working in sports, 

and remarks made by panelists. The lead author conducted searches on 

X, Instagram, TikTok, and Reddit was well as TNT archives using various 

combinations of the search terms “women”, “hockey”, “NHL”, 

“PWHL”, and “Puck bunny”, identifying 63 suitable artifacts. These 

artifacts communicate that women do not belong in hockey or hockey 

fandom, and, at times, even wish traumatic events would happen to these 

women interlopers. All the accessed comments exhibit hegemonic 

masculinity, as they belittle women in efforts to make the men speaking 

seem superior or more knowledgeable. Although most of the artifacts 

were written or spoken by men, the culture of hegemonic masculinity 

also influences some women to disparage other women. Flaming permits 
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uninhibited commentary without in-person consequences (Herring, et al., 

2002; Kayany, 1998), often with the goal of the rhetorical “kill” (Cloud, 

2009). Further, Kayany (1998) maintains that context matters more than 

the medium, certainly applicable to the discussion of hegemonic 

masculinity in hockey fandom that dehumanizes female targets. 

X (formerly known as Twitter) is a microblogging and social 

networking platform that is used by ordinary people, public figures, 

businesses, and even Congress (Golbeck, et al., 2010). Twitter/X is a 

platform that diffuses information quickly and casually, whether 

breaking news like NHL trades or updates from a mayor when tragedy 

strikes a city (Williams, et al., 2017).  

Unfortunately, the “disconnected” nature of Twitter has also 

created a harassment problem (Megan, 2016). The open platform allows 

users to post whatever comes to mind immediately, without having to 

face their target. This context has led to hate speech against female 

athletes, reporters, and other women either trying to do their job or 

simply participating in their hobby. There are threats of harm and 

physical and psychological damage, as well as crass comments about the 

appearance of these female reporters. As Wiecek (2019) contends,   

the women who bring you news from the world of sports are 

forced to put up with the abuse as a daily part of their jobs, 

tolerating a level of sexual harassment on social media that 

in any workplace other than journalism would earn them a 

massive financial settlement and all the time off they needed 

to heal (p. 2). 

Some female reporters even count themselves lucky if they only receive 

comments that ogle and sexualize them instead of threatening their safety 

or wishing them harm (Wiecek, 2019). 

 

Feminist Criticism as Method 

 

Our primary means of criticism in this essay is feminist 

criticism. Rooted in feminist theory, feminism, here accepted as the 

political and social movement set to provide equality for women and 

improve everyday lives (Foss, 2018). In her discussion of feminist 

theory, MacKinnon (1982) denotes that   

Feminism has not been perceived as having a method, or 

even a central argument. . . . perceived not as a systematic 

analysis but as a loose collection of factors, complaints, and 
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issues which . . . describe rather than explain the misfortunes 

of the female sex (p. 528). 

This subjugation of the feminine reveals the hierarchical nature of 

women’s oppression (Wollstonecraft, 1975). According to Griffin 

(1994), “a feminist rhetorical perspective . . . highlights the hierarchical 

and rhetorical nature of a patriarchal social order that has crafted 

identities for women as subservient and inferior to men” (p. 294). 

Spitzack and Carter (1987) characterized such conceptions as 

“womanless communication” and “woman as other” (p. 401), building 

on Campbell’s (1973) conclusion that hierarchical society treats women 

as inferior beings. 

Much of western culture stanchly upholds and limits the 

perception of only two sexes (Fausto-Sterling, 1993; Morland, 2008), yet 

feminism is a complex term; there are distinct types of feminist practice 

and locations for critical analysis that widen the spectrum. Among these 

different types are Cultural feminists, who believe people are different 

because of the diverse ways culture shapes sexuality. Lesbian feminists 

believe heterosexuality devalues women and that men use 

heteronormativity to exalt their positions above women. They believe 

women need to find identification within one another as opposed to with 

men. Girlie/lipstick/cupcake feminists believe in both feminist ideals and 

feminine traits. They enjoy inherently stereotypical feminine things such 

as makeup or manicures, while being adamant in their demands for 

women’s equality (Foss, 2018). However, as Steeves (1987) concludes, 

liberal feminism traditionally has been the most prolific form supported 

in the United States. Liberal feminists, drawing on classic liberal theory, 

advocate for the protection of individual autonomy and equal opportunity 

(Jaggar, 1983, as described in Steeves, 1987).  

Contrary to popular perceptions of conservative male culture 

(see Hoover & Coats, 2011), feminism does not necessarily fight for 

women to dominate men; rather, it largely stands for equality in everyday 

life and defends the ways in which women choose to express themselves. 

Feminism also is a movement that advocates for women to be able to live 

their lives without having someone else dictate their decisions, with no 

influence from the outside (MacNamara, 1982, cited in Kramarae, et al., 

1985). Feminism does have a primary focus on female objectives and 

raising awareness of the overall oppression of women; however, many 

feminists seek equality for everyone - not just women. Feminism aims to 

dismantle structures of domination and oppression in society by focusing 
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on strategies of disruption leading to emancipation and transformation of 

societies (Foss, 2018). Feminism often raises questions since it highlights 

strategies of disruption concerning what a non-critical society views as 

normal. As Foss states, “Feminism is often equated now with practices of 

disruption in general– practices that unsettle or challenge common 

assumptions, raise questions about traditional perspectives, and foster 

reconsiderations of what has been taken for granted” (Foss, 2018 p. 143). 

Feminism challenges toxic ideals such as hegemonic masculinity, which 

is heavily present in society, and aims to overthrow and build a new 

ideology of equality. It is a way of thinking outside of these 

preconceived notions and boundaries set by society. It is an analysis and 

breakdown of oppressed and silenced individuals to raise up their voices 

and to see how and why these conditions came to be. Feminists also aim 

to appreciate and respect differences with others, even if they do not 

agree with them. This stance helps in affirming equality, value, and self-

worth and destroys the ideology that someone is better or above on the 

basis of opinion or disagreements. Feminist critics are not solely 

interested in the emancipation of women, but also in the emancipation of 

those who are oppressed. “Feminist critics deserve the label of feminist 

as well because it is marked by a key objective of feminism – to 

decolonize minds or to disconnect from hegemonic ways of believing, 

acting, and being.” (Foss, 2018, p. 144). Feminist critics were the first to 

deconstruct the societal oppression of women.  

We augment a feminist critique with some of the ideological 

stances depicted in Janice Hocker Rushing’s book Erotic Mentoring. In 

this book, Rushing discusses different ways in which women are 

expected to fit into a man’s world. Several of the roles Rushing describes 

are ways of serving or benefiting men. Rushing begins by describing 

Alma Mater, which deals with maternal, fostering, and nurturing ideals – 

the only roles women traditional society allows women to play. Next, 

Rushing describes the Maiden Lover – the point of sexual desire, an 

“innocent, beautiful, and full of the latent talent that only [a man] can 

bring out” (Rushing, 2005, p. 27). In this role, women may experience a 

level of sober intoxication with this newfound attention and praise 

(Rushing, 2005 p. 30). Rushing describes the Muse as being “in danger 

of resenting the ruin of her own talent, inspiration, and ambition, of 

feeling empty and inferior” (2005, p. 40), laying down her expertise for 

the benefit of a man/men. In some cases, the Mistress may “exchange 

currencies for mutual profit. . . . [but] she is likely to suffer a loss of self-
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worth, often accompanied by illness and despair. In the worst cases, the 

relationship descends into violence.” (Rushing, 2005 p.53–54). The Siren 

is similar to the Mistress since they both are said to use their body for 

personal gain. However, the main difference is that the Mistress is owned 

by the man, and the Siren uses her body for personal gain. Men can be 

scared and feel threatened by the Siren figure since they cannot use her 

for personal gain, but instead lead to their demise. The Veiled Woman 

disappears under the metaphorical veil, losing her voice and the failure of 

her sight. She has to hide anything feminine about her, in order to fit in 

in a man’s world. It is not necessarily that the Veiled Women wants to be 

a man, but she is ashamed of her feminine side or feminine quirks. She 

wonders how her femininity will affect her in comparison to men and 

overall chooses to hide this side of her to be more successful. The 

Amazon is the ultimate female warrior. She, like the Veiled Woman and 

the Siren, have been appropriated to fit the men’s needs. Men see the 

Amazon as an easy target (since she is a woman) and as an easy defeat 

for her so he can then inflate his male ego. The One-in-Herself role is 

complete without masculine influence. She is not dependent on any man 

to define her. She belongs only to herself. 

 

Critique 

 

Although Rushing’s book Erotic Mentoring focuses on 

academia, the parallels with women’s treatment in hockey fandom are 

numerous. Academia is typically a male dominated field, especially the 

more “prestigious” one gets. We contend the roles Rushing describes can 

apply to almost any male dominated field, including North American 

sport, especially hockey subculture. With the combination of hegemonic 

masculinity and how heavily it plays in sport culture, these expected 

roles create a hostile environment for women who either work in sport or 

are just simply fans. Those harassing women online seek to restrict 

women into preconceived boxes to fit their limited view of women. 

These bullying behaviors create harmful stereotypes and prevent women 

from advancing in sport-connected job fields or prevent women from 

enjoying their sport/hobby. Sadly, it is not only bullying but often 

bullying with real-life threats of harm to the safety and well-being of 

these women. We first consider themes that emerged in our analysis of 

social media and televised content and then relate those themes to the 

roles Rushing (2005) ascribes to women’s lives. 
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Our analysis of hockey-themed social media and televised 

content revealed five common patterns of hegemonic communication 

that women must endure. First, a general belief that men are superior to 

women. No matter what a woman does, whether it is play hockey, talk 

about hockey, or write about it, a man can do it better no matter how 

long she has been playing, been studying, or performing in her job. Even 

if he has no experience in playing, commentating or journalistic 

writing/reporting, the general belief expressed is men can do better. For 

example, Canadian1967@canadianinnz posted on X “There might be 100 

beer league teams in Montreal that could beat PWHL team” (18 February 

2024)1 – a casual “beer league” team could absolutely obliterate a 

professional women’s team. In another example, X users argued about 

the validity of the PWHL on February 14, 2024. One user, 

@kenazberkano, says, “The USA and Canada U18 teams would easily 

beat the PWHL all-star team” then continuing in a different Tweet that, 

“if it was high-quality, skillful and powerful hockey I’d watch and 

follow. It is neither.” @kenazberkano argues that young boys could 

easily beat a professional women's hockey team just because they are 

boys. He even believes he is superior to these women athletes, because 

he deems they are not high-quality or good enough. Another example on 

X, users Phil Lallier @plal and Dougie Dawg @dreamy_deany, argued 

about who the new coach for the Ottawa Senators should be (December 

16, 2023). Phil Lallier (@plal) called for Cheryl Pounder to lead the 

Senators. Dougie Dawg (@dreamy_deany) replied, “I don’t need to see 

her behind the bench to know she is not capable of leading men… there 

will never be women as head coach in any professional men’s leagues i 

can promise you that'.' Sloop (2005) maintained that when women 

encroach on traditional male territory, they are met with opposition. 

When they do disrupt hegemonic hierarchical norms, women are often 

relegated and limited to subordinate positions (Butterworth, 2008). As 

Metcalf (2022) points out, hegemonic masculinity maintains that women 

are incapable of leading men. Pounder was a professional hockey player 

and played in the Olympics (Olympics.com), but a man will always be 

superior to her, because she cannot lead the team because of the simple 

fact she is a woman. 

Women also sometimes endorse hegemonic masculinity and 

believe that men are superior to women. One Canadian journalist, Rosie 

 
1 All social media quotes are reproduced verbatim, including all spelling and grammatical errors. 
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DiManno (2022), published an opinion article about how women’s 

hockey does not belong in the Olympics and how it would be a “a cheap 

medal.” Olympians Shannon Szabados (@ShannonSzabados) and Jill 

Moffat Jill Moffatt (@jillmoffatt_), respond to DiManno’s article on X. 

Szabados, who is an Olympic gold medalist and won best goaltender 

award (twice) in the Olympics when she played for Team Canada, 

responded basically talking about how she was making something out of 

nothing and grasping at straws. DiManno (@RDiManno) responded that 

she was in fact not grasping at straws, but left that interpretation to 

[Szabados] and her easy gold medal. Moffatt (@jillmoffatt_) responded 

that she was embarrassed for her saying that to an Olympian, to which 

DiManno responded saying, “You embarrass easily. Grow a pair.” 

DiManno telling another woman to “grow a pair” implies that she is 

inferior to men simply because she does not have the anatomy to take it 

as well as a man. Echoing Butterworth (2008), we maintain that even 

some women view the intrusions into male spaces as problematic and 

reinforce the “rigid cultural inscriptions of gender” (p. 270). 

The second theme that emerged in analysis is the belief women 

are incompetent. Not only are men above them, but women are too 

incompetent to understand hockey. Women do not have the skills to be a 

fan or work in hockey solely because they are women. Social media 

posts deem women players, commentators, and fans not to have the skills 

to be on the same level as a man in those roles, even if she is more 

qualified and has been in a role longer. In some cases, women are put 

down just to build men up; in others, when men are found wanting, they 

are compared to women to describe their own ineptitude. An instance of 

this happening is provided by an NHL team, the Vegas Golden Knights 

(@GoldenKnights; Tweet since deleted). When playing the Boston 

Bruins in 2017, the Knights social media department decided to post the 

“Broons” lines [shifts]. Instead of posting the actual lines they decided to 

show how Boston was beneath the Golden Knights by listing 

stereotypically female names instead. So the lines read “Mandy-Marilyn-

Brittany…” and other female names for the offensive lines and defense 

pairs - showing that women are inferior and incompetent to male players. 

Being female is a weakness, further indication of what Foote et al. (2017) 

identify as “the Wussification of America” attitudes of many in sports 

communities (p. 268). 

Some hockey fans even go as far to say women are so 

incompetent that they are not able to be on the same level as a male fan. 
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Female fan Alyssa @alyssaleigh03 posted a TikTok of her sipping her 

drink with the text, “Me to the refs the entire game I just watched.” 

@RyBon211 [a man], responded (March 11, 2023) with, “She’s a girl 

and probably doesn’t know hockey. Watched the same game and saw 

nothing wrong besides maybe 1 missed call for both teams.” On X, a 

similar situation happened where two users, Matthew 

(@Weedman42900) and Adi (@MissNaya00) were discussing the 

different Canadian teams and how they were doing on January 17, 2024. 

@MissNaya00 states the Toronto Maple Leafs were getting outplayed 

the entire game, and @Weedman42900 responds by saying, “Lmao it 

was a pretty even game tbh but your a girl so i understand if you don’t 

know how the game works” followed by a smile emoticon. In both of 

these situations, one fan is incompetent only because she is a female – 

and intruding into male spaces (Butterworth, 2008).  

 

Another way men try to demonstrate women’s incompetence is 

references to the PWHL. The PWHL has been able to sell out NHL 

arenas with people wanting to watch women’s hockey. However, people 

are still commenting on social media: “Sadly it won’t last, the NHL 

players will have to agree to subsidize the women for the league to 

survive long term” (Sabres Fan@SabresWinger, X, February 17, 2024). 

Statements such as this one acknowledge women’s temporary grip on the 

hockey world, but also women’s hockey will only survive if the men’s 

league steps in helps out either in advertising or monetarily. Another 

example is a man who says,   

It’s just the small hype it has going right now. it will fall off 

in few months when people stop caring. even if women 

hockey started 100 years ago it won’t be as good as men’s 

hockey let’s face it people like to watch violence and 

physical play than a bunch of marners”2 (@StarbucksSuck69 

on X, February 2024). 

 

The PWHL permits the same amount of legal violence as the 

NHL and allows checking (which is usually not allowed in women’s 

hockey). Along the same line of elevating NHL players above the 

 
2 According to the Urban dictionary (https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=marner), a 

marner is one who hits the puck over the glass when a team is already on the penalty kill, creating a 
five on three opportunity for the opposing team. 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=marner
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women athletes in the PWHL, @scaletippin0 (January, 2024) 

commented in response to a PWHL TikTok saying, “once tickets aren't 

free… empty.” Once curiosity ends, the commenter holds that men 

wouldn’t venture into a predominantly female space (Butterworth, 2008).  

The third theme illuminates that some people just seek to do 

violent things to women. When female journalist published an article 

critical of a player accused of rape and referred to her own personal 

assault history in the story, some social media users feel driven to 

mention the female reporter and cruel things they would do to them 

simply for reporting a story. Female fans of an opposing team can have 

violent things threatened against them for simply existing as an opposing 

hockey fan. Julie DiCaro received a post on X from a man (Cris Pandene 

@pcdene, September 23, 2015) wishing violence on her stating, 

“Hopefully this skank @JulieDiCaro is Bill Cosby’s next victim. That 

would be classic.” He thinks such a traumatic event would be funny. X 

user Jason Paulsen (Jason Paulsen @udpaule, September 23, 2015, 

emphasis in original) suggested “One of the Blackhawks players should 

beat you to death with their hockey stick like the WHORE you are. 

CUNT.” Another user responds, “You need to be hit in the head with a 

hockey puck by one of the Blackhawks and killed!” (Peter Harris 

@carlonguys, September 24, 2015) These men wish for her violation and 

death. All DiCaro did was report on a story and link it with her personal 

experience, and yet some men on the internet felt the need to wish 

dangerous and violent acts upon her.  

In another example, Leah Hextall is a play-by-play announcer in 

the NHL . In an interview with The Athletic (Fitz-Gerald, 2022), she 

recounts an email she received: “You live in Winnipeg. It wouldn’t be 

very hard to track you down.” The sender threatens to assault her and 

continues, “And when I’m done with you, I will then put a gun in your 

mouth and blow your brains out, so no one has to hear you call a hockey 

game again.” Her safety was threatened just because she was doing her 

job calling hockey games as a woman. 

The fourth theme concerns the absolute dehumanization of 

women in hockey culture. Men strip women down to the point where 

they do not even consider them as a living human being. Some of this 

dehumanization may be intentional to degrade and embarrass women, 

but sometimes posters are so engrossed in their hegemonic masculinity 

ways that they think it is normal and do it unintentionally and without a 

second thought. One way the dehumanization is presented is the 
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reduction of women to only their anatomy. Recalling the Julie DiCaro 

story from 2015, she received a series of dehumanizing posts on X. One, 

from user Bob Cobb (@Bob_Cobb_, August 22, 2015) asked, “Is it 

really being a troll to point out that Julie acts like a total cunt on Twitter? 

I call that keeping it real.” She is not a reporter in this man's eyes, but 

just flesh he cannot stand, reducing her to repugnant descriptions of her 

private anatomy. Another unprovoked post on X related to her personal 

rape story, wished “I hope she gets raped again” (@First_slav, 

September 8, 2015), In her news story about Blackhawks player Patrick 

Kane’s being accused of rape, she stated it was personal for her and 

many women like her as a rape survivor. Kane was praised in the streets 

of Chicago and had almost unwavering support, but her relaying her 

personal experience of trauma became the blunt end of criticism and 

dehumanization. DiCaro becomes just an object for man’s dominance.  

Women are dehumanized and reduced to just their anatomy 

without them saying a word. When Toronto Maple Leafs defender 

Morgan Rielly was suspended for five games in 2024 for an illegal cross-

check, Babs 2012 @BabiukJerry (February 14, 2024) commented “Not 

shocked at all. It is now the VHL (Vagina hockey league)!” This was not 

in response to a woman in a particular instance but still compares 

something virile and manly (the NHL) to something the poster deems 

weak and taboo.  

Finally, hegemonic masculinity is evidenced by the presence of 

anti-women communication. Anything a woman does, just her simple 

existence, is enough to anger people to the point of telling them off 

online. Women hockey fans often are the recipient of a blind hatred 

online just for they are fans. Some PWHL players are subjected to the 

rage of those who do not believe they should be hockey players just 

because they are women. Some do not want women to succeed at any 

cost. When the NHL’s X presence highlighted different women who 

work in hockey (February 20, 2024), one of the featured women was 

Kayla McAvoy. She is an Assistant Sports Scientist for the New York 

Rangers. In response, Takeshi @Takeshi34Agny replied, “Oh my god! 

Who the hell cares?” When the PWHL sold out Scotiabank Arena in 

Toronto, Elliott Price @ElliottFPrice on X (February 17, 2024) 

communicated his disbelief: “This can’t be right Nobody will pay to see 

women play hockey,” Again, this is not necessarily a “men are superior 

to women” type post, but it is still anti-women. He does not believe 

people want to come and pay to watch women play hockey.  
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Connections to Erotic Mentoring 

 

In the hockey realm, the roles women are expected to play 

certainly resemble the world that Rushing discusses. However, Rushing 

casts most of the roles as sexual in nature. In hockey culture, roles 

necessarily must be broadened. Not only are women fans and women 

who work in hockey sexualized, but they are constantly degraded and 

made to feel inferior to men. For this analysis, Rushing’s early career 

categories (Maiden Lover, Muse, Mistress, and Siren) can be streamlined 

into just the sexualization of women. Hockey culture can focus its gaze 

on women as sexual beings on the prowl or reduce them to just objects of 

sexual desire. Women deemed to be on the prowl who just care about sex 

and are deemed “puck bunnies” and are believed to pursue players for 

sex (even if the players give no hint that they are interested). Ian 

(@LAKingsfan1000, February 15, 2024) responded to char’s 

(@h43ghes) comment on an LA Kings post, stating “shut up puck bunny 

we all know you just watch hockey because of Jack” followed by 

laughing emoticons. Jack is New Jersey Devils player Jack Hughes, who 

seems to be the token player when accusing women of being “puck 

bunnies''. Another NHL post showed different players skating with 

members of their families with Hughes and his girlfriend in the 

background. Many comments and posts made had a similar theme to : 

“the NHL is going to lose 90% of their female fan base after posting this 

pic of Jack Hughes and his gf.” (@getaway.car_mela, TikTok, February 

16, 2024). The implication that female fans are just into hockey because 

of Jack Hughes and the fantasy that they can seduce and have a 

relationship with him. 

Assumed interests of the female hockey fan also streams from 

other fans, players, and commentators. Some commentators and fans 

have the misconception that women are only around to be ogled at by the 

hockey players. For instance, Paul Bissonnette (a current TNT panelist 

and broadcaster and former NHL player), stated during a TNT telecast 

saying, “half the reason the NHL has female viewership is because the 

players are attractive” (NHL on TNT, October 25, 2022) Another 

commentator and former NHL player, Mike Milbury, discussed COVID-

19 protocols put in place with Brian Boucher. Milbury described the 

COVID bubbles saying, “It’s the perfect place. Not even any woman 

here to distract you” (NBCSN, August 20, 2020). In both instances, these 

commentators view women as sexual distractions to the players. 
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Bissonnette aimed to create the narrative that women are just fans of 

hockey and the NHL because of the sex appeal of the players. Further, it 

is important to note Milbury does not say that the fans are not there to 

distract the players in the bubble conditions, but only women can distract 

the male players. It is also important to recognize that Milbury has since 

apologized for his remarks and Bissonnette has not. Bissonnette not 

apologizing reinforces the stereotype and shows his true beliefs on the 

topic and his view of female hockey fans.  

Another example of this sexualization is aimed at sports 

journalist Julie DiCaro specifically Two stories she wrote in 2015, one 

previously mentioned about Chicago Blackhawk Patrick Kane’s alleged 

rape case, and the second about her personal connection to sexual 

assault. These stories led to her receiving posts on X like one who said, 

“Put a dick in your mouth and STFU bitch,” (@Affishul, February 3, 

2015), implying that the only good thing about her is her ability to please 

men. Her journalist skills are immaterial, and she is told to shut up and 

just serve a man in a sexual way.  

Most unfortunately, some fans being sexualized are not women; 

rather, they are young girls. For example, at the beginning of the 2023-

2024 National Hockey League season, the NHL posted a reel on 

Instagram (#NHLFaceOff, September 2023) that included a young 

Nashville Predators fan (most likely a tween 12-15 years of age) 

throwing her favorite player a friendship bracelet during warmups. The 

reel’s comments are full of men saying things like “she fine asf ngl” 

(@nicbarlz), “I am a dirty old man” (@intotheboards_), “What’s that 

chicks snap??!!?” (It_curls208), and “He didn’t do it for the bracelet” 

(@mathbaron44) (September 2023). The video clearly shows the girl is 

not 18 years old, and yet men in the Instagram comments still attempt to 

sexualize, hit on, and flirt with her. This girl was just simply a fan trying 

to do something fun at a hockey game with a player she likes and 

exchange a friendship bracelet she appeared to have made by hand. Even 

if her parents/legal guardians did consent to this video being posted on 

the NHL’s social media, she did not consent to be sexualized and on the 

receiving end of these men’s pedophilic infatuations. 

Rushing’s the Alma Mater category, which describes the 

academy’s purpose as being a nourishing entity, fulfilling stereotypical 

feminine roles expected of a mother. While Rushing describes the 

undivided mother-goddess in other places (Rushing, 1989), the 

nourishing mother is co-opted in hockey culture. Returning to the Julia 
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DiCaro story, another hateful post on X from @dabulls629 (September 3, 

2015) instructed her to “shut up you musty old fuck go raise your kids 

and get off Twitter”. This poster implies DiCaro’s proper place is raising 

kids and doing something maternal rather than doing her job, which is 

reporting what is happening in the sports world. Another example of 

limiting a woman to a nurturing maternal role is the case of Manon 

Rhéaume, who was the first and currently only woman to play in the 

NHL. She was a goaltender for the Tampa Bay Lightning and played 

during one exhibition game. When celebrating the 30 year anniversary 

(September 23, 2022) of her playing on social media, some could not get 

over the sacrilege of her playing. On Instagram, @cdel_21 commented 

“let in 2 goals on 9 shots lol. Maybe she provided postgame sandwiches 

tho” Being “in the kitchen” is a traditionally maternal and female role. 

He is implying that she cannot be good so she must have at least cooked 

the other members of the team (who are all male) a post-game meal to 

take care of them.  

Another category from Rushing’s Erotic Mentoring (2005) 

applicable to both the expected role in academia and in hockey is the 

Veiled Woman. Women may feel the need or be expected to hide the 

things that make them feminine, for instance making their voice different 

when presenting (whether a presentation in academia or doing color 

commentary in hockey). They are expected to minimize traditionally 

feminine traits in order to either be better liked or be more successful.  

To be liked and to be successful in hockey culture, a woman is 

not allowed to act or look feminine. A post on X December 24, 2023, 

shows a woman (Jules@notsocooljules) who appears to be in her early to 

mid-20s posing in front of the ice at a hockey game. She is wearing a 

hockey jersey and smiling. This innocent post led to Brad 

(@StarbucksSucks69, December 31, 2023) reposting her photo, saying   

girls who look like this and claim they are into sports. No, 

they are here to gain followers from men who are desperate 

and want easy clout. same with the other leaf women 

#LeafsForever @MapleLeafs lmfao wherever there are men 

there are women like this. 

It is important to note that Jules is not a Toronto Maple Leafs fan and is 

in fact wearing a Columbus Blue Jackets jersey. She is not dressed 

provocatively in her photo and the caption on the original post was just a 

recap of what going to her first NHL game was like and what she 

enjoyed. She was just trying to have fun and be a fan. Jules must remain 
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veiled to be taken seriously. To Brad, Jules’ worth is tied to her value for 

pleasure and the whims of men (Griffin, 1994). To men of Brad’s ilk, 

women are best kept in “a childish state of psychological dependence on 

men and male authority” (Christ, 1978, p. 8). 

Others want to turn Rushing’s veil into a silencer, prohibiting 

women from serving as play-by- play announcers and color 

commentators. Some fans cannot stand listening to female commentators 

just simply because of their feminine voices. @beckagerhart posted on 

Reddit in 2022, comparing a male and female commentator saying, 

“When she said ‘he shoots’ it sounds like ‘he shoots!                  ’” [emojis 

included in Reddit thread]. The commentator is disparaged for failing to 

hide something feminine that she cannot change and is criticized for 

sounding feminine. @lazerbeak44 agreed in the comments, responding, 

“Me too. I’m a man who hates women sportscasters. Annoying voices. 

They ruin sports.” Once more, hegemonic masculinity positions women 

intruders as weakening traditional male spaces (Butterworth, 2008; 

Foote, et al, 2017) and therefore they remain worthy of discriminatory 

treatment (Campbell, 1973). 

 

Conclusion 

 

Hockey culture as observed in social media and on NHL 

telecasts continues to exhibit hegemonic masculinity as described by 

Trujillo (1991) and by sociologists like Allain (2008, 2014, 2015) and 

Alsarve (2021). Much of the misogyny continues to come from 

stereotypical portrayals of women. As with all hegemony, these 

stereotypes are created by those in power and are harmful to those being 

oppressed. These stereotypes need to be illuminated. Our examination of 

social media and the themes of men are superior to women, women are 

incompetent, violent things, dehumanization of women, and anti-women. 

Illuminates the prevalence of these stereotypical habits. Tradition may 

produce and reproduce habits, but if they are damaging like hegemonic 

masculinity, they also need to be stopped. Burke (1969) spoke of how 

foiling one’s adversary depends on controlling the power of naming 

(Cloud, 2009). For too long, the misogynists have controlled hockey 

culture. It’s time to purge this negation of others, who want to be 

recognized as fans. 
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The ideological autoethnography that Janice Hocker Rushing 

depicts in Erotic Mentoring (2005) can inform further criticism. The 

sexualized themes of her career ascendancy narrative are present in 

hockey and hockey fandom cultures, as is a form of the co-opted mother 

(Rushing, 1989). One of Rushing’s (2005) roles that is not present in the 

examples we accessed is that of The Brainchild. The Brainchild is 

typically a father-daughter relationship and offers an opportunity to 

refocus and challenge hegemonic masculinity without purported 

emasculation – providing the disruption to which feminism feminist 

criticism aspires. Men can assume fatherly roles supporting their 

daughters in becoming the fans they rightfully deserve to be – a “new” 

tradition. It is our desire that all hockey fans participate in this disruption 

– and questions of knowing “who you are wearing” become moot. As 

Kabetu et al. (2021) maintain, “hockey is not for everyone, but it could 

be” (p. 7). Yes, hockey can be a societal anchor. 
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Radio in the 21st Century: From Music Box to Multimedia Outlet 

Joseph H. Moore 

 

 

Abstract 

 

In 2017, the author attended the Broadcast Educators Association 

annual conference and heard from five panelists how radio must evolve 

if it is going to stay relevant in the media landscape. Streaming services, 

satellite radio, and the glut of other options for listening to music were 

taking a chunk out of radio’s audience. The panelists, along with 

multiple professional analysts and researchers have argued radio must 

evolve to become media outlets that utilize the internet, social media, 

video and digital marketing tools rather than simply music players. 

Through in-depth interviews with 33 radio professionals across a four-

state region and analysis of the stations’ websites, it was determined that 

stations do acknowledge the need to evolve and have, for the most part, 

added social media and an active website to their menus, but they still 

are not engaging in video production. They recognize a local focus as a 

strength but are missing out on revenue generation opportunities as they 

have been slow to add digital marketing to their inventory. The interview 

subjects were obstinate optimists. They also provide predictions for the 

future of radio and advice for aspiring radio professionals. 

 

 

In April 2017, I traveled to the Broadcast Educators Association 

conference in Las Vegas, Nevada. There, I attended a panel titled “The 

State of Radio 2017”. Panelists included John L. Hendrix (professor at 

Stephen F. Austin), Steve Newberry (CEO of Commonwealth Broadcast 

Corporation), Erica Farber (president of Radio and Records LLC), Tom 

Webster (vice president of strategy and marketing for Edison Research), 

and Dr. Mark Fratrick (senior vice president for BIA Advisory Services). 

According to the panelists, the radio industry was stable (91 percent of 

adults 18-plus still listened to the medium), but they stressed that 

professionals cannot get complacent. 

Fratrick pointed out that radio has a sound base, but the 

profession must think of itself as more than over-the-air broadcast. He 

believed the future of radio was dependent upon an increase in social 

media, video, and other such activities. “We are no longer a local radio 
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station,” he said. “We are a local media outlet.” Newberry also noted the 

changes in the industry. He pointed out when radio became a popular 

medium in the 1950s, ‘60s, and ‘70s, it grew because of the great 

personalities. But today, he said, local is the defining mark, and if 

stations don’t seize on this, they are going to struggle. “We are no longer 

in the AM-FM business; we are now in the brand business” he said. He 

also agreed with Fratrick that new professionals should “be agile” and 

willing to work with social media, to write for the website, and to 

produce video. 

Four months later, Aswad (2017) seemed to sound the death nell 

for terrestrial radio, claiming, “Unless the industry is set to make peace 

with a long and inevitable decline … radio risks becoming a thing of the 

past, like the wax cylinder or 78 RPM record – fondly remembered but 

no longer relevant to an audience that has moved on” (para 9). Aswad 

argued radio failed to connect with Generation Z; that younger 

generations were going to other routes, such as streaming, to discover 

new music (a role once reserved for terrestrial radio); that automobiles 

were becoming more “connected” to digital services, thus reducing the 

need for AM/FM radios; and that smart speakers were taking the place of 

traditional radios. Conversely, if radio does embrace the digital age, 

Aswad said, it could build on its “strong foundation” by “leveraging the 

medium’s great reach, habitual listenership, local presence and brands” 

(para 9).  

One year prior to the BEA conference and Aswad’s comments, 

radio was still vital around the globe as 44,000 radio stations broadcast to 

five billion people, roughly 70% of the world’s population (Blazley, 

2016). According to UNESCO, the United Nations’ cultural agency, 

radio was still vital because “it reaches the widest audience worldwide in 

the quickest possible time” (para 3). UNESCO also noted that, in 

developing countries, 75 percent of households have a radio, which 

“levels the playing field” for many. UNESCO spokesperson Mirta 

Lourence told Al Jazeera that even someone who is illiterate can listen or 

call in and share comments and perspective. Amy O’Donnell, 

spokesperson for the aid organization Oxfam, seized on the localism 

aspect of radio, saying “It’s very local, very community-driven, so 

people feel that they can really relate to presenters and the conversations 

on the radio” (para 16). Eight years later, in celebrating World Radio 

Day 2024, UNESCO was still singing the praises of the industry as it 

recognized radio’s “ongoing practical value as a portable public safety 
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net during emergencies and power outages, caused by natural and 

human-made disasters, such as storms, earthquakes, floods, heat, 

wildfires, accidents, and warfare” (United Nations, 2024, para 4). 

To be sure, the radio industry has undergone significant changes 

over the past decade, with the rise of digital platforms and the increasing 

competition from streaming services. As Aswad (2017) noted, the 

increasing popularity of streaming services like Spotify and Apple Music 

has posed a significant challenge for the radio industry. The percentage 

of Americans who listened to online audio services weekly had increased 

from 53% in 2015 to 68% in 2020 (Edison Research, 2020). 

Additionally, fewer people had radios in their homes while more were 

using smart speakers, and fewer were listening to AM/FM in their cars as 

more listened to owned music, SiriusXM, online radio and podcasts. But 

three years later, 73% of the population said radio was still the audio 

source most used in their cars (Pew Research Center, 2023).  

In part because of these new challenges, employment in the radio 

industry has become tenuous. Radio stations in the United States 

employed roughly 40,300 announcers and disc jockeys (Götting, 2023). 

But positions for announcers and disc jockeys are expected to decline by 

four percent from 2021-2031 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). 

Similarly, numbers are declining for those in the sales and promotion 

side of the operation, as overall employment of advertising sales agents 

(in all fields, not just radio) is projected to decline by eight percent from 

2021 to 2031. Much of the reason for such declines is consolidation; 

large corporations purchase radio stations and then achieve economy by 

scale by consolidating functions, including management, technology and 

programming (Hausman, Messer, Benoit, & O’Donnell, 2016). Alpha 

Media made deep cuts to local programmers and on-air talent in 

Missouri, Iowa, Minnesota and South Dakota in the spring of 2024, 

favoring instead to go with syndicated programming (Venta, 2024). And 

radio and podcast company Audacy, the second largest radio group in the 

country, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy amid shrinking revenue and 

mounting debt (Blumenthal, 2024). Audacy reported it was poised to 

capitalize on opportunities as a scaled multiplatform audio content and 

entertainment property. But Marc Rayfield, head of CBS Radio’s 

Philadelphia and New York markets, said the die may be cast. “Audacy 

made a significant investment in digital technology to remain relevant,” 

he said. “And maybe it was too late” (para 10). 
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Still, Götting (2022) reported that while other traditional media 

formats have struggled with such consolidation, radio has adapted to the 

changes brought about by the internet. Americans have shown that they 

appreciate what radio offers as a source of news and entertainment, be 

that from a traditional terrestrial radio station or online radio. That desire 

is showing on bottom lines. “New, internet-based or online radio 

platforms now account for over $585 million-worth of streaming music 

revenue, and the format continues to grow with each passing year” (para 

1). 

Pluskota (2015) suggested that, as the Baby Boomer generation 

fades and as Millennials and Generation Z become the dominant age, 

broadcast radio must rethink its place in the market if it is to remain 

competitive. When he published his work, there were still at least 15,480 

commercial radio stations in the United States. But Pluskota quoted 

media analyst Gordon Borrell who predicted “that half of all AM/FM 

stations will disappear by 2024” (Cunningham, 2015). Borrell’s 

pessimism was unfounded, as today there are 15,445 AM/FM stations in 

the U.S., plus 2,500 non-commercial stations (Jones & Wright, 2023). 

Still, Pluskota believed that competition would force radio to expand. 

“The consumer has many different options that justify an expanded 

construct that extends beyond ‘radio listening’ or ‘music listening’,” he 

said. “In the end, the type of content (talk, entertainment, music, etc.) is 

of less importance compared to the active listening and attention of the 

consumer” (p. 328).  

One of the options for consumers has been around since Philo T. 

Farnsworth demonstrated the television nearly a century ago. 

 

Potential in Video 

 

Today, radio stations should be paying attention to video 

viewing trends and exploring how to add streaming video to their 

inventories. In July 2022, after four consecutive months of viewership 

highs, streaming claimed the largest share of U.S. viewing, topping 

broadcast and cable television for the first time (Spangler, 2022). One 

year later, as cable usage remained flat and broadcast usage dropped 

6.6%, streaming usage jumped 5.8% to hit an all-time high of 37.7% 

(Nielsen, 2023). And in June 2024, streaming hit 40.3% of all TV usage 

in the U.S. (Hailu, 2024). Cable came in at 27.2%, broadcast at 20.5%. 

While most streaming usage came from apps like Netflix, Disney, and 
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Tubi, YouTube had the largest single share at 9.9% and “other” 

streaming was third at 6.0%. Pew Research Center (2024), confirmed 

that stat, recognizing 83% of U.S. adults use YouTube, and that the 

platform leads all other social media platforms regardless of category, 

including age, gender, race and ethnicity, income level, education, 

community and political affiliation. Given the lack of expense and the 

ease of utilizing YouTube, radio has plenty of room to get into the video 

streaming game as it seeks to connect with current and to recruit new 

audiences. 

Video can also be a powerful revenue generator. Leighton (2024) 

recognized that radio is still vital in communities that want to support 

high school sports because, thanks to streaming, it allows for world-wide 

reach. Leighton quoted Devon Krueger, a long-time radio host for 

Minnesota-based R&J Broadcasting, as saying:   

“In today’s changing media world, it is so important to keep 

radio stations in the forefront. Especially with streaming 

options, we need member schools to continue working with 

us in the promotion of local radio. When everyone ‘would 

rather watch’ the games, it’s crucial to keep our relationship 

strong so that fans can have the personal connection to tune 

into our audio with any visual options.” 

 

With providing audio and video streams of high school sports 

comes the opportunity to sell both radio and television advertisements. 

That could be a revenue boost because according to Chad Mahoney, 

president and CEO of the Missouri Broadcasters Association, “rates for 

television are generally higher than radio” (C. Mahoney, personal 

communication, September 25, 2024). For example, a 30-second radio ad 

in Kansas City, Mo. costs, on average, $88 (gaebler.com, 2024), while a 

30-second television ad in a mid-size market like Kansas City—

depending on factors such as time of day, day of the week, and how 

frequently it airs—costs $15-$25 per 1,000 viewers (Alger, 2024). 

This is especially important to radio station bottom lines as 

Karrer (2021) and Graveman (2023) noted more fans are streaming 

sports than ever before. Karrer reported 53% of adults stream sporting 

events at least once a month, and 49% of those streamers believe 

television ads are an important part of the experience. Graveman 

suggested the number of sports streaming viewers will only increase, up 

to 118 million U.S. viewers by 2025. Fans prefer the flexibility and 
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convenience, the cost, and the opportunity to reach and engage with 

other fans, who as Karrer discovered, are more apt to pay attention to 

“television” commercials. 

Likewise, Anekstein (2023) reported that the National Football 

League Postseason AM/FM radio play-by-play audience was more 

passionate and engaged than the television viewing audience. They also 

were more affluent, more engaged with advertising, and more likely to 

influence other consumers. AM/FM radio also delivered consumers 

across major categories such as home buying, vehicle buying, and 

investment planning. Because audiences are more engaged in the 

commercials and promotional spots, Carufel (2023) stressed that public 

relations professionals should not sleep on radio. He noted that radio has 

“enormous reach and (a) variety of coverage opportunities” (para 1). 

Carufel cited an RAB study (Radio Advertising Bureau, 2023) that found 

heavy radio listeners—those who listen to two or more hours of radio a 

day—have more brand conversations than any other media channel and 

radio connects with diverse target audiences. Thus, if radio stations are 

providing the audio while simultaneously streaming video (including 

commercials) to a rabid and engaged fan base, another revenue stream 

may be born.  

This is a positive for radio, as Erica Farber, at the 2017 MBEA 

conference, pointed out that radio advertising revenue is “flat, so we 

have to figure out how to grow our revenue.” She went on to say, “It’s no 

longer selling spots; it’s now working with advertisers, both locally and 

nationally, to discover what their problems are and what we can do to 

address those issues.” If the radio audience is still so engaged in 

advertising but also intrigued by the opportunities afforded by streaming 

video for engagement and watching sporting events, it would behoove 

radio stations to take full advantage of the medium by providing video 

streams of podcasts, talk shows, sporting events and other productions 

and simultaneously packaging commercials to air during breaks. 

 

Advantages of Social Media 

 

Experts also agree radio stations should invest more in social 

media. Sumlin (2023) noted “radio stations should not just embrace but 

champion social media” (para 1) because it amplifies reach, engages 

audiences, provides real-time and timely updates, builds brand identity, 

and allows stations to utilize visual and multimedia content. 
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Additionally, social media provides another means of generating revenue 

through partnerships and it provides valuable data critical to decision 

making. 

The writers for webfx.com (2024), a technology-enabled digital 

marketing service provider, offered seven tips for how radio stations can 

use social media to boost radio listenership. They noted stations should 

interact with their audiences; share posts from relevant social media 

accounts related to topics such as pop music, sports and politics; create a 

consistent social media calendar; invite guests on the show and thus 

expand the audience by cross promoting with the guests’ social media 

accounts; run contests and promotions; post clips of shows, both audio 

and video; and use paid social media advertising.  

Resler (2020) advised radio stations how they could use video 

streaming through social media during the COVID 19 pandemic and 

beyond. He suggested broadcasting multiple co-hosts from different 

locations; engaging audiences from the radio booth in real time using 

Facebook Live, YouTube Live, or Instagram Live; and hosting watch 

parties where deejays watch a movie on Netflix, for example, and 

entertain a running audio commentary. By utilizing social media and 

streaming video in these manners, Resler argued, radio can move from 

one-way communication to interaction. 

This was the case for the Southeastern Louisiana University 

Department of Communication and Media Studies. The program 

developed a daily Facebook Live program, Good Day, Southeastern as a 

complement to its print and radio news coverage. Because of the instant 

content and increased outreach and access, the program saw a 14.3% 

increase in Facebook page likes from August 2019 to December 2019 

(Navarro & Hornsby, 2020). 

 

Additional Revenue from Digital Sales 

 

Many in radio have already listened to the likes of Newberry and 

Fratrick and embraced the digital transformation. In 2018, the Radio 

Advertising Bureau reported that radio industry revenue from online 

streaming had increased by 13% from the previous year. Digital 

accounted for 7.5% of the average station’s ad billings, up from 6.3% the 

previous year as they moved beyond just selling banner ads and audio 

streaming spots to selling digital services such as SEO, website 

development, and social media (Radio Advertising Bureau, 2018). 
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Despite COVID-19, those trends have continued. While radio advertising 

revenues fell almost 24% in 2020 from $12.8 billion to $9.7 billion as the 

pandemic affected local radio, digital ad revenue saw only a slight 

decline, from $1 billion to $939 million (Lovings & Udowitz, 2021). 

And, according to Fratrik, that decline would be short-lived. “Radio’s 

shining star continues to be digital ad revenue, which will grow back to 

over $1 billion again in 2021 after a slight fall last year,” he said. 

“Digital will also outpace over-the-air growth going forward” (para 2). 

Fratrik’s prediction was accurate, as digital generated $1.8 billion in 

sales (up 21.1%) in 2022. In 2023, sales constituted 21% of the total ad 

revenue, with earnings ranging from $82,835 in small markets to $1.2 

million in larger markets. “What’s more, is that local radio stole 

‘obtainable digital revenue’ in 2023 from outside media competitors” 

(Radio Ink, 2024). 

Jacobs (2023a) used the New York Times as an example of how 

radio should diversify. He noted that the Times, like radio, has seen its 

revenue from traditional sources remain stagnant, but “its growth in 

digital has been dramatic” (para 9). The New York Times has added 

sports coverage with the purchase of The Athletic, as well as games and 

cooking to its coverage, resulting in millions of new subscribers and 

millions more dollars. Jacobs argued radio stations could do the same by 

investing in podcasting, social media, email clubs, streaming, and mobile 

apps. Jacobs (2023b) also used TownSquare Media as an example of a 

radio company with holdings in small markets that has diversified to the 

point it now says, “We are no longer a broadcast radio company” (para 

16). While its radio revenue has remained stagnant, TownSquare saw a 

new high of 70,000 unique visitors to its digital in 2022 and a 20% 

increase in overall billing. 

The purpose of this research was to determine if radio stations in 

a four-state region are following the advice of the various experts and 

analysts, as well as trends in the industry, by becoming more involved 

with video, social media, and digital. Additionally, the research was 

intended to provide insights and direction for college graduates and 

young professionals interested in entering the radio industry. 
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Methodology 

 

In-depth interviews were conducted with 33 radio professionals 

across a four-state region in the Midwest. According to McCracken 

(1988),   

“The long interview is one of the most powerful methods in 

the qualitative armory … (as) The method can take us into 

the mental world of the individual, to glimpse the categories 

and logic by which he or she sees the world” (p. 9). 

In-depth interviews are useful when the goal of the research is to learn 

detailed information about a person’s thoughts or behaviors or to provide 

context to other data (Boyce & Neale, 2006). They also help place the 

subject at ease, as they may prefer a conversation to completing a survey. 

Thus, as the goal of this research was to collect detailed information 

about the day-to-day working of radio stations and to seek advice for 

future radio professionals, the in-depth interview approach is fitting. 

 

Sample 

 

There were 1,121 radio stations in the four states included in the 

study. Attempts were made to conduct interviews with professionals at 

57 stations. Twenty-four either did not respond or said no. Thus, for this 

study, in-depth interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of 33 

radio professionals (representing a total of 116 stations, including sister 

stations) at radio stations in Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Nebraska. 

These states were selected because schools in each state are members of 

my university’s athletic conference, and many graduates from the 

member schools find employment in these four states. Stations also 

ranged from a 1,000-watt locally owned station to 100,000-watt 

corporate-owned stations. And while 23 stations did not register, 10 of 

the stations represented markets 24 to 237. While in-depth interviews are 

typically conducted with a smaller number of respondents (often as few 

as 10 to 15), I determined, to gain a better understanding of what is 

happening at stations of various sizes in the region, to spend more time 

and interview more subjects. This approach allowed me to gain 

perspectives from professionals in a variety of markets with a multitude 

of formats. 
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Research Design 

 

In in-depth interviews, it is necessary to identify the stakeholders 

to be included, determine what information is desired, ensure ethical 

guidelines are followed, develop an interview protocol, develop an 

interview guide and list of questions, train data collectors, collect and 

then analyze the data, and finally disseminate the findings (Boyce & 

Neale, 2006).  

After studying these procedures, I searched lists of radio stations 

from each of the four states included in the study to identify a diverse 

group of stations, and then searched those stations’ websites for 

professionals to interview. Through the literature review and considering 

the comments made at the 2017 BEA conference, I selected the questions 

to be asked and I developed an interview protocol to be followed by both 

me and the students I would utilize. I also developed appropriate prompts 

and a training procedure to follow with the students. I considered my 

own thoughts and biases based on my experience with radio 

professionals and as a professor to ensure questions were not leading and 

to ensure I would not interpret responses in an unethical manner. 

 

Procedure 

 

After receiving approval from the university’s Institutional 

Review Board, persons who met the criteria were contacted and asked to 

participate. Interviews were conducted and recorded over a 10-month 

period. I conducted Google Meet or telephone interviews with 25 of the 

subjects. In addition, as a class project, I assigned the eight members of 

my Radio Production course to conduct one interview each to connect 

directly with radio professionals. The students were trained in how to 

conduct interviews and in how to ask follow-up questions, were given 

the pre-determined questions, and then assigned to record the interviews 

using Google Meet. I contacted each of the respondents beforehand to 

inform them a student would be reaching out, and I followed up with the 

respondents with any questions that needed clarification. Interviews 

lasted 45 and 90 minutes. Respondents included nine general managers, 

four market managers and four operations managers, three station 

managers and three advisors, two owners and two programmers, and one 

each with the title of brand manager, news director, president, production 

manager, producer, and traffic manager.  
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After receiving informed consent, each participant was asked 15 

questions related to their station’s operations and their own personal 

experiences in the radio industry. The seven questions were related to the 

radio stations’ demographics; the remaining questions sought more 

specific details about station operations. 

Additionally, as a means of familiarizing them with radio station 

websites, students in a second Radio Production course assisted me in 

reviewing the websites of the participant stations to determine which 

social media each station used, if podcasts were available, if stations 

allowed for email sign up, if they produced newsletters, if the stations 

hosted an app, if they were active in digital marketing, and if they 

provided the opportunity to live stream. Students were offered extra 

credit to review the sites, and then the author reviewed each student’s 

analysis. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Interviews were recorded and then saved to a Google Drive 

folder connected to my Google account. Recordings were then reviewed 

multiple times to collect transcriptions. From each transcript, significant 

statements and phrases were identified and highlighted. These were then 

clustered into meaning units, which formed the basis of themes common 

to all the participants’ interview transcripts.  

Rigor was insured by applying verification, “the process of 

checking, confirming, making sure, and being certain” (Morse, Barrett, 

Mayan, Olson & Spiers, 2002, p. 9). It refers to the processes throughout 

the study that ensure reliability and validity. Through literature searches 

and study of textbooks related to radio, closely adhering to the in-depth 

interview approach, bracketing past experiences, keeping in-depth 

interview notes and recordings, utilizing an adequate sample of 

experienced and highly regarded professionals, and interviewing until 

saturation of data was achieved, verification and rigor were achieved. 

 

Results 

 

The following results section will first discuss the frequencies 

and provide demographic data about the stations involved in the study. It 

will then address data related to station make up in terms of staffing and 

compensation. Next, data gathered in the analysis of station websites will 
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be discussed, and finally a synopsis of each of the eight questions related 

to the professionals’ personal experiences and their advice for aspiring 

radio professionals will be provided. 

 

Frequencies 

 

Thirty-three stations were included in the study--nine from 

Missouri, and eight each from Kansas, Nebraska, and Oklahoma. Five 

stations were in markets one through 75, two were in markets 151-200 

and Markets 201-250, one station was in a market between 76-150, and 

23 stations were in unranked markets. Twelve of the stations were 

corporately owned, 10 were locally owned, five were professional 

stations owned by universities, three were college student radio stations, 

two were members of statewide groups, and one was a member of a 

regional group. 

In terms of size, there was an equal split of stations between 

small (5000 watts or less), medium (5001-99,999 watts) and large 

(100,000 watts). 

Station formats included country/classic country (10 stations); 

talk/news talk (seven); public radio and religious radio (three); classic 

hits and sports (two); and alternative, college student, hot adult 

contemporary, modern rock/urban, oldies, and smooth jazz (one each). 

 

Staffing and Compensation 

 

The stations involved in the study had full-time on-air staffs 

ranging from one employee (five stations) to 37. In total, 18 of the 

stations had less than five full-time on-air staff members. Ten stations 

had 5-10, three had more than 20 on air, and two stations had from 11-15 

full-time on-air employees. Twenty-one of the stations employed less 

than five part-time on-air staff members, eight employed 5-10, and four 

employed 11 or more part-time employees to be on air.  

In terms of sales, 17 stations had less than five full-time sales 

associates, 12 had 5-10, and four had 11 or more, while 32 stations had 

less than five part-time employees in sales, and one had more than five. 

An almost equal split of the stations had on-air talent involved in sales 

(17) versus stations that didn’t allow on-air talent to take part in sales 

(16). On average, the stations in the study employed just over 18 full- 
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and part-time on-air and sales staff members, with numbers ranging from 

six to 81.  

Nearly two-thirds of the respondents said the average first-time 

on-air talent will make between $26,000 and $40,000. Five stations 

reported first-time on-air employees would make $25,000 or less, while 

13 said they would make more than $40,000. For sales, 10 of the stations 

paid sales associates a base salary plus commission and five paid straight 

commission. Five stations paid $41,000 to $50,000+ for first-time sales 

associates, and five paid $40,000 or less. Eight of the stations either did 

not have sales associates or they contracted sales out to third parties. All 

but three of the 33 stations offered benefits at some level. 

 

Website Analysis 

 

Based on the literature reviewed and comments from 

professionals before the study began, I wanted to examine the websites 

of each participating station to determine if they followed Sumlin’s 

(2023) advice and were active with social media, if video was present, if 

newsletters or email signups were offered, if the stations produced 

podcasts or livestreams, if the station was available via app, and if digital 

sales opportunities were present. 

Facebook (29 stations) and Twitter (22) were the most prominent 

social media utilized, with Instagram (11 stations) a distant third. Eight 

of the stations have YouTube channels, though only one station 

embedded video directly on the website. Jacobs (2023a) said radio 

should invest in interaction tools, and most stations headed this advice. 

Nineteen stations provided a means for patrons to sign up with their 

email accounts, predominantly to receive newsletters (nine stations), or 

to pledge/donate (six) or submit news and events (six). 

Eighteen of the stations produced podcasts,18 had an app 

available (whether dedicated to their station or through an ownership 

group like Audacy), and all but one offered the opportunity to listen to a 

livestream of the station. Of the 24 commercial stations in the study, 21 

provided digital sales opportunities. However, 11 only offered banner 

ads while six provided digital opportunities through their parent 

companies. Just four were heavily involved in digital advertising that 

included opportunities such as SEO, geofencing, email marketing, social 

media and web development, and video. Based on this data, the stations 
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in the study are missing out on the revenue generating benefits of digital 

found in the Radio Advertising Bureau (2018) findings. 

 

Observations 

 

In conducting in-depth interviews, it is as important to consider 

how respondents answer questions as it is to record what they say. 

Keeping this in mind, two distinct observations were made. First, radio 

professionals love to talk. Before each interview, the respondents were 

told about 30 minutes would be required, yet virtually every interview 

lasted at least 45 with a few exceeding 60 minutes. They shared stories of 

their inauguration into radio, answered each question with enthusiasm, 

shared specific experiences and examples, and were eager to learn the 

results of the study.  

Second, radio professionals love radio. Gillan (2014) presented 

the term “obstinate optimist” to reflect those who accept challenges and 

display optimistic determination despite setbacks. They are convinced 

they can make an impact in their local communities or in a creative 

industry” (p. 152). As a group, the respondents were overwhelmingly 

positive about the profession; they truly believe they are doing work that 

matters, and they are almost defiant at the idea that the profession may be 

in jeopardy because of streaming platforms. But they are also realistic as 

they recognize radio must do what it has always done: evolve. Following 

are the eight questions asked of each of the 33 professionals, a summary 

of the most common answers, and a sampling of their responses. 

 

Interview Results 

 

While the demographic and website analysis data were 

informative, the major goal of this research was to learn from 

professionals in the radio industry what skills were valued most, how 

much they utilized innovative approaches such as social media and video 

in their storytelling and news reporting, and how much local news 

programming they produce. As I am a college professor who teaches 

radio production and media promotions courses, it was also desirable to 

learn how radio has changed and what the pros view as the future of 

radio. Further, I wanted to know what advice the professionals would 

give to aspiring radio talent and why young people should work in radio. 
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Question 1: What are the most important skills for a young 

professional interested in radio? 

 

Have a great voice. Know the technology. Be well versed in 

music. These were some of the expected responses to the first question. 

But none were mentioned. Rather, the most common responses were that 

aspiring radio professionals need to have good communication skills and 

they must be versatile, which would make sense, given the advice from 

multiple experts that radio must embrace video, social media, and digital 

opportunities. Thirteen respondents pointed to these skills, while eight 

added “personality” as important. 

Communication skills would seem to be a given in a mass 

communication field. But still, it is a point the professionals interviewed 

stressed. “The ability to speak,” one radio professional said. “I know that 

sounds weird; this is radio.” Another said, “If they are wanting to talk on 

the radio, be able to clearly speak. They don’t have to have a ‘radio 

voice’. That was something 30 years ago. Now people are more about 

being authentic, being real. But you do have to communicate a message 

effectively.” A third professional stressed that young professionals must 

learn to “talk TO the listener, not AT the listener. It’s about connecting 

with the audience.” 

The pros also recognized some of the changes in the radio 

industry. As Fratrick pointed out at the 2017 BEA Conference, radio 

professionals no longer serve a single function. Rather, they must wear 

many hats. One respondent said, “Flexibility, variety of skills, ability to 

learn, ability to write (for sports and news) and be able to produce and 

write ads.” Another said, “Learn programming and on-air broadcasting. 

Learn about streaming.” A third mentioned, “Diversity. Be ready to do a 

lot of different things. We are searching now for an on-air personality, 

and we want someone who can do more things, like two-day parts and 

promos.” 

From these responses, then, aspiring radio professionals who 

have not only on-air skills, but technical savvy, some sales and 

production knowledge, and who can present a message both through the 

spoken and written word will be at advantage when attempting to break 

into the field. 
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Question 2: How much does your station utilize video? 

 

Among those new, diverse skills would seem to be video. 

Fratrick and Newberry both mentioned at the 2017 BEA Conference that 

radio stations needed to move beyond thinking of themselves as an 

audio-only medium. Resler (2020), Navarro and Hornsby (2020), Karrer 

(2021), and Graveman (2023) all said video can provide additional 

opportunities to engage with audiences and to generate more advertising 

revenue. But only six of the professionals interviewed said their stations 

were very active with video. Four noted they are starting to use it more 

while eight said they do not use video at all. The remaining 15 said they 

use video some but did not seem in any hurry to add it to their repertoire. 

Most of the stations that did use video to at least some extent employed 

video for social media posts or for things like Facebook Live while their 

hosts were on the air.  

Six used video to stream sports while four produced videos of 

their podcasts. One professional stressed what a tool video can be, 

stating, “High school sports, sports talk shows (live and recorded), video 

podcasts, features of shows—there is so much you can do that we never 

thought of 10 years ago.”  

It was interesting the extremes found among the stations. Three 

have digital or video departments that are producing video content daily. 

But another said video production is just not something they are 

interested in. One noted, “Generally we’ll share links on our website, but 

we’re truest to our medium.” Another agreed, noting, “We decided to do 

what we do best.” 

While that may seem admirable, it flies in the face of 

conventional wisdom. Overall, the respondents recognized diversity and 

a new manner of doing business may be necessary. Still, most stations 

have been slow to embrace the video world. 

 

Question 3: How much does your station utilize social media? 

 

While most of the radio station professionals who participated 

said their stations were only moderately using video (if at all), they were 

much more in tune with social media. Not surprisingly, 20 of the radio 

professionals said their stations are highly active with social media while 

another 11 said they have social media platforms and use them to some 

extent.  
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Comments such as “We’re pretty active on Facebook and 

Twitter” and “I think our social media game is actually really strong” and 

“As much as possible” were common. One respondent went so far as to 

say, “As often as we’re opening the mic. We use it constantly” while 

another added “We utilize it every hour of every day.” Thus, it appears 

the stations in the study have agreed with Jacobs (2023a) and Sumlin 

(2023). Recognizing the immediate connection with the audience and its 

versatility, social media has found a home in radio.  

What was interesting was comparing the responses to the 

analysis of websites. Most of the stations in the study do include icons 

and links to their social media on their websites, though six stations 

mentioned they were on TikTok and another mentioned Twitch, yet they 

did not have links on their sites. And five of the stations whose 

respondents said they were very active on social media only had 

Facebook links on their sites, though they said they utilized multiple 

platforms. If the stations are going to be active with social media, it 

would behoove them to make access to their platforms more accessible 

to their audiences. 

 

Question 4: What does your station do in terms of local news 

programming? 

 

Götting (2022) espoused radio as a news source and Aswad 

(2017) and Bazley (2016) said its hyperlocal focus is a strength of the 

medium. Most respondents in the study agreed. Nineteen radio 

professionals said they do a great deal of local news, with multiple 

newscasts throughout the day and several public affairs programs. Six 

said they did some basic news, while eight responded that they do not 

cover local news at all. 

The respondent from the most news heavy station said, “We 

have about 21 local newscasts a day, and the morning is very news 

heavy. And we run one every top of the hour.” Another added that the 

station airs local news “at 6, 7, 8, 9 in the morning (and they go 15-16 

minutes, filled with local and regional news) and then at 12 and 5.” 

While most of the stations are heavy in local news programming, 

a couple shared how their stations have pivoted away. “We dropped our 

local news programming,” one respondent said. “People get news 24/7 in 

an instant with their phones.” Another said they steered away because 

“it’s hard to find people who want to do news and do it well.” Thus, it 
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would seem, some training in broadcast journalism would be in order in 

university programs that aim to prepare students for careers in the radio 

industry; it remains an important piece of the pie. 

 

Question 5: How has radio changed in the past 5 to 10 years? 

 

This question yielded more themes than any other, as responses 

fell into 15 categories. One professional simply answered “Totally”. 

Many of the respondents had multiple answers, and not surprisingly, 10 

respondents mentioned the technology, including automation, the 

internet, video, podcasting, social media, and streaming. “I believe the 

simplest and most fundamental change is it has become available 

anywhere,” one respondent said. “Streaming and internet-based 

platforms have allowed a once geographically restricted medium to be 

accessible to anyone almost anywhere.” Another said radio has tried to 

keep up with the streaming platforms by being more on-demand, 

something Pluskota (2015) encouraged nearly a decade ago. “I think a lot 

of people are now going for podcasts and something that’s more 

convenient for audiences to listen to when they want,” she said. “I think 

there’s actually kind of been a push to be like we’re actually not a ‘radio’ 

station; we’re a ‘media’ station”, echoing the words of Fratrick and 

Newberry at the 2017 BEA conference. 

Eight respondents said that there is much more competition for 

listeners now and the reasons why people listen has changed. Comments 

like “The competition for audio is everywhere, so there is no shortage for 

someone to find what they want” and “There is more competition for the 

ear; you have to fight to keep radio on dashboards of cars” and 

“Listeners have more choices than ever when it comes to audio delivery 

channels” were common.  

Several respondents repeated the concerns noted by Hausman et 

al. (2016) regarding consolidation and syndication, which has resulted in 

fewer people working in the stations. “Over the years radio has changed 

from being mostly live to becoming audio,” said one respondent. “There 

has also been a rise in syndication for national programs rather than 

almost all local.” Another noted this rise in corporate ownership and 

syndication has affected the economics of the industry as “Radio has 

become more affordable to run because of job elimination.” All of which 

flies in the face of the need for locally focused radio stressed by the likes 

of Aswad (2017) and Bazley (2016). One respondent echoed that 
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sentiment as he offered that radio must stick to its guns and what has 

worked in the past if it is to stay relevant. “Radio needs to stay true to its 

roots as the live and local source for great content (not just music),” he 

said. “The more stations gravitate away from that, the more popular the 

other sources will become and further erode the listener base.” 

 

Question 6: What do you see for the future of radio? 

 

Responses to question six further supported the notion that radio 

professionals are obstinate optimists. They will not be deterred from their 

belief in radio, which is clearly a passion. Eleven respondents said radio 

is going to remain strong, and none said they believe it will die anytime 

soon. But to remain strong, the pros said radio will have to do what radio 

has always done: adapt. “It will continue to thrive—as long as it 

continues to adapt,” one respondent stated. 

That adaptation includes more streaming, more podcasting, more 

social media and video content, which the Radio Advertising Bureau 

(2018) supported as a means of increasing revenue. “Podcasting,” said 

one respondent without hesitation. “It’s becoming big, and a lot of 

people are doing it. It’s going to be another revenue stream.” Another 

respondent added, “I think radio is going to have to become more 

interactive, which social media allows. And I think video is going to 

become a bigger part of radio.” Sentiments echoed by yet another radio 

professional: “I really think it’s going to be evolving to embrace video, 

streaming and social media more.” Here again, the majority of stations 

seem to agree with the analysts that social media and full use of the 

internet and digital strategies are going to be critical to the survival of 

radio, yet once again, few (only four) even mentioned video as a part of 

the package. 

It also should be noted that 13 radio professionals stressed that, 

while radio must continue to adapt, it must not forget its roots, and that 

means a hyperlocal focus. One respondent took issue with those who 

claim traditional radio will soon be obsolete. “I hear all these doomsday 

stories,” the veteran radio professional said. “How many times have we 

heard that? TV, 8-tracks, cassettes, MP3s, and blah-blah-blah. (Radio) 

has re-invented itself so many times. If you provide localism and play 

things people want to hear—radio’s hay-day was probably the ‘60s to the 

‘90s – I think the things that worked then would still work today if we 

just did it.” 
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Question 7: If you had one piece of advice for someone just getting 

into radio, what would it be? 

 

Perhaps no question yielded as consistent a response as No. 7. 

When asked for advice for aspiring radio professionals, 14 times 

versatility was top of the list. This makes sense as many said, in response 

to questions five and six, that they believe radio is transitioning from an 

audio medium to a multimedia platform. Responses like “Master the next 

generation of technology and learn to edit, make videos and be a part of a 

community and produce across platforms” and “Be able to do 

everything” and “Be flexible. The more you bring to the table, the better 

off you’ll be” were common. One respondent put it simply as “You want 

to be a Swiss army knife.” 

A professional attitude is also a must, the pros said. “Show up on 

time, work hard and be eager,” one radio professional said. “This is a fun 

business; you get to create content every day and play music and share 

your point of view.” Other common themes along those lines were to “be 

a sponge” and to “listen and learn”. The final participant interviewed 

may have summed up best what it takes to work in radio in the 21st 

century: “I think just always to be a student, always be willing to learn 

new things. Don’t pigeonhole yourself. Try sales, try on-air, learn to do 

social media and video production. You have to be willing to learn and to 

wear multiple hats.” This advice falls right in line with the responses to 

question 1, as the respondents said young radio professionals must be 

versatile. 

 

Question 8: Give an argument for why someone should go into radio. 

 

Radio professionals view themselves as public servants. They 

mentioned things like “opportunity to make a difference” (12 times), 

“serve the community” (seven times), and “it’s necessary” (four times). 

“You want to go into it to make a difference in people’s life,” one 

professional said. “You’re not necessarily going to be rich in this 

business—unless you hit it big time—but if you can make a difference in 

someone’s life, then you’re doing it right.” Another added, “You can 

touch so many lives and do so much good.”  

They also love the work; 10 mentioned “it’s fun” and seven 

added “you get to be creative”. One of the more veteran respondents 

said, “I’ve been at this a long time. We have the ability to do more 
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things. It’s a great time to get involved in radio” while another added 

“It’s a lot of fun. You develop a fanbase with listeners that’s meaningful. 

You get to meet great artists. And you can be so creative.”  

Rather than make an argument for getting into radio, one final 

respondent almost pleaded, saying “We need fresh blood. We need new 

people. We need fresh voices and people who are wanting to be good 

people and have an impact on the community they serve.” He went on to 

say, “I personally think there is a great future in radio, whether that is on-

air or streaming, but having people who are passionate about 

communicating and being there for people in good times and bad and 

being a friend on air.” 

 

Limitations 

 

While a qualitative approach such as in-depth interviews allows 

the researcher to acquire rich description and personal anecdotes, it does 

not provide the generalizable data one could glean from a quantitative 

approach. But, as the purpose of this research was first to learn if radio 

stations are following the advice of the various experts and analysts and 

second to provide insights and direction for college graduates and young 

professionals interested in entering the radio industry, in-depth 

interviews were deemed appropriate. 

A second limitation could be that only stations in a four-state 

region were considered in the population. I determined, though, that by 

interviewing professionals from a variety of stations—based on format, 

size, and location—and by including three times more interviews than is 

standard when conducting in-depth interviews, the study would yield 

more depth (and potentially more reliability) to the results. 

 

Conclusions 

 

If radio, in the most traditional since, is to die, professionals in 

the industry are not giving up without a fight. They believe radio is a 

noble profession where professionals can serve their communities, make 

a difference in peoples’ lives, and be creative. Over the past 100 years, 

radio has faced multiple threats—from the advent of television to eight-

track tapes, from iPods to satellite and streaming radio stations—yet 

radio has endured. It has endured because the industry has evolved, and 

the professionals in this study believe it will continue to evolve.  
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As in the past, budding young radio pros must be good 

communicators, able to tell a compelling story while informing their 

audiences. They must have a personality that makes them interesting and 

unique. But perhaps now more than ever, aspiring radio professionals 

must be versatile. The professionals interviewed echoed the sentiments 

of the panelists I observed in 2017 at the BEA Convention. Technology 

has changed the game. College graduates who can host their own show, 

who can produce video packages or provide a video stream of the Friday 

night football game are going to be infinitely more marketable. 

Understanding the nuances of social media, from which platform to use 

for which message and how to analyze analytics, is going to be critical. 

Thus, college students who have studied both audio and video 

production, and who have taken courses in social media may be more job 

ready and at an advantage as there may be more opportunities for 

aspiring radio professionals who do not want to be on-air talent but can 

bring video and social media value to stations. 

The industry, as a whole, should pay heed to the words of the 

professionals in this study. Consolidation of stations and syndication 

have cost many a radio pro their job, the idea being that fewer people are 

needed to run a handful of stations if those stations are running the same 

programs. While the stations in the study overall continue to maintain 

healthy workforces, that is not guaranteed to continue. If Alpha Media 

continues to purge, if Audacy does not regain solvency, if other 

ownership groups follow suit, or if stations ignore current trends, these 

numbers could decline. Additionally, if stations do not learn to take 

advantage of digital revenue streams provided by the internet and video, 

they are going to be left behind. But, the pros argue, if those stations lose 

their hyperlocal focus, audiences will just get their music from satellite 

and streaming stations. The audience will just turn to podcasts or social 

media for news and information. In short, the future of radio looks 

promising if the decision makers lean into radio’s strengths as a 

multimedia outlet and as a local source of news and entertainment. If not, 

radio may no longer be … on the air. 
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Sharing the Personal as Pedagogy:  

Incorporating Place and Memory into Communication and 

Performance Teaching and Learning 

Scott Jensen 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Speech and theatre teaching and learning is, at its core, about the 

language and performance that best tells the stories that bring us 

together. Teachers, ideally, want to connect with students in ways that 

help them understand how they can better express themselves. A body of 

scholarship talks about the rhetoric of memory and place, and how these 

dimensions of our personal experience shape the meaning and 

connections we seek in our communication. Stories—how they are told 

and understood—are grounded in these rhetorical concepts. This paper 

shares connections between the rhetoric of place and memory and 

speech and theatre teaching. Suggestions for integrating this body of 

theory into teaching spaces are shared—from middle school through 

collegiate teaching. 

 

 

The stories we tell and the fondest memories we hold are critical 

to who we are. They house our interests, the past that informs our 

choices and even our identities, and the way we see and interact with our 

world. The combination of memory and place is essential to our sharing 

with one another. Consequently, the same combination has an important 

role is how we teach—particularly in communication and performance 

teaching and learning spaces. Disciplines in which narratives are taught 

or used as vehicles to teach theories and concepts rely on memory and 

place for pedagogy to be effective. This program—and now paper—

argues for intentional integration of memory and place with our delivery 

of content in our communication and performance classrooms. It also 

suggests the benefits of incorporating immediate, personal experience 

within this integration. 
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Place, Memory, and Discourse 

 

McGee (1990) explains how our experiences inform how we 

communicate. He notes that “fragments” of discourse come together to 

enable our understanding of the world around us, as well as how we 

communicate within it. We process each of these fragments within the 

context that shape them. We also piece them together through the lens of 

our experiences and connections. This processing reflects the influences 

in our lives, making the connections we identify highly personal. Aden et 

al (2009) explains that we re-collect place—a critical part of the 

discourse fragments we consider—by constructing it through non-linear, 

personalized influences of rhetorical fragments. This re-collection 

includes our personal association with a place in relation to other places. 

We consider a favorite restaurant, or a memorable vacation experience 

through comparative reflections of each of those places with other 

restaurants or vacation destinations. Public memory threads throughout 

this reflective process. Place endures within memories held both 

individually and culturally. The interrelationships we identify through 

our processing of discourse fragments or places emerge, in part, through 

the memories that house them. These memories are unpredictable and 

individualized in their significance. Further, they continue to form and 

change their face through an “ongoing process without a beginning, 

middle, or end” (Rice et al, 2020, p. 150). 

Place exits in both more objective and idealized forms. We 

initially understand place through broadly shared understanding of what 

a place represents, or what an idea looks like in terms of its place. Aden 

(1999) writes that we understand “place” through what he calls habitus, 

or a broadly shared idea of that place. The role of discourse in shaping 

this understanding is important. Aden explains that we share narratives 

that perpetuate the habitus, and at the same time sparking the pursuit of a 

future in which we share understanding of that place, along with a desire 

to be better. Our narratives evolve into what Aden calls symbolic 

pilgrimage, or journey, both experiential and symbolic, that take us to 

our idealized place—what he calls a promised land. Discourses and 

places interact as vehicles and dreams that, together, reflect how we 

understand ourselves and the cultures within which we exist. 

To crystalize, place is understood personally through our own 

perceptions and processes for reflecting and making connections through 

rhetorical fragments and collective experiences. Memory is the dynamic 
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and unpredictable avenue through which we understand place—an 

avenue navigated by each of us in unique ways. As we interact with one 

another, we discover sharedness of place in the rhetorical fragments we 

share. This sharedness directs us through exercises of memory as we 

progress through a dynamic journey through impactful memories toward 

our promised land. 

 

Incorporating Place and Memory into Teaching and Learning 

 

Performance and communication pedagogy inherently bridges 

learning outcomes with identities that share learning spaces; memory and 

place are central to those identities. As has already been suggested, 

scholarship supports the role of place and memory in our processing of 

discourses. We reflect on experiences, ideas, and people who helped 

form memories that endure. Places help contextualize those memories. 

For all parties in teaching and learning spaces, the presence of identities 

as part of learning demands creating spaces in which the learners feel 

immediacy with the content. Individuals calling upon their own memory 

and place helps create that immediacy. Knoster and Goodboy (2020) 

argue that teaching with relevance, such as incorporating place and 

memory, motivates students, improves their learning, and strengthens 

feelings toward the learning space and instructor. Additionally, students’ 

affect, skill, and cognition are all improved. 

 

Suggestions for Place and Memory in our Teaching and Learning 

 

The elements that make place and memory effective teaching 

resources and content allow for integrating them from actual examples, 

or from students’ own fields of experience. While a mix of both 

integrations is probably ideal, instructors need to determine for what 

outcomes each integration might be a good or poor choice. Nearly all of 

the activities suggested herein should be assigned with this decision in 

mind. 

 

Saved Objects as Memory Bridges 

 

We often mark our important memories with objects that help 

them endure in our fields of experience. Aden (2024) writes, “saved 

objects can be memory bridges that connect the present with our past and 
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future” (p. 823). Memories are inherently moments from the past. As 

Aden writes, objects transcend the time-bound nature of memory, 

allowing experiences to be impactful in the past, present, or future. Aden 

further explains, “…saved objects can make present distant persons, 

important scenes, and powerful sensory experiences from our past. Their 

ongoing presence endows us with the security and perspective to assess 

our life’s path, both retrospectively and anticipatorily” (p. 823). 

Objects can be central to any assignment or activity, written or 

oral, as a way of highlighting place and memory. Activities focusing on 

biographies or places can include discussing an object central to the 

identity or significance of the selected person or place. Autobiographical 

activities can include students presenting or writing about a particular 

saved object and its connection to a place or experience, along with an 

explanation of how the object preserves the memory—or even makes the 

memory current. Even activities resembling the show-and-tell days of 

elementary school can motivate important graded and non-graded 

discussions and connections that make content more immediate for 

students. 

 

Historical/Critical Rhetorical Reflections on Changed Place 

 

The power of memory often causes place to change its 

physicality while holding onto its identity. The physical appearance of 

place is broadly defined, ranging from actual structure to the adornment 

of the structure. A home can add a sunroom or even a second level. It can 

also become physically different with a new coat of paint or decorations 

during a holiday. Experiences that inspire important memories can be 

both positive and negative, as well as intentional or beyond individuals’ 

control. Assignments and activities can incorporate these memories as 

exercises in critical, researched analyses or informal class discussions. 

Places altered by disaster or other circumstances and reshaped 

with new identities grounded in memories of the place as it once was 

provide poignant subjects for analysis and discussion. The Superdome in 

New Orleans is a place in several memories, ranging from being an 

iconic sports venue to a destination for sheltering displaced victims of 

Hurricane Katrina. The contrast of these memories, along with the story 

of an expedited repair for a football game that marked what some might 

call a new beginning for the city, the Superdome, and the New Orleans 

Saints, makes this a compelling example (Jensen, 2022). New venues for 
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established sports teams, along with the naming and branding of place, 

provides interesting examples of a message (the team and the sport) 

changing with a new context. Adding how the multiplicity of memories 

related to the same team but in different places can change identity can 

generate interesting discussions and student insights (Boyd, 2000; 

Jensen, 2025). 

 

Common Circumstances Brokering Memory and Place Connections 

 

Many aspects of our daily lives can be discussed or performed 

through connections with place and memory that may not consciously 

exist in our minds. Connections can be real or suggested, and may yield 

powerful reflections and intercultural awakenings. While memories 

themselves are actual events, class activities can highlight hypothetical 

place and activity connections. While this can be done for a variety of 

experiences and contexts, there is rich potential for studying culture 

through place. For example, groups or individuals can integrate place 

into discussions about food and cooking, holiday celebrations, or fulcrum 

life moments such as births and deaths (Herakova and Cooks, 2017). 

Comparing how families welcome babies between two countries can 

integrate research skills, as well as speaking or writing competence. 

This same general objective of connecting place and memory 

with common circumstances also works for general discussions about 

social conditions, political policies, and communication rituals. Consider 

the similarities and differences of rural, suburban, and urban areas. What 

does a typical school week look like in a high school of 250 compared 

with a high school of 2,500? What does a typical weekend represent for 

high school students in a town of 4,000 compared with a city of 

4000,000? The differences are stark and place is a primary explanation 

for those differences. The potential for place to enter anthropological or 

sociological discussions is infinite. 

 

Performing our Own Memories with Journeys through our Places 

 

Based on the research referenced earlier, place profoundly 

influences our understanding of communication, including 

considerations ranging from characters to experiences. Performance can 

be understood in terms of how place motivates choices on stage. Script 

analysis, for example, includes knowing about setting. An actor will 
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shape their role’s characterization with an integration where the character 

is, the heritage of the character, and other considerations specific to 

place. Performers can be asked to identify a memory and perform it with 

attention to place. If the preference is to avoid the immediate connection 

of student and performance, students can identify a narrative to perform 

that is grounded in place. Connections stemming from these performance 

choices are present in the rhetorical analysis of what informs a script, 

understanding the influence of place on performance choices that reflect 

scripted experiences, and even self-awareness of important personal 

experiences. 

 

Field Trips 

 

Perhaps the most obvious and impactful way to bring place into 

learning is to visit places. Several options exist for creating activities 

grounded in these experiences as classes, or assigned as individual 

exercises. As is always the case, there are a variety of skills that can be 

included in assignments, such as giving a speech, writing a paper, 

performing an experience, or creating content for media platforms. 

Whatever the product that is called for in the assignment or activity, 

students can bring personal experience into their content. Researching a 

place is valuable—and should be part of any messaging about place. 

Including personal interaction with place is a more impactful and 

immediate teaching and learning opportunity. For example, students can 

visit monuments or commemorative sites and report on what is 

represented through their research or even the physical appearance of the 

place. Students can also research and perform or report on communities 

or cultures by combining place and memory that illustrates that group’s 

history. As a baseball fan, I have visited several baseball venues. In each 

visit, I make note of how that venue communicates the history and 

identity of its team. As is the case with so many of these teaching and 

learning suggestions, the potential for visiting a place as part of learning 

the power of place and memory is infinite. 

 

Memory and Intrinsic Bias 

 

Place and memory are highly personal dimensions of how we 

communicate. As has been noted, our understanding of our own world is 

greatly influenced by fragments of place and memory in our experiences. 
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Many of these suggested activities and assignments ask for reflection and 

analysis of our personal encounters. While some contexts, such as 

judging a debate round, may call for a person to be tabula rasa, blank 

slates do not exist. Our memories and fields of experience inform a bias. 

We may check that bias, but memory shapes our processing of discourse 

fragments through the preferences shaped by our memories and places. 

Writing or presenting critical examinations of bias created by the rhetor’s 

memories provides connections to media literacy, journalism, and 

political communication among other contexts. Cohen (2013), for 

example, considers reporting sports as a fan or partisan individual. 

Considerations ranging from memories of connection to teams and sport 

to where the reporter sits when watching the game and preparing to 

message about it enter into this choice of roles. Place and memory can 

often be the warrants for conclusions we draw in our research and 

analysis of communication. Similarly, and with more caution, students 

should be encouraged to recognize the bias created by their own 

experiences. Place and memory are understood, in part, through the 

uniqueness of where and how they unfold. Comparing and contrasting 

student experience with the actual detail of place and memory outside 

their experience necessitates a balance of objectivity and the inherent 

personal bias. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 

Memory and place, while common to our experiences and 

connections to the world, can be personal to a point of discomfort. 

Instructors must give serious consideration to the immediacy with which 

they integrate these connections into their learning spaces. These 

connections work as graduate level rhetorical scholarship or middle-

school writing or presentations. Their strength is their opportunity for 

integration to much of what we teach. Memories and places make our 

experiences impactful, and inspire our dream for tomorrow. Integration 

into our teaching and learning spaces enrich the connections we seek to 

build with our students, not to mention the connections we seek our 

students to make between our pedagogy and their lives. 
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Microadventures: Exploring the Nearby 

Randy K. Dillon, Ph.D. 

 

 

Abstract 

 

For educators some of the best teaching and research ideas come from 

being curious about what is right in front of us. Microadventures offer 

new-found perspectives and a deeper appreciation of what is nearby. The 

author explains what microadventures are and provides an example of a 

microadventure experience. Incorporating microexperiences in different 

courses as opportunities for learning are considered. Suggestions for 

selecting, carrying out, and reflecting on the microadventure experience 

conclude the article. 

 

 

Blessed are the curious for they shall have adventures. – 

attributed to Lovelle Drachma 

 

 

As a professor of intercultural communication and diversity 

courses, I encourage my students to take advantage of study away 

programs so they can experience other cultures and interact with and 

learn from people who are different from them. Yet despite the value of 

traveling to countries and cultures on the other side of the world, much 

can also be gained by visiting neighboring places and undertaking local 

activities. What insights and discoveries are nearby that you know of or 

don’t know of yet? Consider checking out that place that you pass a 

thousand times but have not stopped. This could be that funky little café 

that you pass by on your way to school or that historical marker on the 

way over to your best friend’s house. Don’t have the time or money to go 

on an African safari and camp out under the stars? What about a starry 

night adventure with a tent pitched in your own backyard. Bummed that 

this summer you can’t tour the Gilded Age mansions in Newport. Why 

not visit that old house operated by the local historical society and learn 

about the lives of the people who once lived there? The possibilities for 

such enlightening experiences are endless. It just requires a bit of 

curiosity and making time to do so.  
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What does one call these little adventures, these pocket-sized 

excursions of curiosity? Author and self-acclaimed adventurer Alistair 

Humphreys in his 2014 book Local Discoveries, Great Escapes calls it 

going on a microadventure. Humphreys describes a microadventure as a 

brief outing that alters one’s perspective. These should be simple, local, 

inexpensive, and fun. Some examples of microadventures that 

Humphreys and his fellow microadventure advocates give include having 

a picnic in a local park, attending a festival in your hometown, or going 

on a hike on a nearby trail that you have never gone on, or maybe you 

have been on before, but hike at a different time of the year. According 

to Humphreys (2014) whatever the microadventure one chooses, it can 

be exciting, can be somewhat challenging, but also be refreshing and 

recharging. Microadventures can take place anywhere, but my emphasis 

is on those microadventures that are nearby. In this essay I will explain 

what a microadventure is by providing an example of my own and what I 

gained from the experience. I will share guidelines I provide to my 

students as well as different courses I have integrated microadventures as 

an assignment. 

Humphreys coined a word and gave meaning to a practice that I 

was already doing. My own introduction to the term “microadventures” 

came into focus when the COVID 19 pandemic shutdown dropped in 

March 2020. Like many of us, I isolated and worked from home. 

Fortunately for me I had my spouse and dog and a home office. No 

longer was my schedule filled with a myriad of social or cultural outings. 

These were cancelled. Exercise-wise I ditched my gym. It was closed. 

Instead, I went on long walks and bike rides outside that spring careful 

that I maintained social distance between myself and others. My plans 

for international travel, or for any kind of travel came to a slamming halt. 

It was when I went strawberry picking in late May that I realized that I 

hadn’t gotten out of Greene County Missouri for over two months. 

Although I am thankful that my loved ones and I dodged the full impact 

of the virus, it was a life-changing experience. Primarily, it made me 

realize what I had been missing in my community that was right in front 

of me. I discovered landmarks both natural and human-made that before 

I had not paid attention to nor taken the time to learn about. Moreso, I 

found myself enjoying microadventures.  

As an academic my brain began working on developing a lesson 

for my students so that they could go on a microadventure. 

Microadventures have immense appeal. For students who are cash-
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strapped, it could be a way to introduce and encourage self-selected 

experiences that do not require lots of money, nor lots of time, or even 

burning of natural resources. For those students timid to venture far, 

undertaking something geographically closer could spur them on later to 

more distant places and adventures. What could they learn about their 

local spaces and places through a microadventure? Why drew them to 

this microadventure? What did they learn from observing? How has this 

experience made them reconsider something, or even changed them? 

Microadventures may at first seem trivial, but possibilities abound. I 

believe that when you assign a course activity/project one should 

familiarize oneself with it and carry it out. In the next section I will share 

one of my own microadventures. 

 

Just right down the road is…. 

 

A little more than a mile from where I live is a pet cemetery. 

Lakeland Pet Cemetery/Rivermonte Memorial Gardens abuts a road that 

ends abruptly due to an overpass that was built near the area several 

years ago. An urban trail runs along the road and eventually goes under 

the traffic overpass and continues for miles connecting to other trails on 

the outskirts of the city of Springfield, Missouri. For years I biked and 

hiked this trail that runs by this pet cemetery and never stopped. One 

day, I did. Instead of whizzing by on my Giant hybrid bike or trying to 

track a certain number of steps on my pedometer, I took time to be 

introduced to this special place. I came away with a wealth of 

information about memorializing pets. I also gained historical 

appreciation about an area of the city that I had lived in for 30 years.  

My first impression of Lakeland Pet Cemetery/Rivermonte 

Memorial Gardens was absorbing the number of memorial spots for pets 

in the cemetery. I estimated about 250. From the inscriptions on the 

markers, pets have been memorialized in this cemetery since the 1970s. 

Patches, Missy, Boots, and Scout are just some of the names of the 

beloved pets (primarily dogs and cats) that are honored. Most 

monuments are stones that lie horizontally on the ground. Some 

monuments have an upright stele with text and ornamentation that sits 

upon a slab of stone resting on the ground.  

I focus on what is written on the monuments in the cemetery. All 

denote the name of the pet with most also giving the birth year and year 

of death. Several gravestones show etchings such as a heart or a set of 
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paw prints. Some monuments specify breed of the pet showing a Poodle 

or German Shephard for a dog or a Tabby or Siamese for a cat. Other 

markers exhibit the family surname of the owners/caregivers along the 

top of the stele along with the pet’s name below. On a few I discerned 

two or three pet names listed on one granite stone. There are “family 

plots” 

reserved for multiple pets with separate markers. In one case, there is a 

good-sized stone for Otis I along with a later marker for Otis II marking 

two generations of dogs again with the human family name spanning 

across the top of the monument. Brandes (2009) observes that as pets are 

increasingly seen as members of a family and less as common pets, it is 

likely that such practices will occur. “This innovation in monument 

design nearly converts the animals symbolically into blood relatives” (p. 

107).  

I spotted several monuments inscribed with heartfelt messages 

and images conveying information about the pet such as one for a female 

cat “Our precious girl. Loved beyond words.” A message for one 

departed canine clearly expressed that this was a “A Great Champion” 

with recognition by the American Kennel Club along with the seal of the 

AKC. Another dog who was a champion in the heart of its human 

caregiver was honored as “A loyal friend. Will be loved forever.” A few 

of the headstones display a photo of the animal in a metal frame with a 

cover that one can open and close. Chalfen (2003) who studies animal 

grave photos writes that “photographs of household pets tend to celebrate 

[a] metaphorical sense of kinship” (p. 143). As I lifted the lid to see what 

the pet looked like it reminded me of opening a type of memorial locket 

worn around the neck containing the photo of a loved one. 

Like their human counterpart, some pet markers are adorned 

with flowers, wreaths, pinwheels, toys, and other kinds of memorabilia. 

A select few have religious objects like a Christian cross or small 

commemorative unpolished pebbles that Jews use to place on stone 

monuments of the deceased. Whether this indicates religious identity, my 

later research on this reveals that such practices are not that uncommon. 

Stanley Brandes (2009) who did a study of the oldest known pet 

cemetery founded in 1896 in the United States, Hartsdale Pet Cemetery 

near Sleepy Hollow, New York noted that many stones “…principally 

from the 1990s onward, bestow a religious identity upon deceased pets. 

They express the owner’s belief in an afterlife for the pets, as well as the 
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expectation, or at least the hope, that owners and pets will be reunited in 

the afterlife” (p. 110).  

I continued my journey around the Lakeland Pet 

Cemetery/Rivermonte Memorial Gardens. I came upon a large six-foot-

high memorial stele of black granite along with a vase on each side for 

flowers. This monument is not to a pet, but to Missouri Highway Patrol 

Officer Victor O. Dosing. An inscription notes Trooper Dosing lost his 

life in a shootout in the early hours of Sunday, December 7, 1941, while 

attempting to apprehend a murder suspect hiding in the Coffee Pot 

Tavern that once stood at the site. I discovered later looking at old 

newspaper photos that the Coffee Pot Tavern was indeed shaped like a 

percolator coffee pot with a little spout. The tribute to Officer Dosing is 

quite impressive with this monument placed and dedicated in 2004. On 

one side of his granite stone is a black and white photo of Dosing in 

uniform looking straight at you. The picture indicates his pride to be an 

officer and the duty required to wear the uniform. Directly under the 

photo is a scroll with his name “Vic” Dosing. Below the name the text 

states that near this monument “Vic Dosing paid the ultimate sacrifice 

while on duty protecting the citizens of Missouri” along with a brief 

story of the incident that led to Officer Dosing’s death. On the other side 

of the monument tablet there is the seal of the Missouri Highway Patrol, 

Dosing’s badge number 22 which has been since been retired in honor of 

his sacrifice, as well as his dates of birth and death. Further included are 

the names of his wife and his three children including one child who was 

born 11 weeks after Dosing’s death. The monument also notes that 

Officer Victor Dosing was one of the original members of the Missouri 

State Highway Patrol meaning that he was in the first class of trainees. 

He was the third patrolman in the State of Missouri to die in the line of 

duty.  

A few feet away from the Dosing monument is a black granite 

bench with the inscribed name “Dosing” that beckons me. I sat and 

researched on my smartphone and discovered that Officer Dosing’s death 

and the shootout at the Coffee Pot Tavern was big local news. In fact, on 

the next day’s (December 8, 1941) front page of the Springfield Daily 

News the story of the murders of Officer Dosing and the suspect was 

above the headline of another recent news item–the attack by the 

Japanese on Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor. As I reflected on the sacrifices that 

came about on and after that Sunday in December 1941, I observed the 

monuments nearby of other heroes who gave their all. These heroes are 
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the city’s K-9 police dogs who are remembered and interred in this 

cemetery.  

Among the markers to pets, police dogs, and an officer who died 

in the line of duty, one cannot miss that one memorial overtakes them all 

in size and adornment. Nestled near an oak tree this memorial is devoted 

to one specific dog—a white chihuahua mix from what I can tell by the 

photos, posters, and the life-sized image of the pup on a black granite 

stone. Out of respect, I will not provide the name of this dog. Dates of 

the dog’s birth and death are provided at places around the memorial. At 

the time I visited the memorial, the animal had passed from this world 

almost seven years before. 

This memorial to one pet astounds. Memories of time spent with 

this special pet are evident everywhere. I noticed three benches, two 

consisting of black granite, the other white. The benches have photo-like 

engravings of the chihuahua and etchings of I what assume are the two 

caregivers, one being a man and the other a woman.  A stone cross with 

carved roses is strategically placed at the center of the memorial. A 

single white candle is positioned in front of the cross. Several vases for 

flowers ornament the memorial. One large wreath of red roses is 

positioned in the center. When I visited it was Winter and plastic red 

roses were in the black granite vases. The roses looked brand new and 

vibrant in the sun. It was if they had been placed earlier that day. In more 

fair-weathered times of the year I suspect these vases are replenished 

with seasonal flowers. A garden of white pebbles along with a large 

statue of an angel bearing the name of the dog is part of the memorial. 

Smaller angels are placed in different spots as well along a memorial 

walkway made of pavement stones. Toys and other items that I assume 

the dog enjoyed during lifetime are present, and these too are likely 

updated from time to time. Solar lights are placed strategically around 

the memorial. At one end of the memorial there is a black Victorian-style 

ornamental LED streetlamp. I looked up and in the oak tree hung another 

angel. This angel was hand-crafted made from what looked like a 

miniature traffic cone to form the body. The angel’s body was covered 

with elegant white fabrics and lace. The angel’s wings were fashioned 

from wires along with fancy WireLace. This angel hovered and kept 

watch over the memorial.    

As you move around the memorial garden space for this one pet, 

you cannot miss a large sign that reads Warning: Security Cameras in 

Use. My next-door neighbors forewarned me there was one pet grave 
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that you need to be careful around. This must be it. Point here: Always 

tell someone when and where you are going on your microadventure. 

According to my neighbor, the dog’s caregiver will speak to you over a 

speaker when you get too close. Reportedly you are allowed to ask about 

the dog, but you better not loiter. When I visited either I looked harmless, 

or the owner was not available to say anything to note my presence. 

Maybe, I didn’t loiter long enough. More likely, it is an urban legend that 

the dog’s caregiver will address you if you get too close. Duffey (2005) 

writes “the loss of a pet can create a grief response comparable to the 

grief experienced by the loss of a family member; a grief that is 

frequently misunderstood” (p. 290). Some people may see this memorial 

and think it is excessive. I came away impressed with how deeply this 

little dog was loved and missed. The caregivers’ grief is palpable. I left 

the pet cemetery and got back on the trail and headed home.  

The practices at the Lakeland Pet Cemetery/Rivermonte 

Memorial Gardens reaffirms traditions--that humans have been 

memorializing animals (and it can be argued their pets) for thousands of 

years. One thinks of the walls of the Lascaux Caves in France. Whether 

they are simple markers or elaborate memorial gardens, the animals 

interred here impacted human hearts. I thought about my own pets that 

have passed and who gave me such joy and fond memories. In addition 

to the pets and police dogs honored in this cemetery is a place that pays 

tribute to a highway patrol officer who died in the line on duty on one of 

the most recognizable dates in U.S. American history. Just down the road 

from where I live is a place rich with memories honoring joy, love, 

sacrifice, honor, and service. As a result of exploring and carrying out 

this nearby “microadventure” I will never again zoom by on my bicycle 

or walk by on the trail without thinking what this place represents. 

 

Incorporating Microadventures for Student Learning 

 

Microadventures have utility in different courses and can be 

done solo, in pairs, and in groups. All offer opportunities for 

observations, reflections, and discussions. Students in Intercultural 

Communication classes are encouraged to go on nearby 

microadventures. Examples include attending a local ethnic festival or 

participating in a cooking program on how to make dumplings for the 

Lunar New Year that is put on by the Association of Asian Students. In 

Interpersonal Communication courses microadventures can create 
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common experiences and interactions between students. Small Group 

Communication classes can incorporate microadventures where students 

in small groups can learn concepts and theory in action. I have used 

microadventures in a University Orientation course for first semester 

students as a way for students to meet one another and get more 

acquainted with their college campus. For example, I select locations on 

campus including former class gifts (e.g., statutes, benches, etc.) many of 

which are often overlooked. However, these campus spots hold 

fascinating stories, and students enjoy the camaraderie. For my 

Communication and Aging students learning about intergenerational 

communication, I expect one class will never forget the time we joined 

as guests of an Older Adult Zumba class led by a 72-year-old nationally 

recognized instructor at a local senior center. We had the advance 

permissions and arrangements to participate in the Zumba session. Other 

students in Communication and Aging pursued a microadventure with an 

older relative or a friend of a different age cohort (e.g., visiting the 

country church where one’s grandparents were married) with stories and 

memories that come from the experiences that are cherished for a 

lifetime.  

Without being too prescriptive, here are some suggestions for 

microadventures that I provide students.   

• Explain to students what microadentures are? For a list of 

recommendations from the very simple to those that are more 

complex, visit Humphrey’s website 

https://alastairhumphreys.com/microadventures-landing/ where 

he provides inspirations, planning, and even a podcast. 

Investigate other sites on the internet for microadventure ideas 

grouped by outside activities, one you can do for each week of 

the year, summer microadventures, microadventures to break out 

of the routine, etc. Talk with family and friends about ideas for 

microadventures. My neighbor gave me the idea to visit the 

Lakeland Pet Cemetery/Rivermonte Memorial Gardens. 

• Provide a rationale for why microadventures are part of class 

learning. Share one of your own microadventures to give 

students an example of what you are looking for. Tailor 

assignment expectations. For example, if asking students to do a 

microadventure on their college campus, it should take place in 

that locale. If you require certain parameters to emphasize 

https://alastairhumphreys.com/microadventures-landing/
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certain concepts studied in the course, then do so. You can be 

general with your assignment or you can be specific including 

suggesting ideas or letting students come up with their own. In 

either case, if a student or students are selecting a 

microadventure for my class, they should tell me in advance. 

• Some important things to keep in mind when selecting and 

carrying out a microadventure: Don’t endanger yourself. Be safe. 

Don’t get into trouble. Don’t break any laws? Don’t trespass. Get 

permission if needed or required. Be respectful. Always tell 

someone your microadventure plans. Microadventures can be 

rich solo efforts, but if applicable, an accompanying person or 

persons may pick up on something that you may not notice.   

• If your first choice for a microadventure does not go as planned--

Go on another one. That is why they are microadventures. You 

will be amazed that what are called microadventures can be 

endless. However, be strategic. You may get the idea of walking 

across the state, but do you have the resources and time to do this 

for this assignment? Put it on a microadventure bucket list for 

later.  

• Write down what you saw and experienced as soon are you are 

able. You do not have to write down everything but do make 

sure you record those particulars that stand out for you.  

• Take time to reflect on what you experienced on your 

microadventure. What is the place communicating? What else 

did you find out about your microadventure that you didn’t 

expect? What did this experience make you want to try out or 

visit in the future? How does this microadventure compare with 

other microadventures you have been on?  

• Have fun and enjoy exploring the nearby on your 

microadventure 

 

 

Note: Out of courtesy to the pets and their loved ones the names of the 

animals in this article have been changed. 
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