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ABSTRACT 

  

This qualitative case study is an examination of factors that contributed to identity 

changes among new immigrants to the United States by examining the stories of 

participants who initiated the search for a solution, engaged stakeholders including a 

federal agency, and achieved a uniquely successful outcome through an environmental 

sustainability pilot program. Through a revelatory case approach, this study expands 

upon the limited victimization paradigm of environmental justice. The scope of this 

examination includes research into the history of environmental justice; the concept of 

environmental identity, and the ways in which people tell and retell stories to make sense 

of their changing worlds. Using thematic analysis to evaluate the data, three distinct 

themes emerged: (a) greater salience of the environment in one’s identity; (b) ownership 

and empowerment regarding the environment, and (c) problem-solving and innovation. 

Factors that shaped participants’ experiences included the opportunity to give back to a 

country that has been a safe haven for many of these community members: engaging and 

demanding that a government agency as a partner execute its legal responsibilities with 

and for them, and seeing the opportunity that living in America presents to make a 

positive impact. Recommendations in the final chapter expand upon the discourse related 

to environmental justice by exploring how themes that emerged from one immigrant 

community’s success in addressing an environmental problem can enhance 

environmental justice scholarship.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Governmental entities such as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and 

other federal and state institutions nationwide struggle with how to best engage with all 

whom they serve, in order to address the diverse socio-economic, environmental and 

health requirements of various populations throughout the nation. The EPA is responsible 

for protecting public health and the environment, and like many federal agencies in this 

country, has the increasingly complex challenge of understanding and addressing a 

diversity of environmental and health concerns that impact numerous communities 

nationwide. A significant part of this challenge continues to be addressing inequitable 

environmental practices through a concept commonly referred to as environmental 

justice. 

 The environmental justice movement has come a long way since what many 

consider its unofficial beginning in 1982, when a PCB-contaminated landfill in Warren 

County, Virginia was found to be highly toxic, negatively impacting human health and 

the environment. Grassroots protests provided the impetus for a U.S. General 

Accounting Office study, “Siting of Hazardous Waste Landfills and Their Correlation 

With Racial and Economic Status of Surrounding Communities” (Cargo & Mercer, 

2008), which was the first United States government study ever conducted to focus on 

this topic. The term environmental justice, also commonly referred to as “EJ” 

throughout federal institutions, was coined soon after. Environmental justice is defined 

as the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, 

national origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation, and 



 

 

2 

enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies (U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency, 2017). Fair treatment means that no group of people, including 

racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic groups, should bear a disproportionate share of negative 

environmental consequences resulting from industrial, municipal, and commercial 

operations or the execution of federal, state, local, and tribal programs and policies (U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency Environmental Justice Annual Report, 2015). 

Meaningful involvement means that all impacted or potentially impacted stakeholders’ 

perspectives are included in the development, implementation and enforcement of U.S. 

environmental law (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Environmental Justice 

Annual Report, 2017). 

 Despite significant improvements in environmental protection and awareness of 

inequities over the ensuing decades, millions of Americans continue to live in unsafe 

and unhealthy physical environments (U. S. Institute of Medicine, 1999; EPA, 2018). 

Many economically impoverished communities and their inhabitants are exposed to 

greater health hazards in their homes, on their jobs, and in their neighborhoods when 

compared to their more affluent counterparts (Bullard & Johnson, 2000; Bryant, 1995). 

And, despite the fact that the EPA is federally mandated to enforce the nation’s 

environmental laws and regulations equally, and for all citizens, environmental 

inequities continue to persist (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Corburn, 2007).  

It is noteworthy that it has been in large part due to grassroots community action 

that unfair and many times illegal environmental activities, including unequal 

enforcement of environmental laws, differential exposure of certain populations to 

harmful toxins, and exclusionary practices that prevent certain groups from participation 
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in decision making or limit the extent of their participation, have been addressed (Bullard 

& Johnson, 2000; Lee, 1992). While many scholars and practitioners alike would agree 

that the onus of change should shift from small communities engaged in grassroots 

activism to institutional policy makers (Corburn, 2007), far greater movement in this 

direction is needed. Although U.S. federal law mandates that environmental protection is 

a right and not a privilege, more effective environmental justice goal-setting and action 

from all stakeholders involved is needed to move the needle towards equity. There exists 

an urgent need to develop more effective strategies to eliminate unfair, unjust, and 

inequitable conditions and decisions (Bullard & Johnson, 2000). The National Institute 

for Environmental Health Sciences holds regular symposia, during which a wide range of 

national environmental and health-related recommendations result. The 2017 NIEHS 

symposium and resulting recommendations indicated that the situation had not changed 

greatly from prior reviews. They determined that meaningful health research in support 

of people of color and low-income communities was needed; they called for more 

interagency coordination to ensure environmental justice, and recommended more 

effective outreach, education, and communications with different communities in order to 

achieve greater levels of equitable treatment. 

 Governmental institutions, so often bureaucratic in organizational structure 

(Olsen, 2008; Osborne, 1993), are apt to gravitate towards a top-down, dissemination of 

information approach. This is believed to be the remnant of an antiquated, Industrial 

Age “command-and-control” approach, where managers directed employees in all 

aspects of their work, in order for production to proceed with the greatest of consistency, 

efficiency and speed. This approach to reaching large swaths of people worked well 
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enough for the more homogenous populations that existed many decades ago in the 

United States (Lathrop & Ruma, 2010). Today, however, federal institutions remain 

stuck in the past, still prone to operating in this command-and-control manner despite 

their far less homogenous workforces and far more diverse populations being served 

(Osborne, 1993).  

 Additionally, governmental agencies tend to operate in individual “stovepipes,” 

with information flowing vertically and rarely horizontally, between departments and 

other agencies (Osborne, 1993). These structures invariably impact how government 

plans, implements, and delivers programs, including outreach and education to 

underserved communities. While technology, e-government and twenty-first century 

advancements in communications have made positive dents in revising this now-passé 

paradigm, more effective ways to design integrated solutions and effectively disseminate 

these integrated practices are uneven at best. Additionally, effective evaluation of such 

programs is scarce (Smedley & Haynes, 1999). Continuing along this path is not 

sustainable if governmental institutions wish to streamline effective service delivery or, 

in the case of the EPA, address complex environmental challenges for all citizens. 

In order to remain relevant, therefore, entities providing public services must hone 

their capacities to integrate skills and knowledge from multiple participant stakeholders 

in order to be more responsive and ultimately more effective in achieving their respective 

missions (Lathrop & Ruma, 2010). As Bateson (1994) notes, “in a rapidly changing and 

increasingly interdependent world, single models of what is considered to be correct are 

less likely to be viable” (p. 8). The traditional, oversimplified attempt by government 

agencies to apply one model to all groups, or to “blindly adhere to some traditional 
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model” for different communities risks negatively impacting all those involved (p. 9). 

This top-down, “command and control” approach that comes so easily to bureaucratic 

institutions due in large part to their size and structure (Osborne, 1993) also leads to a 

failure in considering both individual and social components of the learning process. It 

fails to take into account, for instance, that in order for environmental education to be 

more effective, new content might be presented in a way that allows people to relate 

novel information and ways of doing things, to prior experiences (Dewey, 1897).  

Despite a plethora of findings which point to the inefficacy of the command-and-

control outreach and education model that governments rely upon when attempting to 

engage with diverse groups of people (Olsen, 2008; Osborne, 1993; Waugh, 2006), 

federal and other governmental institutions responsible for addressing the civic and social 

needs of millions of citizens continue to gravitate towards this traditional, top-down, 

“information is power” approach to communicating information. For example, in a study 

of conservation messages relayed within different cultural contexts, Waylen, Fischer, 

McGowan and Thirgood (2010) found that consistent and accurate environmental 

messages still resulted in poor outcomes that failed to promote positive change in 

communities’ conservation activities. In their study, they learned that conservation 

interventions that fail to seek to understand the societies being targeted with messages 

continue to experience less sustainable solutions. However, the emphasis governments 

tend to place on accuracy, rather than effectiveness, above all else, when relaying often 

critical environmental and public health related information persists. This is in part due to 

the relative ease of employing this model, and in part due to the incorrect perception that 
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the simple provision of accurate information is sufficient and powerful enough achieve, 

in this case, environmental protection (Olsen, 2008; Osborne, 1993; Waugh, 2006). 

What governmental agencies still fail to understand is that simply pinpointing a 

minority group or underserved community in order to “empower” them with health and 

social welfare-related information— information that is often tidily packaged as 

“conducting community outreach”—does not result in long-term nor sustainable change 

(Cargo & Mercer, 2008). Chess, Burger and McDermott (2008) describe how even the 

most well-intentioned of public servants and educators fall into the trap of approaching 

underserved communities with a “one size fits all” approach to education. They describe 

how public organizations learn that a specific approach is found to work for one 

particular minority community, and proceed to apply this exact same approach to all 

minorities being served. One any given day, Chess et al. (2008) note, public service 

outreach specialists can be found entering minority and underserved neighborhoods with 

well-intentioned, well-designed public health information, going door-to-door to 

distribute pamphlets filled with accurate data developed by experts. And, on any given 

day, this information will result in little change in behavior within the communities being 

served. Not surprisingly, Cargo and Mercer (2008) describe how underserved 

communities continue to express dissatisfaction when external researchers “parachute in” 

to conduct research on community members, and leave without providing useful 

information, assistance, or sustainable ways to address problems. Bateson (1994) points 

to how solutions often have “too narrow a focus” which is often being forced upon the 

wrong audience. She continues, describing how single models are less likely to be viable 
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and plans more likely to go awry (p. 8) when attempts are made to apply these single 

models to a diversity of audiences.  

As government agencies such as the U.S. EPA are fundamentally in the 

“business” of educating the populace about how they can support one or more facets of 

society, lessons can be borrowed from the field of education. For example, the study of 

education is the study of experience (Dewey, 1897). It is time for agencies to do a better 

job of being open to learn about communities’ experiences and pre-existing knowledge in 

the effort to educate, rather than diving in with the assumption that communities’ 

experiences matter less than the agencies’ proven, technically “correct” model of 

knowledge being shared.  

 While the unwieldy and bureaucratic structure of many governmental 

organizations has contributed to the slow rate by which organizations consider 

implementing solutions to address this issue (Bullard & Johnson, 2000; Cargo & Mercer, 

2008), research has paved a clearer direction in which institutions can, and should, 

improve. We know, for instance, that participatory practices involving local community 

members in decision-making on issues that impact them has a far greater likelihood of 

resulting in effective and sustainable learning, education, empowerment, and change 

(Corburn, 2007). In one example of the efficacy of increased community participation, 

Beierle (2010) describes instances of how community members who were first educated 

in the different methods of waste disposal in their neighborhoods are more likely to 

develop sustainable, long-term solutions when it comes to deciding which approach to 

take.  
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 For the educational researcher, the fact that individuals’ active involvement in the 

learning process can positively affect learning comes as no surprise. Research points to 

how people learn, grow, and develop most effectively by having experience play a central 

role the learning process (Dewey, 1897; Kolb, Boyatzis & Mainemelis, 2001).  Having 

the opportunity to process, through social interaction, how novel information relates to 

prior knowledge can promote more sustainable learning. As Dewey (1897) writes, 

learning is the process whereby knowledge is created by transformation of experience.  

Taking this into account, one way that federal agencies can improve upon engaging with 

different populations, particularly around public health and environmental issues where 

behavioral change is needed, would be to encourage more social interaction among 

populations being served to create and examine shared experiences, to therefore promote 

deeper learning (Beirle, 2010)— a far different approach than “parachuting in,” 

disseminating information, and assuming the new knowledge change behavior. 

Government institutions such as the EPA should consider expanding their view of 

what constitutes outreach and education by incorporating this educational tenet more 

strategically into their daily practice. Research that takes a multidisciplinary approach is 

needed to understand this issue, in order to apply tenets of educational psychology in 

examining how government agencies engage with, and share new knowledge with 

populations that are, more than ever before, outside of the United States mainstream. 

Education researchers know, for instance, that relating new knowledge to prior 

knowledge can result in more sustainable learning outcomes; it has also been shown that 

interactions in which this learning occurs can have a profound and lasting impact 
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individuals’ perceptions of themselves (Wenger, 1999). In discussing adult learning 

specifically, Mezirow (1993) describes how learning from experience and being provided 

both the time and opportunity to process and engage in new material can prompt changes 

in adults’ identity. Richmond (2002) describes how interactions can enable adult learners 

to begin to positively reconstruct their lives in an educational setting. Indeed, 

“transformative learning can occur when groups of people come together in community 

or social groups to critically reflect on the conditions that may have constrained their 

actions and created difficulties” (Richmond, 2002, p. 5).  

Providing opportunities for more interaction during which people can share their 

experiences and stories during the learning process is a powerful tool that can be 

employed to delve deeper into the voices of public citizens (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990). And, as Richmond (2002) notes, analyzing people’s stories and experiences based 

upon their recollections and statements about their feelings and perspectives—the 

“narrative process”— empowers learners with the space to begin to reconstruct their lives 

in safe, educational settings. It bears repeating: transformative learning can occur when 

groups of people come together in community or social groups to reflect on the past and 

co-create new futures (Richmond, 2002).  Osborne (1993) describes how governmental 

institutions remain limited in their efforts to engage with different communities, by 

failing to understand or appreciate how engaging narrative can be a potent tool for this 

co-creation of “new futures” that Richmond (2002) describes.  And, Davison and Wagner 

(2005) write that governmental bureaucracies often fail to consider more non-traditional 

factors, such as the power of story, in their approach to working with diverse populations.  
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Additionally, as identity scholars know, allowing the opportunity, or the space, 

for narrative to emerge is a powerful tool for making positive and lasting impact on 

learners’ identities.  As McAdams (1993) writes, self-narratives—stories shared that 

make a point about the narrator— is one of the most powerful tools available to people in 

revising and reconstructing their identities. For this reason, creating the space and 

maintaining more opportunity for narrative interactions that encourage deeper, more 

sustainable learning is one way to for people to engage in identity work (McAdams, 

1993; Spector-Mersel, 2011). McAdams (1993) describes how identity work, or the 

process by which people define themselves in an iterative and interactive manner, is a 

powerful way to affect lasting change in people’s future lives. Each and every self-

narrative that a person shares is shared in the endeavor of identity construction, as self-

narratives are the principal way identity work takes place (Spector-Mersel, 2011). As 

Spector-Mersel (2011) notes, every point in a given story represents a choice from a 

range of alternatives potentially available in the narrator’s life history. When people tell a 

story about themselves, they are claiming identities through stories by sorting, filtering, 

and selecting form an “immense stockpile of raw biographical material contained on a 

life history” (p. 174). Being provided opportunities to create these stories, while 

connecting new knowledge to past experiences through self-narrative, is an underused yet 

powerful tool that can prompt deeper, richer learning and lasting behavior change in 

diverse populations. 

Research points to how individuals who come together to interact in order to 

process information to create shared understanding can have more sustainable, long-term 

learning outcomes. Scholarship also points to how these iterative, narrative-based 
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interactions can profoundly impact participants’ identities. This is valuable information 

that organizations with an education component to their mission should carefully 

consider and incorporate.  Additionally, organizations tasked with empowering diverse 

communities with knowledge related to such things as human health and the environment 

must do a far better job shifting from the oversimplified approach of information 

dissemination to the more complex understanding of how an individual’s potential for 

learning goes far beyond simple, top-down information acquisition. Organizations must 

continue to move towards approaching different communities with the mindset of first 

understanding their needs, and then engaging with them, in order to allow for the 

realization of participants’ full potential and the ability to use that knowledge and those 

skills for the greater good (Corburn, 2007).  

 

Immigrant Communities 

 Adding further to the complexity of this combined societal, institutional and 

communications problem is the rapidly evolving nature of immigrant communities within 

the fabric of American community life. As Corburn (2007) writes, not only are new 

immigrants more likely to live in underserved areas being impacted disproportionately by 

environmental problems, but the educational and communication barriers to 

understanding their respective situations, which can often include environmental and 

related public health issues, are profound. Adding to the complexity and persistence of 

this problem is the fact that in those unique situations in which success in engagement is 

not easily generalizable to all, including immigrant communities. 
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 Recent research has pointed to the need to better understand the unique and 

diverse needs of different populations that enter this country and often inhabit 

communities which are often far less likely to be trusting of government, while far more 

likely to suffer disproportionately from environmental and public health impacts. Adding 

to this complexity is the influx of new immigrants who gravitate to these geographic 

areas, who themselves are often wrestling with shifting identities (Killian & Johnson, 

2006). Immigration can be a time of personal re-making, where attitudes toward the 

environment are often flexible. 

 This issue is made even more challenging by the lack of generalizable research 

outcomes related to studying one community struggling with environmental hazards. 

Researchers, institutions and government organizations have learned the hard way that 

the application of research findings from one particular community’s “universal truth” 

cannot necessarily be applied all other communities, in other their respective contexts. 

[Note: While the specificity of this study, based on one specific Asian immigrant 

community’s success, may reduce the generalizability of the research outcomes, this 

qualitative approach is not intended to apply to all communities of Asian descent working 

on environmental projects. Rather, it is intended to add an additional layer of 

understanding to the body of research related to achieving environmental justice, by 

showing how participants’ interactions and resulting narratives may impact learning and 

creation of new meaning in a particular context.]  

 The combination of institutional, educational, societal and research challenges, 

coupled with the recent politicization of immigration and immigrants in America, all 

combine into what can seem like insurmountable barriers to effective engagement 
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between government and citizens in this country. More research is needed to explore the 

diverse experiences of new immigrant communities to this country. While they face 

unique challenges in understanding their new homelands, their positionality may also be 

a place of flexibility regarding environmental identity. These underserved and 

misunderstood populations provide opportunity for more effective individual 

engagement—engagement which is both critical and necessary if federal agencies such as 

the U.S. EPA seek to understand and engage with whom they are mandated by federal 

law to protect. This study discovers the impact that narrative-based interactions work on 

identities and learning, by exploring a unique case of environmental education. The 

findings may ultimately illuminate alternate, effective ways to achieving environmental 

justice. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore whether and how members of a South 

Asian immigrant community experienced changes in identity during education-based 

interactions, against a backdrop of an environmental master narrative. It examined a 

uniquely successful, hence revelatory case (Yin, 2013) in which a group of minority 

community members convened with federal partners on a regular basis over the span of 

five years to develop an environmental education program that became so successful that 

it is now touted as a potential framework of interaction for other underserved 

communities throughout the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. 

This study takes a narrative inquiry approach, focusing on personal narratives 

which emerged during interactions around this environmental project piloted by a small 

community, as a window into changes experienced by individuals and the community in 
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which they live. This study looked at narratives sparked by the project—narratives which, 

when shared, appeared to prompt identity changes among individual participants and the 

group of new immigrants to the United States. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) define 

narrative inquiry as way of understanding participants’ experiences through their telling 

of stories. While some scholars distinguish between narrative and story (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000), these terms are commonly used interchangeably by others and will be 

used interchangeably for this study. The study delves into narrative identity, or how 

individuals form an identity by integrating their life experiences into an evolving story of 

the self that provides the individual with a sense of unity and purpose in life (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). 

In this study, the term narrative was used interchangeably with what Delgado 

(1989) calls storytelling. Delgado argues that the term narrative need not always refer to 

“narrative”, but can also refer to as simple “once upon a time storytelling” (p. 4). This 

“once upon a time” approach to sharing information was consistently employed in this 

project by community participants in their interactions to advance a unique, immigrant-

lead, government-supported waste oil recycling pilot program called Feed the Barrel. 

They told and retold stories to make personal sense of the pilot project, as well as how it 

related to themselves as individuals and as a group, in order to propel pilot activities 

forward. The seemingly symbiotic relationship of learning, self-narrative, and identity 

which appear to have occurred during these interactions serves to illuminate government 

entities such as the U.S. EPA of the use of less traditional, but potentially more 

sustainable ways in which they can achieve their respective legal, civic and societal 

missions. 
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To do this, tenets of educational psychology were employed to understand how 

members of a fast-growing, predominantly new immigrant community in a large urban 

area engaged in what Goffman (1956) refers to as narrative work, or the process by which 

people narrate the events of their lived experiences in their past; create stories they tell 

about their lives, and relate these stories to their identities. This study explores the 

intersection of narrative work and identity occurred during the collaboration of one 

community with a federal institution on a unique environmental education pilot project. 

The project addressed environmental and public health related impacts of incorrectly 

disposed waste cooking oil ultimately providing a space in which people performed 

identity work allowing movement towards greater measures of self-worth and dignity. It 

seeks to add another perspective to the understanding of educational change processes by 

illustrating how narrative impacts identity, which in turn impacts learning. This 

relationship demands a more thoughtful approach to creating learning environments or 

opportunities that allow this to happen. 

 The study investigated whether, and how, a group of community members-- all 

from the same South Asian country, but of differing cultural, spiritual and economic 

backgrounds—interacted, and how these interactions were linked to shifts in individuals’ 

identities, enhancing both individual and collective community feelings of significance 

and self-worth. Specifically, this study explored how community participants employed 

narrative- Delgado’s (1989) simple “sharing of stories”- in order facilitate as well as 

manage these identity changes. 
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Learning through Narrative 

 This study was conducted on the premise that humans’ most basic drive is for a 

sense of self-worth and personal significance. Providing access to opportunities to attend 

to this sense of self-worth and significance depends in part on the roles and the stories 

available to us (Snow & Anderson, 1987). We know that one way in which people 

process new information is through narrative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; McAdams, 

2011), which allows them to make sense of who they have been in the past, who they 

want to be in the future, and who they have to be in the moment to link the two. Spector-

Mersel (2011) posits that a sense of identity is attained through the stories we tell 

ourselves and others—indeed, not only is identity expressed in narrative, but it is also 

constructed by it. She continues that while every narrative we share, to some extent, 

contributes to the endeavor of identity construction, self-narratives are the principal way 

people perform this identity work. As McAdams (2011) writes, when people express their 

narratives about themselves, they do so largely to achieve a sense of coherence, 

continuity and self-worth in their lives. 

Thus, this study used a revelatory case study (Yin, 2013), in which unique access 

was granted to observe a unique learning environment in which learning, narrative, and 

identity all came together and showed change. It explored whether, and how, the simple 

provision of novel opportunities to interact with others community members and 

government officials, allowed community voices to create meaning together in an 

apparently neutral space. The study delved into how these participants’ narrative 

interactions resulted in the co-creation of new, shared identities, which in turn served as a 

juggernaut to changing ideas and beliefs about how to move the pilot forward. 
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Research points to how people act in ways that they find to be congruent with 

their identity (Holland, 1998). To contribute to the body of knowledge related to how to 

best empower underserved populations, this study explored opportunities for expanding 

upon available roles and opportunities for narrative. It did so by seeking to answer the 

following questions:  

1. What happened when participants drew from prior experiences in their lives and 

shared these stories with others during interactions to move an environmental 

agenda forward? What qualities characterized the types of interactions that 

emerged? 

2. How, if at all, did the identities of key community participants change throughout 

their collaboration with a federal partner, with the master narrative of 

environmental protection as a backdrop?  

Exploring community members’ shifting identity work related to key, project-

based interactions can broaden our conceptualization of environmental justice, by 

advancing our understanding of the manner by which members of underrepresented 

communities understand environmental protection activities (Snow & Anderson, 1987). 

Being equipped with this knowledge can facilitate more productive, creative government-

community partnerships, by equipping civic institutions with a greater understanding of 

the diversity of methods they can employ to more effectively engage with, educate and 

empower a diversifying population.  

While this research aims to ultimately enhance institutional knowledge by 

improved engagement and learning, the focus of this study was on individuals’ stories. 

Through a symbolic interactionism paradigm, a narrative identity approach was used to 
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examine how community participants’ identities changed and matured This knowledge 

may then expand upon a wide range of possibilities for other underserved populations.  

 Analysis includes in-depth oral history interviews, coupled with triangulation of a 

wealth of data collected over the pilot’s first three years of existence including email 

correspondence, progress notes, letters, social media correspondence and images 

recorded and saved over the lifespan of the pilot.  

 In narrative inquiry, the researcher is not testing a hypothesis as much as entering 

a specific environment and joining in ongoing social interactions (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000) with the aim of understanding experience. In order to join that narrative, and to 

become part of the landscape, the researcher needs to be there long enough to grasp both 

the landscape, as well as the narrative threads that pulse through every moment and show 

up in what appears, upon first blush, to be a “mysterious code” (p. 77). Sharing one’s 

narrative is the attempt of trying to make sense of life as lived (p. 78), by a researcher 

being able to participate in and see things that work- or do not work- for people. As a 

narrative inquirer, I made myself as aware as possible of the many layered narratives at 

work, in order to look for “narrative threads” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), or themes, to 

emerge. 

The Case: Feed the Barrel 

 The original intent of the Feed the Barrel recycling pilot, upon which this research 

is focused, evolved from the still-prevalent notion in slow-moving federal bureaucratic 

circles that outreach is successful when citizens appear satisfied. In an effort to educate 

an underserved community on best practices to dispose of used cooking oil in homes, 

officials from the EPA partnered a minority community struggling with septic problems 
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related to improper oil disposal. The intent of this outreach was to disseminate best 

practices information to achieve environmental and public health. Simply put, EPA 

officials had planned to reach out to community to provide information on best practices 

for oil disposal. This effort to empower minority community members with factsheets 

was, in fact, to become yet another EJ activity providing a minority community with 

accurate information and then moving on.  

However, what initially started as the EPA working with community members to 

disseminate government-approved literature on proper waste oil disposal methods, has 

evolved into a unique and highly successful sustainability project in which this 

community went far beyond the simple dissemination of information. In the span of 

several years, and likely related to the unexpected opportunities for change that will be 

discussed in greater detail in this research, the pilot has since transformed into a high-

profile oil recycling program that is considered a model for other communities 

nationwide. The success of the pilot, which included community visioning meetings with 

spiritual leaders, trained minority youth ambassadors encouraged to “teach their 

grownups” about proper oil disposal, and recycling thousands of gallons of waste oil into 

biofuel and compost, is a far cry from the original plan to share information with a 

minority community to ensure equal access to environmental information. 

 It was during regular pilot-based interactions between community members that 

EPA officials began to notice a consistent type of storytelling being shared among 

community participants. This storytelling often related to community members’ sense of 

belonging in a new homeland. Stories also related to the creation of a new, more 

powerful collective identity between participants, that they pointed out could move the 
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pilot forward with greater success. These narrative-themed interactions also seemed to 

provide catalyst to many of the unique, education-based ideas that emerged from these 

discussions. These education and outreach ideas, it is worth noting, were far different 

from the Agency’s original intent of sharing environmental information. In sum, 

participant stories appeared to serve different purposes, including co-creating a collective 

story; transforming individual identity stories, and serving as a juggernaut for change in 

community participants ideas and practices in moving the pilot agenda forward. Through 

what Harper (2002) called an environmental master narrative, or a “powerful narrative 

that has great potential to bring grassroots actors into a globalized civil society, forming 

networks for public participation and political practice” (Harper, 2002, p. 101). 

For this reason, symbolic interaction is the natural lens through which this 

phenomenon will be approached. Symbolic interaction theory understands that people 

continuously change through interactions. Symbolic interactionists understand that there 

are multiple, subjective truths- there does not exist just one, universal, generalizable truth, 

regardless of how similar a group might appear (Fine, 1993). Symbolic interactionism, 

developed by Mead, and later expanded upon by Blumer in the early 20th century, is 

based on three tenets: first, that individuals act towards things based on the meanings 

they assign to these things, or “symbols”; second, that people assign meaning to things 

based on these interactions; and finally, that the meaning people assign to something is 

not permanent (Blumer, 1969; Lal, 2001). By using symbolic interactionism to explore 

how community participants make sense of the pilot and its impact on them, we can 

qualitatively discover how each community member understands, and changes, based on 

pilot interactions.   
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Symbolic interactionists understand that individual “micro-interactions” impact 

social life, as well as shape identity. While there is variability in different uses of the term 

“identity”—some use it to refer to the culture of a people (Calhoun, 1994); others to a 

social category (Tajfel, 1982); still others consider it a solely personal construct, and 

symbolic interactionists use it to refer to the composed meanings that people attach to 

multiple roles they play (Goffman, 1956). 

 Stryker and Burke (2000) expand upon Mead’s “society shapes self shapes social 

behavior” view of the relationship between identity and social interactions. They point 

out that society is a “mosaic of relatively durable patterned interactions and relationships, 

embedded in an array of groups, communities and institutions, and intersected by 

crosscutting boundaries of class, culture, gender, and other variables (p. 286). They put 

forth a theory of identity that argues that social structures affect self, and self affects 

social behaviors, they argue that both together form identity (Stryker & Burke, 2000).  

 Identity theorists who align with interactionism understand that the people have as 

many identities as they have distinct networks of relationships in which they occupy 

positions and play roles. Stryker and Burke (2000) point out that identity is internalized 

role expectation, and the multiple identities within oneself are organized in a way that 

supports concept of self-worth discussed by Snow and Anderson (1987). Identity, for the 

interactionist, is the organization of self-understandings that define one’s place in the 

world, with these self-understandings shifting based on interaction. As Holland (1998) 

posits, identities are always unfinished and are always in process. Mead understood that 

people create a sense of self in part via the reactions of others- that we learn about who 

we are through our interactions with others. Through this dynamic lens of symbolic 
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interactionism, and in order to understand meaningful shifts in identity, it is important to 

pay close attention to individual’s actions. These actions, which include narrative, or 

storytelling, are a window into, and a conduit by which one’s identity shifts.  

Polkinghorne (1995) writes that there is no better way to understand people than 

through their stories. And Ezzy (1998) posits that narrative gives us profound insight into 

identity changes, for people use self-narraive as a tool to make sense of their world. 

Going further, narrative identity focuses on how individuals employ narratives to develop 

and sustain a sense of personal unity and purpose from diverse experiences across the 

lifespan (McAdams, 1985) throughout these interactions. One might therefore posit that 

if people were constrained by available or sanctioned stories that they can tell 

(Polkinghorne, 1995), it would seem that providing the opportunity to create stories with 

others would help “open the space” for new stories to unfold. Singer (2001) writes about 

how the goal of people’s stories is often to raise their spirits, guide actions, or persuade 

others. Sharing these narratives is how individuals gain insight… and provides coherence 

to an overall sense of identity (Singer, 2001). “We come to know ourselves and to know 

about the world through the stories that we tell, and through the meanings that we 

construct from these self-defining narratives” (Singer, 2001, p. 454).  

Harper (2002) asserts that different types of narrative elicit different dynamics. In 

her review of the environment as a master narrative, Harper (2002) outlines how one’s 

environment has become a global narrative around which people organize. 

Environmentalism proposes to organize and mobilize human action in order to protect the 

endangered environment. She posits that ecology has become a masterframe, 

transforming the field of political debate. When people interact on a topic related to a 
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common situation- such as the environment-- they mutually verify the identities held by 

each and their commitment to one another increases. Furthermore, they begin to view 

themselves as a group with a new, co-created social structure. Equipped with an 

environmental master narrative, people have been shown to “reorganize such disparate 

elements as gender, ethnicity, perceptions of risk, and landscape aesthetics into 

"discourse coalitions" around the concept of the threatened environment” (Harper, 2002, 

p. 23).  In sum, it appears that this particular, mobilizing narrative backdrop facilitates 

people’s ability foster new geographical or ethnic affinities (Escobar, 1997; Harper, 

2002).  

 De Fina points out that narrative is particularly relevant when studying 

immigrants’ identity changes. De Fina (2003) posits that studying immigrant 

communities use of narrative, or storytelling, is especially important in order to assess 

and evaluate ways these minority, often underserved communities fit into a host society, 

and to provide knowledge about those who are often the object of victimization, 

stereotyping or misjudgment. Complexities of immigrants’ realities and experiences are 

best told through story (Delgado, 1989). It would appear that the success of this particular 

sustainability pilot is in large part intertwined with community participants’ narrative 

related to pilot progress. Delgado (1989) writes that storytelling often emerges when 

language is limited but the narrative needs to be freed. Indeed, he argues that doing “less 

talking, and more listening” to immigrant narratives would decrease stereotyping, and 

increase understanding of them in order to serve them. 

 It was hypothesized that this particular pilot program created a unique space for 

novel interactions to occur between diverse community participants. Not only did these 
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interactions provide opportunity for the development of creative and unexpected 

solutions, but they appear to have sparked a variety of opportunities for participants to 

co-create, using narrative, new and evolving identities for themselves and perhaps for the 

collective group. Bateson’s (1994) concept of improvisation can illuminate this study. As 

this researcher posits, narrative is improvised in novel interactions in when participants 

are unfamiliar with others or the unaware of new protocols.  In these cases, people are 

caught in the tension (Bateson, 1994; Holland, 1998) between past histories and present 

discourses and situations or symbols, resulting in a continuous “self-fashioning”, 

dependent on social support and vulnerable to change, but with a “modicum” of self-

direction always being available (Holland, 1998). This research will incorporate into its 

investigation what Bateson (1994) describes as the quality of improvisation that often 

characterizes interactions between different people of different backgrounds and different 

assumptions. This improvisational narrative style, which often results from the attempt to 

“seize upon fragmentary clues” (Bateson, 1994, p. 8) during encounters in which novelty 

might first seem unfamiliar and even chaotic, seemed to emerge often during novel 

interactions throughout pilot based gatherings. 

Greater understanding of the ways in which a culture, its history, and its structures 

and interplay with environmental protection should become a necessary goal of 

environmental justice, in order to help people construct, critique and transform their 

worlds in more fair and sustainable ways (Stevenson et al., 2014). This is a far different 

governmental approach than simply checking off the box of “public participation” or 

“community satisfaction” and moving on. This research argues that we can do better, by 

taking the time to provide opportunity, notice, identify, and understand interactions—
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those unexpected opportunities—during which people who engage in new information 

more deeply, through narrative and identity, are far more likely to benefit in the long-

term.  

This research was conducted through the symbolic interactionist understanding 

that society is continuously created through interactions between individuals. Symbolic 

interactionists understand that there are multiple, subjective truths—there does not exist 

simply one, universal, generalizable truth, regardless of how similar a group of 

community members might appear (Fine, 1993). This theoretical framework will provide 

a lens through which this study seeks to explore, and expand upon the concept of 

environmental justice. Developed by Mead, and later expanded upon by Blumer in the 

early 20th century, symbolic interaction is based on three tenets: first, that individuals act 

towards things based on the meanings they assign to these things, or “symbols”; second, 

that people assign meaning to things based on these interactions, and finally, that the 

meaning people assign to something is not permanent (Blumer, 1969; Fine, 1993). In his 

article on the “sad demise, mysterious disappearance, and glorious triumph of symbolic 

interactionism,” Fine (1993) discussed how symbolic interaction theory has undergone 

ebbs and flows in mainstream social science history. Critics in the mid-twentieth century 

charged symbolic interactionism with being “individualizing and subjective rather than 

structural and objective” (Fine, 1993, p. 67). They suggested it was overly preoccupied 

with the fleeting, the episodic, the marginal- neglecting whole areas of group life” (Fine, 

1993).  Despite these criticisms, and the resulting ebbs and flows in its mainstream 

application by social scientists, symbolic interactionism continues to be one of the major 

conceptual theories through which education is understood (Ezzy, 1998). This is in large 
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part due to the flexible and highly pragmatic understanding that group life is always inter-

subjective, multi-perspectival, reflective, activity based, negotiable, and relational (Ezzy, 

1998; Fine, 1993). 

 The first tenet of symbolic interactionism is that people act towards things based 

on the meaning they assign to them. The following employs a hypothetical example, 

related to the pilot, to clarify this first tenet. A local graphic designer offered to design 

and provide copyright to, free of charge, a professional logo that would visually represent 

the environmental pilot called Feed the Barrel. Initial community reactions towards the 

logo ranged from indifference, to enthusiasm towards the new graphic barrel design. 

When questioned about their reactions, those who were indifferent to the logo said they 

not feel as though a small design would add to the pilot’s progress. The meaning that less 

enthusiastic community members may have assigned to the logo would perhaps indicate 

less positive meaning assigned than those who expressed excitement at having a 

professional logo to use in their educational materials. Indeed, those who expressed 

excitement about the logo said they were “honored” that a “professional American artist” 

considered their project worthy of a logo design. They stated that they felt there was a 

great deal of prestige in a logo. Through the symbolic interactionist lens, it would be 

understood that while several participants appeared to place little to no positive meaning 

to a logo, other participants appeared to have assigned positive meanings to a logo 

designed by a local American artist. 

 The second tenet of symbolic interactionism is understanding that people assign 

these meanings to things based on interactions. To continue using the logo example, this 

tenet could be illustrated by any potentially new or shifting meanings participants placed 
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on the logo over the span of several months of discussion. An interactionist would posit 

that the meaning that each placed on the logo would be impacted by conversations related 

to how they would use it, where they would display it; and planning considerations 

related to education and outreach materials. Indeed, there was a point during pilot 

interactions when discussions related to the logo shifted, filled with enthusiasm regarding 

participants wearing the logo on their shirts; recognition of the barrel by others, and pride 

in the fact that they had a symbol that unified them. Through the symbolic interactionist 

lens, it is not only possible, but highly likely that any shift in meaning assigned by 

participants towards this logo would be due to these interactions. 

 The third tenet of symbolic interactionism is that the meaning people assign to 

something is not permanent. The symbolic interactionist believes that the meaning that 

people assign to things evolves based on their interactions with other people, events, 

ideas and environments, and assign meaning to these things in order to decide how to act 

(Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969). To follow the example of the logo, community members’ 

attitudes towards this graphic image of a smiling barrel might have shifted from one pilot 

planning interaction to the next, perhaps based on the manner by which others reacted to 

it. What may have started as one individual placing negative meaning on what they 

perceive as an overly cartoonish logo, for example, could evolve through interactions 

with others, into the realization that this simple cartoon design could effectively relay an 

environmental message. Symbolic interactionists posit that things would not stop at this 

point, for meanings that are assigned to symbols are never permanent. Engaging in 

further interactions with yet another community member with his or her meanings 

assigned to the logo could impact the first participant’s perception of the logo. The 
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meaning each participant assigns to the Feed the Barrel logo, in sum, would continually 

shift based on each interaction with others. 

 In this example, the interactionist paradigm illustrates how people believe and 

behave based on the meaning they give to things, based on social interactions (Fine, 

1993). As yet another hypothetical example of symbolic interactionism using this pilot 

project, community members had to decide how to collect used cooking oil from 

neighborhood homes. They settled upon using cost-effective, 50-gallon receptacles as oil 

collection receptacles. Unsurprisingly, these large barrel-shaped containers were initially 

perceived as “ugly” and “dirty.” After numerous interactions in pilot planning meetings; 

and growing success of the pilot, could these oil collection barrels used to collect 

recyclable oil, and represented by a professional logo found on t-shirts and other 

educational materials, conceivably transform via numerous interactions with diverse 

participants, into something beyond simply a dirty barrel? Could this symbol, through 

interactions, become a symbol of community, sustainability, and pride? 

 This research was conducted with the understanding that a group of participants, 

who interacted regularly regarding an educational pilot serving as a master narrative 

(Harper, 2002) gave meaning to each of their interactions. These meanings continually 

shifted, based on each interaction. As Holstein and Gubrium (2000) point out, the self is 

constructed at the crossroads of narrative, social interaction, and an institutional 

landscape. This study seeks to learn how the symbols that permeated these interactions 

impacts participants’ interactions, and how these interactions impact participants’ 

understanding of individual and collective identity. And, as Harper (2002) writes, the 
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environment can serve as an organizing narrative for building grassroots activist 

networks, forging coalitions across ethnic boundaries, and empowering participation.  

 Methodologies typically associated with symbolic interaction include 

ethnography, case study, grounded theory, and biography (Fine, 1993). While Mead and 

Blumer, the unofficial “fathers” of symbolic interactionism, did not specifically 

recommend processes nor methodologies by which human interactions should be 

explored, Ezzy (1998) argues for understanding these interactions through the lens of 

narrative identity, for “self-identity is formed in narrative” (Ezzy, 1998, p. 27). The 

interactionist understands that individual’s identities are in process and unfinished, 

continuously being made and remade as interactions occur. This process involves an 

“interweaving of the past; the past’s effects on the present, and the symbolic 

reconstruction of the past in the present, through narrative” (p. 28). And, narrative 

identities are sustained and transformed through the influence of social relationships as 

mediated by institutional structures. 

Research Questions 

 This study sought to better understand the narrative processes that occurred with 

one community successfully participated in a uniquely successful pilot program from 

which changes in community members’ knowledge occurred. As narrative provides a 

window into identity, This interview-based study aimed to add to the current literature by 

capturing the phenomenon from the perspective of participants sharing perspectives, 

telling stories, and making environmental decisions on behalf of their community.  
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The study asked the following research questions: 

1. What happened when participants drew from prior experiences in their lives and 

shared these stories with others during interactions to move an environmental 

agenda forward? What qualities characterized the types of interactions that 

emerged? 

2. How, if at all, did the identities of key community participants change throughout 

their collaboration with a federal partner, with the master narrative of 

environmental protection as a backdrop?  

 

Significance of the Study 

 In answering these research questions, the study’s findings shed light on this 

phenomenon from the perspective of key participants. The study also yields insight into 

the complex interplay of factors such as identity, empowerment, and problem-solving 

when new immigrants are given the opportunity to interact to develop communal 

understanding in how to approach to a public health problem. The insight points to how a 

specific group of people, at a specific point in time, with the backdrop of what Harper 

(2002) calls an environmental master narrative, shared stories to relay information. From 

these stories, consistent themes emerged across key participants’ narratives. The 

identities, and more specifically, the environmental identities of all five community 

participants shifted throughout their participation in the program. The significance of this 

knowledge speaks to what has the potential of occurring when a group of new arrivals to 

a country are given opportunity to interact on an environmental topic which has shown to 
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serve as a launching pad for largely positive shifts in identity. While the concept of 

environmental justice remains constrained by past history of racial inequity, this 

knowledge of powerful emergent themes and shifting identities shared in immigrants’ 

voices, expands on this limiting framework. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Despite the number of ethnic minorities growing in the United States, scant 

research exists that delves into the environmental inequities these new immigrants bear. 

What research that does exist relates broadly to the injustices they bear; it does not delve 

into their feelings and attitudes about the environment as it relates to them in their new 

country. Even less is known about how they might be mobilized to attend to pollution and 

related environmental health impacts pollution causes (Carter & Silva, 2013). 

Additionally, there is a gap in related scholarship that examines whether or how new 

immigrant communities or groups might take environmental action, and just as scant 

research that delves into how members of new immigrants groups even perceive the 

concept of environmental protection in their new country (Carter & Silva, 2013). They go 

further, writing that this is a gap in understanding which should not be ignored, as new 

immigrants provide a valuable, “first-generation window of opportunity… for 

incorporation into environmental movements and achieving equity” (Carter, Silver & 

Guzman, 2013). 

The purpose of this literature review is to explore what we do know about 

involving public citizens in environmental protection activities in the United States, and 

what we need to discover in order to address the continued environmental issues and 

diversifying populations directly impacted by these pollution and human health-related 

problems. It comprises a review of existing scholarship on a number of concepts which 

are critical to illuminating understanding of how one Philadelphia-based, immigrant-lead 
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community environmental pilot has achieved unique levels of success and sustainability. 

Following this, it pinpoints a distinct area in which a gap in the literature exists - a gap 

which invariably presents an opportunity to delve deeper into understanding one case 

study, as well as ways in which similar cases can be encouraged and replicated.  

This review will highlight the history, evolution, and salience of environmental 

justice, as it relates to the emergence and subsequent proliferation of community-lead 

environmental projects in the United States. Following this discussion of environmental 

justice, it provides an overview of environmental identity, a concept critical to 

understanding one of the factors used to explain why people are motivated to address 

environmental issues.  

Next, it will provide an overview and critical discussion of the scholarship related 

to symbolic interactionism, the theoretical framework through which these concepts are 

applied and this research was conducted. Symbolic interactionism will segue into a 

discussion of narrative identity, and its potential relationship to environmental identity as 

illustrated in this revelatory case study. Delving into existing literature on these two 

constructs provides a window into, as well as a conduit for shifts in, identity to occur 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Polkinghorne, 1995).  

This section concludes with the concept of improvisation (Bateson, 1994; 

Holland, 1998), a phenomenon that emerged with great regularity during participant 

interactions throughout this environmental pilot’s lifespan. Improvisation, writes Bateson 

(1994), is noteworthy in that it most often occurs in moments of flux during novel 

situations, and often results in new and creative solutions. At the conclusion, the way in 
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which these different concepts and the related scholarship interrelate provides a starting 

point from which to discuss the review results. 

Environmental Justice 

The overarching goal of this study is to expand upon the concept of 

environmental justice, a concept whose definition has evolved over the past 20 years and 

continues to evolve. One challenge of tackling environmental justice, commonly referred 

to within many federal and state agencies in the United States as “EJ”, is definition 

inconsistency within a concept that includes the abstract ideas of “justice” and the 

“environment”. Another challenge that prevents EJ from being achieved more often is the 

extreme politicization of the concept (Brulle & Pellow, 2006). For the purposes of this 

study, I propose a baseline definition in order to effectively explore this issue. 

         In addition to the unofficial start of the environmental justice movement in 1982 

at the PCB-contaminated landfill in Warren County discussed earlier in this dissertation, 

EJ scholars agree that a 1987 report commissioned by the United Church of Christ, the 

first national report to associate race and ethnicity with proximity to hazardous waste 

sites (Commission for Racial Justice, 1987), coined this term. Not only did this report use 

the term “environmental justice”, it sparked a more national dialog, greatly expanding 

previously localized, grassroots discussions and community complaints of shared racial 

and socio-economic characteristics, being disproportionately impacted by hazardous 

waste sites (UCC, 1987).  

Two decades later, this definition still appeared accurate, when compared to the 

findings of the original 1987 report. A 2007 follow up report which found that “the 

magnitude of racial disparities around hazardous waste facilities is much greater than 



 

 

35 

what previous national studies have reported” (Bullard, Mohai, Saha & Wright, 2008), 

with negative impacts “disproportionately borne by people of color and low income 

communities” (p. 371). It is noteworthy that both of these landmark cases, as well as the 

many that followed over the coming decades which helped to define and re-establish the 

concept of environmental justice were based on people’s reactions to clear environmental 

injustices borne. This dissertation, as stated earlier, seeks to expand upon the definition of 

environmental justice by describing how a certain communities’ proactive stance might 

be considered just as important a component to creating a more equitable approach to 

environmental protection for all. 

Throughout the 1990s, the EJ discussion expanded beyond hazardous waste sites, 

to more generalized environmental problems which disproportionately impacted 

underserved groups (Corburn, 2007). However, as Brulle and Pellow (2006) point out, 

while there is a renewed focus on equity and justice, rarely does the EJ literature delve 

deeply enough into solving problems related to inequitable environmental and health 

impacts on certain groups of people. “It (environmental justice) remains an ineffectual 

band-aid on the wounds of the earth and its inhabitants” (Brulle & Pellow, 2006, p. 44).  

         The victimization paradigm that is so commonly associated with environmental 

justice resulting from several decades of an initial “oppressor-oppressed” orientation 

suffered by underserved communities, has thankfully shifted in recent years. Today, due 

in large part to environmental justice scholar Charles Lee’s research and writing on the 

subject, this once highly contentious and singularly-focused issue has evolved into one 

which “all could agree relates concepts relating to public health, environmental, 

economic, and social concerns… based upon the idea that community member health, 
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individually and collectively, is a product of physical, social, cultural, and spiritual 

factors” (Lee, 2002, p. 141). Lee writes that bureaucracies such as the EPA grapple with 

this complexity and should strive to “expand on the conversation to using tools which are 

holistic, bottom-up, community-based, multi-issue, cross-cutting, interdependent, 

integrative, and unifying” (Lee, 2002, p. 142). He points out that EJ extends beyond 

victimization, and comprises environmental cleanup, economic revitalization, and holistic 

community planning in a way that builds community capacity (Lee, 2002, p. 144). Lee’s 

writing served as a welcome catalyst that sparked a shift in how both scholars and 

practitioners approach the EJ phenomenon. Consequently, rather than focus solely on the 

victimization aspect of EJ, research expanded to a distributive justice aspect, in which a 

more equitable distribution of goods, knowledge and access was the focus (Corburn, 

2007; Lee, 2002). 

         Over the past 10 years, environmental justice has evolved into a concept that is far 

less limited, and therefore less limiting, than the original oppressor-victim paradigm 

largely through activism that sparked more discussion and resultant elevated levels of 

awareness of issues. (Brulle & Pellow, 2006). Today, federal environmental justice 

activities can range from equitable approaches to environmental protection, to 

community member involvement identifying neighborhood environmental opportunity or 

problem areas to proactively pinpointing underserved neighborhoods to empower with 

environmental best practices (Fraser et al., 2006). Indeed, the majority of literature on EJ 

practices in the past decade has focused far more on participatory approaches to engage 

underserved communities (Hillman, 2002). Now that ample research illustrates 
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participatory community practices pave the way to earlier community satisfaction with 

distributive justice-oriented EJ practices, the paradigm is clearly shifting (Fraser, 2006). 

Also due in large part to more research in a relatively “young” field, and armed 

with numerous lessons learned over the past few decades, practitioners now know that EJ 

is far more achievable when aligned with community-based participatory practice. These 

activities are based on understanding that health and environmental best practices are 

more effective when community members are involved in the development and 

implementation of the decisions that affect them. Brosius (1999) describes how 

environmental movements, such as environmental justice, provide a “rich site for the 

study of local articulations, narratives and agency” (p. 40). Much of the growing 

interdisciplinary literature on the role of environmental movements and non-

governmental organizations highlights the environmental protection potential to bring 

grassroots actors into a globalized civil society, forming transnational networks for public 

participation (Lipshutz, 1996; Peet & Watts 1996).   

Federal, as well as many state governments’ approach to achieving environmental 

justice typically comprise educating the public; trying to involve community members in 

decision-making; attempts at involving community members in cross training and 

engaging citizens in change activities (EPA, 2018). The Agency has published 

acknowledgment that responding to community needs rather than imposing a 

preconceived idea of what would help the community has been proven time and time 

again to elicit greater trust, sustainability of efforts, and efficacy of progress in public 

health initiatives (Sloane, 2003).   
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Some would argue, however, that the current EJ paradigm through which we 

operate must evolve further in order to remain relevant in a world with increasingly 

polluted land, air and water, inhabited by an increasingly diverse populace as compared 

to decades prior when the EJ movement was born (Brulle & Pellow, 2006). In 2006, 

Charnley and Engelbert, for instance, conducted research on the EPA’s Superfund toxic 

waste site program to explore effectiveness of federal community outreach practices, 

which include environmental justice practices. Community feedback revealed highly 

mixed results related to the public perception of how federal government approached 

public participatory activities. Not surprisingly, while community members who were 

most informed about and involved in the cleanup process at sites were also the most 

satisfied, the Agency’s nationwide community engagement efforts were extremely 

uneven. Additionally, evaluation of community engagement results was lacking 

throughout the organization. 

Carter, Silva and Guzman (2013) write that while underserved communities with 

lower socioeconomic are negatively impacted by environmental injustices, new 

immigrants are often forgotten in addressing the issue. They point out that when policy-

makers do discuss migrants and/or immigrant groups in America, they are often 

portrayed as “environmental refugees” within a larger narrative of global ecological 

crises, rather than discussing their relationship to the environment in their new home 

country. They write that this is a gap in understanding which should not be ignored, as 

new immigrants provide a valuable, “first-generation window of opportunity … for 

incorporation into environmental movements” and equity (Carter, Silver & Guzman, 

2013). 



 

 

39 

As ethnic minorities expand, not only is there a paucity of research related to 

them and related environmental justice-related actions in the United States, but also scant 

scholarship into their attitudes about environmental issues (Carter, Silva & Guzman, 

2013). In a 1994 Presidential Executive Order proclaiming environmental justice for all 

Americans: “each federal agency shall conduct its programs, policies, and activities that 

substantially affect human health or the environment, in a manner that ensures that such 

programs, policies, and activities do not have the effect of excluding persons (including 

populations) from participation in, denying persons (including populations) the benefits 

of, or subjecting persons (including populations) to discrimination under, such, programs, 

policies, and activities, because of their race, Color, or national origin” (Order, 1994). 

While we as a nation are well equipped to move the needle towards more equitable and 

just environmental activity and participation, we are far less knowledgeable about how to 

include newer arrivals to this country, often living in underserved communities, in these 

critical environmental protection and EJ-related activities (Silva, 2013). More research 

must be conducted to illuminate how underserved, increasingly immigrant communities 

can be involved in addressing environmental issues that impact both them, and others in 

their often ethnically diverse, and diversifying, neighborhoods. 

Environmental Identity 

 As reviewed earlier, the idea of environmental justice relates to diversity of social, 

political, ethnic and economic and personal factors. Additionally, environmental justice 

and identity scholars have identified environmental identity as one of the many lenses 

though which one can understand, address and achieve environmental justice. And, 

environmental identity is one of the lenses through which this study seeks to expand upon 
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current understanding of how to achieve environmental justice. Environmental identity is 

defined as how people form their self-concept through a sense of connection with the 

non-human natural world, which impacts how we see and interact with that world 

(Clayton, 2003). It has proven to be a motivating force, often having a significant impact 

on guiding individual and group behavior resulting from interactions with the natural 

world, and socially constructed understandings of oneself and of others (Chawla, 1999). 

While some value the natural environment, others may simply reap psychological 

benefits from being part of a functioning system, or environment and the positive 

emotions associated with that identity (Clayton, 1998). 

Scholarship on environmental identity, however, is limited to a few areas of 

study. Clayton (1998), for instance, has written about how environmental identity is more 

compatible with collectivism than with individualism, and delves into the social aspect of 

the environmental identity construct. Still others, such as Bell (2010), get more specific, 

arguing that environmental identity is gendered and writing, “women generally constitute 

the rank and file of the environmental movement” as they draw upon their protector 

identities as mothers seeking justice for their families and children (p. 84). Remaining 

scholarship that touches on environmental identity does so in an ancillary way, often 

mentioning it briefly as one of the subsets of social identity. The literature lacks research 

on immigrants’ environmental identities; how this identity might impact new immigrants 

in their new country, and how a deeper level of understanding of the relationship of their 

identities to their natural surroundings may relate to achieving more social good, such as 

greater levels of environmental justice. Snow and McAdam (2000) describe a process by 

which people move from original identities to new identities upon in times of flux. For 
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example, the act of migrating to a new country is a time of flux, which they posit would 

prompt identity convergence. They describe how this change is due to identity 

construction, or the alignment or linkage of individual and collective identities and 

action. This study delves into changes experiences by immigrant participants as they are 

placed within a unique situation in which past identities are reconciled with others’ 

identities that individuals possess, and the shared, collective identity of a new group to 

which they belong. This evidence serves as the perfect segue into a discussion of the 

theoretical paradigm through which this study will analyze this phenomenon: symbolic 

interactionism. 

Conceptual Framework: Symbolic Interaction 

 Symbolic interaction is the natural lens through which this study will be 

approached. Symbolic interaction theory postulates people continuously change through 

interactions. Interactionists know that there are multiple, subjective truths - there does not 

exist just one, universal, generalizable truth, regardless of how similar a group might 

appear (Fine, 1993). Going further, symbolic interactionism, developed by Mead, and 

later expanded upon by Blumer in the early 20th century, is based on three tenets: first, 

that individuals act towards things based on the meanings they assign to these things, or 

“symbols”; second, that people assign meaning to things based on these interactions, and 

finally, that the meaning people assign to something is not permanent (Blumer, 1969; Lal, 

2001). This study was conducted by employing the theoretical lens of symbolic 

interactionism in order to most effectively understand how community participants made 

sense of their past lives in their homelands; their environmental work in their new host 

country, and ultimately, the impact that these shifting meanings had on them. Blumer’s 
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study found that a shift in community members’ environmental identities occurred, 

through narrative, during pilot interactions. Having this increased understanding of how 

first generation arrivals share stories and process information with one another in order to 

achieve an environmental goal provided a revelatory opportunity to learn how 

environmental protection can be approached with people who are more likely to respond 

to, be inclined to engage in story telling to share information (Ball-Rokeach, 2001). 

 Symbolic interactionists understand that individual “micro-interactions” impact 

social life as well as shape identity. While there is variability in the term “identity”- some 

refer to the culture of a people (Calhoun, 1994); others to a social category (Tajfel, 1982); 

still others consider it solely a personal construct, and symbolic interactionists refer to the 

composed meanings that people attach to multiple roles they play (Goffman, 1956). 

Stryker and Burke (2000) expand upon Mead’s “society shapes self shapes social 

behavior” view of the relationship between identity and social interactions. They point 

out society is a “mosaic of relatively durable patterned interactions and relationships, 

embedded in a array of groups, communities and institutions, and intersected by 

crosscutting boundaries of class, culture, gender, and other variables (p. 286). They put 

forth a theory of identity arguing social structures affect self and self affects social 

behaviors, together forming identity (Stryker & Burke, 2000). 

   Identity researchers aligning with interactionism understand that people have as 

many identities as distinct networks of relationships in which they occupy positions and 

play roles. Stryker and Burke (2000) point out that identity is internalized role 

expectation, and multiple identities within oneself are organized in a way that supports 

concept of self-worth discussed by Snow and Anderson (1987). Identity, for the 
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interactionist, is the organization of self-understandings that define one’s place in the 

world, with these self-understandings shifting based on interaction.  

As Holland (1998) writes, identities are always unfinished and always in process. 

Mead understood that people create a sense of self in part via the reactions of others- that 

we learn about who we are through our interactions with others. By applying this 

dynamic lens of symbolic interactionism to understand meaningful shifts in identity 

related to this revelatory case, it is important to pay close attention to individual’s actions. 

This research seeks to examine these actions, largely through narrative, or storytelling, by 

using them as a window into understanding whether and how an environmental or other 

identity shifts. 

Narrative Identity with Environmental Master Narrative 

Polkinghorne (1995) writes that there is no better way than to understand people 

than through their stories. And Ezzy (1998) posits that narrative gives us great insight 

into identity changes, for people use it as a tool to make sense of their world. Going 

further, narrative identity focuses on how individuals employ narratives to develop and 

sustain a sense of personal unity and purpose from diverse experiences across the lifespan 

(McAdams, 1985) throughout these interactions. One might therefore posit if people were 

constrained by available or sanctioned stories that they can tell (Polkinghorne, 1995), it 

would seem that providing the opportunity to create stories with others would help “open 

the space” for new stories to unfold. Singer (2001) writes how the goal of people’s stories 

is often to raise their spirits, guide actions, or persuade others. Sharing these narratives is 

how individuals gain insight… and provides coherence to an overall sense of identity 

(Singer, 2001). “We come to know ourselves and to know about the world through the 
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stories that we tell, and through the meanings that we construct from these self-defining 

narratives” (Singer, 2001, p. 454). 

 Storytelling often relates to how community members make sense of whether or 

not they feel like they belong in their new homeland. They also pointed out stories that 

related to the creation of a new, more powerful collective identity between participants 

could move the pilot forward with greater success. These narrative-themed interactions 

also seemed to provide a catalyst to many of the unique, education-based ideas that 

emerged from these discussions. It is worth noting that these education and outreach 

ideas were far different from the Agency’s original intent of sharing environmental 

information. In sum, participant stories appeared to serve different purposes, including 

co-creating a collective story, transforming individual identity stories, and serving as a 

juggernaut for change in community participants ideas and practices in moving the pilot 

agenda forward. These ideas were often expressed with reminders to one another that 

environmental protection was part of their new and evolving collective identity. 

Improvisation  

A specifically distinct style of storytelling emerged during participant interactions 

throughout the case study. This seemingly organic, evolving style of storytelling which 

participant observers witnessed is likely what Bateson (1994) describes as a process by 

which people in novel situations subconsciously shift their identities. They do this 

through the act of improvisation (Bateson, 1994; Holland, 1998). As these researchers 

posit, narrative is improvised in novel interactions when participants are unfamiliar with 

others or the unaware of new protocols. In these cases, people are caught in the tension 

(Bateson, 1994; Holland, 1998) between past histories and present discourses and 
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situations or symbols, resulting in a continuous “self-fashioning”, dependent on social 

support and vulnerable to change, but with a “modicum” of self-direction always being 

available (Holland, 1998). People produce this self direction from cultural resources 

available to them, understandings of themselves, and communicating with themselves 

past and present actions. They are always engaged in forming identities, producing self-

understandings that guide future behavior (Holland, 1998, p. 6).  This emphasizes how 

identities are improvised, in the flow of activity, from cultural resources at hand. 

Identities are dependent on social environment, support, but self-direction is also 

possible. 

This research will incorporate into its investigation what Bateson (1994) describes 

as the quality of improvisation that often characterizes interactions between different 

people of different backgrounds and different assumptions. This improvisational narrative 

style, which often results from the attempt to “seize upon fragmentary clues” (Bateson, 

1994, p. 8) during encounters in which novelty might first seem unfamiliar and even 

chaotic, seemed to emerge often during interactions throughout the pilot being studied in 

this revelatory case study. 

Harper (2002) also writes that different types of narrative elicit different 

dynamics. This researcher goes further, positing that certain narrative backdrops elicit 

certain “flavors” of storytelling. In her review of the environment as a master narrative, 

Harper (2002) outlines how one’s environment has become a global narrative around 

which people organize. Environmentalism proposes to organize and mobilize human 

action in order to protect the endangered environment. She posits that ecology has 

become a master frame, transforming the field of political debate. When people interact 
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on a topic related to a common situation- such as the environment-- they mutually verify 

the identities held by each, their commitment to one another increases. Furthermore, they 

begin to view themselves as a group with a new, co-created social structure. Equipped 

with an environmental master narrative, people have been shown to “reorganize such 

disparate elements as gender, ethnicity, perceptions of risk, and landscape aesthetics into 

"discourse coalitions" around the concept of the threatened environment.” In sum, it 

appears that this neutral narrative backdrop facilitates people’s ability foster new 

geographical or ethnic affinities (Escobar, 1997; Harper, 2001). 

         De Fina points out that narrative is particularly relevant when studying 

immigrants’ identity changes. De Fina (2003) posits that studying immigrant 

communities use of narrative, or storytelling, is especially important in order to assess 

and evaluate ways these minority, often underserved communities, fit into a host society, 

and to provide knowledge about those who are often the object of victimization, 

stereotyping or misjudgment. Complexities of immigrants’ realities and experiences are 

best told through story (Delgado, 1989). It would appear that the success of this particular 

sustainability pilot is in large part intertwined with community participants’ narrative 

related to pilot progress. Delgado (1989) continues, pointing out that storytelling often 

emerges when language is limited but the narrative needs to be freed. Indeed, he argues 

that doing “less talking, and more listening” to immigrant narratives would decrease 

stereotyping, and increase understanding of them in order to serve them. 

Summary 

 It is presently hypothesized that the environmental pilot being studied created a 

unique space for novel interactions to occur between diverse community participants, 
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enhanced by an environmental master narrative as backdrop. Not only did these 

interactions provide opportunity for the development of creative and unexpected 

solutions, but they appear to have sparked a variety of opportunities for participants to 

co-create new and evolving environmental and perhaps others identities for themselves 

and for the collective group.  

Greater understanding of the ways in which a culture, its history and its structures, 

all interplay with environmental protection should become a necessary goal of 

environmental justice in order to help people construct, critique and transform their 

worlds in more fair and sustainable ways (Stevenson et al., 2014). This is a far different 

governmental approach than simply checking off the boxes of “public participation” 

and/or  “community satisfaction” and/or “flyers distributed”-- activities that are all too 

often conducted in those communities which “make the most noise” (EPA, Unfinished 

Business, 1998). This research argues that we can do better, by taking the time to provide 

opportunity, notice, identify, and understand successful engagement and learning which, 

in this revelatory case, illustrate unexpected and improvised opportunities that 

empowered a specific group of people to achieve success. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  



 

 

48 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative, interview-based study was  to understand whether 

and how new immigrants to the United States experienced shifts in identity while telling 

and retelling stories during their work an the environmental pilot program. This story 

sharing occurred when key participants convened in order to move an environmental 

protection agenda forward in their new host country. More specifically, this dissertation 

takes a single case approach, defined as an “often qualitative inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon, when the focus is on understanding the dynamics present in 

a single setting” (Eisenhardt, 1989). This case approach was fitting, for it investigated a 

predefined phenomenon that did not involve control or manipulation of variables—yet 

another quality of the single case study. This chapter is organized into seven sections: (a) 

research approach, (b) research questions, (c) the case itself, (d) sample selection, (e) data 

collection, (f) data analysis, and (g) ethical concerns. Each section details the 

methodology of researching and writing this qualitative case study. 

Rationale for Research Approach 

While some cases are designed to test theory, this case provided a rich description 

of a phenomenon in order to add to the existing body of knowledge related to immigrants, 

narrative, and environmental identity. Case study research is also considered most 

applicable when research and theory are at their “early formative stages” (Benbasat et al., 

1987)- when further understanding of the experiences of individuals and context of the 

action are critical (Darke et al., 1998). More specifically, this study took a revelatory case 

approach, as the phenomenon being studied represented a single case in which there 
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existed “an opportunity to observe and analyse a phenomenon previously inaccessible” 

(Yin, 1994). My involvement from the inception of this uniquely successful pilot 

program, first as advisor and later as a participant, provided continuous access to the 

phenomenon: participants’ interactions.  

This study employed an approach to explore the concept of environmental 

identity, which is one of the lens through which it sought to expand upon current 

understanding of how to achieve environmental justice. Environmental identity is defined 

as how people form their self-concept through a sense of connection with the non-human 

natural world, which impacts howwe see and interact with that world (Clayton, 2003). 

When my involvement in pilot interactions shifted from playing an active advising role to 

a participant observer role, the emergence of environmental identity in interactions and 

participants’ storytelling became evident. It was at this juncture of my involvement, in 

fact, that it was determined that further study of this revelatory case would add to the 

body of understanding, and even expand the ways in which government approaches 

environmental justice activities.  

Governmental agencies tasked with the mission to educate and empower citizens 

are increasingly challenged by globalization, immigration, demographics, economic 

disparities and environmental changes. Within these landscapes are an increasingly 

diverse number of immigrant communities struggling to compose lives that allow them to 

live with respect and dignity (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This diversity, specifically as 

it relates to new immigrants to the United States, increases the potential for 

misunderstanding and miscommunication in situations in which a well-meaning federal 
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bureaucracy “parachutes in” (Brulle & Pellow) to a neighborhood to provide their version 

of accurate information, and on their terms. 

As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) write, people at any point in time have a 

specific narrative history that should be acknowledged, while all too often, research and 

government institutions alike try to go in with a pre-formulated “grand narrative” to 

address those issues. In order to protect public health and the environment for all 

communities, including those most recent arrivals to this country, it is critical that federal 

agencies such as the EPA expand their understanding beyond this limited paradigm, in 

order to do a better job of engaging with and addressing different communities’ diverse 

needs.  

A critical step towards addressing a community’s needs is to understand their 

perspectives. Exploring how one immigrant community addressed and ultimately 

overcame common hurdles in order to move an environmental agenda forward in the 

United States is profound, considering the number of underserved, minority and 

immigrant populations adding to the social fabric of this country, yet often lacking the 

tools, knowledge or power to do so. This includes the socio-environmental issues by 

which they are disproportionately and negatively impacted and which environmental 

justice seeks to address, and the need for more effective means by which government can 

engage with, and support all communities’ efforts to address environmental issues that 

touch us all. The significance of organizations such as the United States Environmental 

Protection Agency, tasked with the mission of protecting public health and environment 

for all, to understand those who live in this country cannot be overstated. Examining one 

successful case of environmental protection, in which new identities appeared to emerge 
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via storytelling, connecting the participants’ past, present and future lives, in order to 

better achieve environmental goals, will augment the government’s ability to serve their 

total public. As Ferrari and Worrall (2000) write, far more research is needed to obtain a 

wider range of perspectives on how to create and strengthen such opportunities for 

learning. 

There exists a great deal of research that seeks to define environmental justice. 

There exists an even greater amount of largely prescriptive research on public 

participation. Furthermore, there exists a vast field of research on immigrants’ narrative 

identity and voices. However, there is a gap in the knowledge that relates to the 

intersection of these three concepts. Through this revelatory case, this combination of 

factors can be examined in order to increase our understanding of how changes in 

identity, through narrative, with an environmental master narrative, can improve civic 

institution community engagement. This research also expands the restricted approach 

government takes towards achieving environmental justice.  It is worth noting that while 

this research shares marked similarities to participatory action research, it does not fall 

neatly into this category. Participatory action research seeks to enable action; pays careful 

attention to power relationships, and contrasts with less dynamic approaches that remove 

data and information from their contexts (Baum, MacDougall & Smith, 2006). This 

revelatory study was approached as a solely descriptive case, from which themes were 

expected to emerge; power relationships existed, yet were not the focus, and the study 

was not conducted with the intent to inspire action as much as to expand upon a concept. 

And, unlike with participatory research, lines were not blurred between researcher and 

the researched in approaching data collection and analysis. 
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The following provides a methodological roadmap for how this research was 

conducted. It was approached as a revelatory case study, which Yin (1994) describes as a 

situation in which an observer has access to a phenomenon that was previously 

inaccessible to others and from which others may learn. This revelatory case was 

augmented by data collected through both in-depth, yet flexible interviews (Lofland & 

Lofland, 1994), in which participants were questioned using a core set of questions, 

combining structure with flexibility. This flexibility precipitated the emergence of 

storytelling that become prevalent in participants’ answers to research questions. 

As Connelly and Clandinin (2000) point out, sharing stories can allow individuals 

to reflect upon life and explain themselves to others. This study will have what Schwalbe 

(1996) describes as fluid inquiry, an approach to research in which the inquiry is not 

initially governed by theory, but in which the research questions emerge when it has 

become evident that that information related to a phenomenon can “connect with larger 

questions of social significance” (p. 42). While a case study was used to illustrate the 

overall landscape that served as backdrop for participants’ interactions to advance an 

environmental initiative, analysis of this narrative illuminated understanding of 

individuals’ perspectives within the case.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

53 

Research Questions 

         This research expands on the conversation related to the intersection of how 

people learn and create new meaning during specific interactions. Narrative inquiry will 

be employed, as it is the “best way to understand the human experience because it is the 

way humans understand their own lives” (Richardson, 2002, p. 131). Indeed, Richardson 

posits that exploring and understanding stories is the best way to access knowledge in 

how to “rejuvenate social imaginations in the service of civic discourse and 

transformative social projects” (p. 132). Based on gaps in the literature, and with the goal 

filling those gaps, this study answers the following questions: 

1. What happened when participants drew from prior experiences in their lives and 

shared these stories with others during interactions to move an environmental 

agenda forward? What qualities characterized the types of interactions that 

emerged? 

2. How, if at all, did the identities of key community participants change throughout 

their collaboration with a federal partner, with the master narrative of 

environmental protection as a backdrop?  

 

The intent of this research was to discover how a group of new immigrants from a 

common cultural background interacted in order to co-create new knowledge and 

identities to advance an educational and environmental project. Their perspective can 

help us better understand the diversity of ways in which a immigrant community 

participants might engage more effectively with government partners with the goal of 

furthering knowledge and protecting public health. As previously stated, I proposed 

approaching this exploration as a revelatory case study, which Yin (2013) defines as a 
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phenomenon in which a researcher has unique access, and from which others may learn 

valuable information.  

As discussed earlier, the success of the pilot; its impact on communities beyond 

that which conceived of it, and the unique position that I as a participant observer had 

from project inception, has resulted in this “revelatory” quality which, when explored, 

illuminated patterns, or themes which emerged in the data.  

The Case: Setting and More 

This study was conducted in an urban area in the mid-Atlantic region of the 

United States, in an socio-economically, ethnically diverse neighborhood. Neighborhood 

inhabitants comprised predominantly of older, mostly African American and Italian 

American families; growing numbers of immigrants recently arrived to the United States, 

and, to a lesser extent, a minority of younger city dwellers gravitating towards low-rent, 

less costly homes as they enter the job market in the nearby city center. As Yin (1994) 

writes, while time and access to information can influence case selection, this particular 

setting was selected due its position as the backdrop of a unique pilot project providing a 

new way of understanding how immigrants understand and find their role in their new 

home country. 

This case focused on a pilot program which started in response to a recurring 

problem that immigrant families were experiencing in this neighborhood: persistent, 

messy household floodings, and more specifically, basement flooding. Five years prior to 

the inception of the pilot, story-sharing between immigrant mothers in urban 

playgrounds; social media chat rooms, and conversations among family members at 

churches, mosques and temples, it became well known that a large number of these new 
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immigrant families from South Asia were experiencing repeated instances in which their 

basements were flooding. This flooding was followed by costly plumbing repairs to 

address sewage-related blockages, which were the root cause of the problem. This issue 

caused a great deal of consternation with immigrant families; confusion as to why this 

problem continued to occur, and frustration at having to involve plumbing service 

providers, who likely found this repeat occurrence in these residential homes to be quite 

profitable.  

Frustrated with the situation, community members initiated an informal 

information outreach process through word of mouth, and were excited to learn of the 

existence of a government agency located in the nearby city center that helped to “clean 

America.” It was decided at one particular discussion at the local mosque at which 

members of this community convened each week, that several Asian immigrant mothers 

impacted by this issue contact the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to discuss their 

flood-related problem. The community members then contacted the nearby regional 

office of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for advice, with the expectation 

that the EPA was able and interested in helping solve their problem of constantly flooded 

basements.  In what has become a unique and extremely effective alliance, the 

community members were engaged a EPA Communications expert with a high level of 

sensitivity, training and success in team building and community relations. The EPA 

engagement model that the representative used was very collaborative and inclusive.  The 

representative expressly did not direct the proceedings and did not refer to rules and 

regulations as action drivers but as a roadmap to pilot success.  The government 

engagement in this particular pilot provided key information, action alternatives, lessons 
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learned from prior nation-wide historic analysis, science based studies and valuable data 

sources accurately informing the community members, allowed them to understand the 

facts and technology behind their problems and, therefore, base their own conclusions 

and pilot planning on a very solid foundation of data and accurate, actionable 

information. 

The EPA, as a federal agency, provided critical support through the creation of 

communications channels to local, state, regional and other federal resources enabling 

pilot team members to quickly validate the boundaries of their problem, compare 

alternative solution options and consider feedback and results obtained by similar 

projects nationwide. These EPA resources, in the aggregate, provided the pilots’ 

planning, decision process and execution method  a very high probability of success 

creating an aggressive and effective risk management environment. Through these 

conversations with employees at the EPA, it was understood to be likely that this issue 

was related to their household waste disposal practices. More specifically, based on 

additional questions by EPA employees, and these homeowners’ vivid descriptions of the 

issue that plagued them, the solution became surprisingly clear.  

It was determined that these families were likely experiencing these “mystery 

floods” that plumbers were more than happy to fix repeatedly, and without explanation, 

due to piping blockages caused by improper residential cooking oil disposal. The cuisine 

of the specific South Asian culture from which the majority of these families hail 

celebrates the tastiness of deep-fried foods. Relatively large quantities of used cooking oil 

are produced upon frying these different dishes, so the question remained: where does 

this used cooking oil go? In this case, these immigrant families were clearly unaware of 
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of how modern sewage systems operate, having immigrated from largely rural areas in 

their home countries- areas too poor to have modern sewage systems.  

Additionally, it was determined during these initial fact-finding discussions 

between immigrants representatives and EPA officials that the majority of these families 

were unaware of U.S. cultural norms for cooking oil disposal. Rather than collecting this 

used oil in receptacles and then disposing of the oil in the trash, as recommended by the 

municipal water department, residents were disposing of this used oil down kitchen sinks. 

Larger quantities of the used cooking oil were also being flushed down residential toilets, 

and in some cases, disposed of in the backyards of homes. While these oil disposal 

practices may seem surprising to many Americans who are accustomed to “proper” oil 

disposal habits, these immigrants’ intuitive disposal of liquid was based on a lack of both 

cultural and socio-economic capital.  

Not only were they unaware of the cultural norms which dictated where to place 

the oil in this particular urban area*, but they lived in underserved urban enclaves which 

are so often overlooked by those civic institutions whose mission is to support all 

communities with public health and environmental protection information. (*Note: 

Residential oil disposal practices vary from city to city in the United States. Urban 

municipalities throughout the country advise that residents collect their used oil; place it 

in the trash, and this trash is ultimately hauled to a landfill. A far smaller number of cities 

and pockets of environmentally forward-thinking communities nationwide, however, 

have created either municipal or community infrastructures which provide locations for 

residents to drop this oil off at designated collection points for recycling.) 
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 Immigrant community members lived in either aging or poorly maintained row 

homes, unsurprisingly equipped with aging or poorly maintained sewage systems. 

Despite this infrastructure issue, deep-frying was, and continues to be a culturally 

common practice for this segment of the neighborhood. Hence, relatively large quantities 

of used, waste cooking oil was being generated. After this oil was generated, it was then 

disposed of down kitchen, and sometimes, anecdotally, bathroom drains. Consequently, 

this waste oil began collecting, layer upon layer within the confines of the old, rusted, and 

often poorly-maintained sewage pipes in the low-rent homes in the area. After days, 

weeks, or a year of this oil disposal method, a homeowner’s worst nightmare would 

occur: the clogging or breaking these pipes full of household wastewater, which resulted 

in dirty, germ-laden and often cost-prohibitive sewage backups into homes and 

basements.  

Upon pinpointing the cause of this problem, community members could have 

gone one of several directions to address this costly and unsustainable issue. For instance, 

they could have agreed to limit their use of cooking oil. Ultimately, this option was never 

raised during community discussions as an option to addressing this problem. As 

Vallianatos and Raine (2008) in a series of focus group interviews conducted with Arabic 

and South Asian immigrant women residing in a smaller Canadian city learned, the 

meanings women placed on their traditional approaches to cooking food became clearly 

tied to maintaining ethnic cuisine as a marker of community affiliation, as well as a way 

to connect their (invariably Americanized) children to their traditional home cultures. 

Studies on traditional foods and culture argue that migration to a new country often 

results in a variety of dramatic social and economic challenges; therefore, traditional 
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approaches to preparing food becomes “of central importance in maintaining connections 

to home, and signifying ethnic identity among diasporic community members” 

(Vallianatos & Raine, 2008, p. 347). 

Rather than modify their consumption of deep-fried foods that provided comfort 

in a new culture and ties to their native lands, community members instead chose to 

modify how they addressed the waste oil once produced from cooking. They were 

proactive in reaching out to federal EPA and municipal officials from the local water 

authority to determine best approaches to communicating to all residents living in this 

urban, underserved area best practices for household waste oil disposal. These officials 

offered to work with community members to disseminate waste oil disposal practice 

information throughout the impact neighborhood, with discussions focused on whether to 

use flyers, door-door-door visits or even host community learning sessions.  

Upon learning that the solution to this issue was to place waste oil- often collected 

in large quantities in this community- into residential trash receptacles, only to end up in 

a landfill, residents expressed their concern that there must be a better way. During one of 

the first meetings held to address this issue, immigrant community members asked these 

agencies to help them pinpoint a more environmentally sound approach to having the oil 

buried, in trash bags or other containers, underground. Solutions that ultimately resulted 

from those initial residential flood events were uniquely successful on many different 

levels. Through fact-finding; community-lead research; federal, state and municipal 

government support in the form of information and leveraged connections; and numerous 

meetings and phone calls with local waste oil recycling companies, this small group of 

immigrants concluded that far more could be done to protect the environment.  
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Over the span of almost two years, a great deal of success was achieved. 

Community members decided to pilot a project that would: establish between 10-20 oil 

collection points around their neighborhood; employ the services of their partner waste 

oil recycler to collect oil on a regular basis; recycle that oil into environmentally-friendly 

biofuel, and use the excess material from this recycling process to make organic compost. 

This compost, then, would then be donated back to immigrant community participants in 

order to develop this same community’s urban gardens. These gardens were used to grow 

organic vegetables native to their homeland that were hard to obtain in American grocery 

stores. Interestingly, one oil collection point was established adjacent to a community 

garden, so that people could donate their waste oil, and in return, pick their own 

vegetables to bring home.  

What could have been the “easy” solution for this immigrant community to 

address their sewage problems (that is, disposing of waste oil in the trash) transformed 

into the nation’s first-ever, immigrant-led cooking oil recycling pilot program. Over the 

span of four years, since pilot inception, thousands of gallons of used cooking oil have 

been diverted from septic systems, sewers, waterways and landfills, and instead recycled 

and reused into environmentally friendly fuel used for local farming companies; compost 

for urban gardens sprouting up all over the landscape of this community, and is now on 

the cusp of expansion into all firehouses throughout the city. Why firehouses? 

Community participants learned that, in addition to immigrant households in love with 

deep-fried foods from their native homelands, firehouses in the city also produced large 

quantities of waste cooking oil, due to the meals cooked in-house in order to feed crews 

of first-responders on call on a daily basis 24/7. As of the writing of this dissertation, 
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innovation and expansion of this revelatory and unique environmental pilot was still in 

progress. 

Through participant observation and active interviews conducted in the final, 

fourth year of the pilot, it was determined that the progression of this unique program was 

related to a specific information-sharing approach employed by community participants 

during pilot interactions. Their predominant mode of relaying information and ideas was 

in the form of storytelling. They told stories to process new information they received 

and develop solutions moving forward with their environmental agenda. This 

improvisational storytelling (Bateson, 1994) would emerge when participants 

experienced unfamiliar situations, and proceeded to discuss those situations with one 

another or this researcher. While this study’s unit of analysis might initially appear to be 

the pilot program itself (“the case”), this research instead focused on individual 

community participants as distinct units of analysis, which as Yin (1994) describes is one 

approach to illuminating new ways of thinking about a phenomenon.  

Sample and Data Sources 

The subjects of analysis of this study are five individual participants who worked 

on the pilot: three from its inception, and two who started working on it in the following 

years. I selected these five individuals to be studied as they were most knowledgeable 

about how the pilot was conceived, and involved in pilot progress more heavily than 

other community members whose presence at planning meetings was more variable. 

These participants were easy to pinpoint for this study, for not only were they the most 

active in pilot progress due to work schedules and availability, but they were all willing 

to share their perspectives, knowing that it could perhaps advance new understanding 
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about how others could do the same. In the following chapter, individual participants’ 

backgrounds are included, to aid understanding the significance of their diversity of 

experiences, despite their common homeland. Prior to the inception of the pilot project, 

these individuals had not worked together in any capacity. If they knew one another, it 

was as an acquaintance, or briefly meeting at one of the many community-related events 

held in the area to convene people from that culture. While all participants considered 

themselves members of the cultural diaspora of their homeland, they each hailed from 

different regions; spoke different languages, and belonged to different spiritual houses of 

worship here in the United States. 

The anonymity of all participants was maintained through the use of pseudonyms. 

In addition to presenting a revelatory case study of a unique sustainability program, this 

research examined individual portraits to explore whether, and how, participants’ 

perceptions of their roles in their communities, as well as their environmental identities 

changed. Environmental identity, defined as “one part of the way people form their self 

concept: a sense of connection to the non-human environment based on history, 

emotional attachment or similarity” (Clayton, 2003, p. 15). This study employed a sample 

of convenience comprised of four pilot leaders and one youth ambassador who became 

an active participant in the pilot’s progress in the third year of the pilot’s existence. 

Unlike the majority of participants in the study, this youth ambassador did not live within 

the geographic area in which others in the community, yet became extremely active in 

pilot activities and decision-making due to their cultural affiliation with immigrant 

community members. Participants were identified and selected for their level of 
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involvement in pilot meetings; their ability to represent distinct voices within the 

community, and their involvement in pilot-based decision making from inception.  

This study provided narrative portraits of five pilot participants. Themes which 

emerged from this narrative, created during and from these interactions, may broaden our 

conceptualization of environmental justice by gaining a deeper understanding of 

interactional opportunities from which a diversity of creative and even unexpected 

solutions can emerge. The following provides overview of study participants: 

Participant name Years working on pilot Role in community Background  

Benal Five Spiritual leader/pastor Indonesian (Javanese) 

Holi Five Community activist Indonesian (Javanese) 

Chutta Five Community member Indonesian (Acehnese) 

Sherlen Four Community member Indonesian (Chinese) 

Xen Three Student ambassador Indonesian (Javanese) 
    

Figure 1. Characterization of five community participants 
 

Qualitative data in the form of rich interviews was collected throughout Summer 

2018 using an in-depth interview format, described by Lichtman (2013) as a 

“conversation whose objective is to allow respondents to tell their own stories in their 

own terms” (Lichtman, p. 34). Going further, I incorporated aspects of what Holstein & 

Gubrium (1995) describe as an “active interview,” during which participants were 

encouraged to both share, and interpret their stories. These interviews were conducted 

both individually and/or in small groups, depending on availability of participants and 

their complex work schedules. When interviews were conducted in small groups, their 

narratives moved beyond descriptions of events or experiences, and became 
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improvisational in style. That is, their narrative became a co-constructed product 

allowing consideration of both the “whats” (content) and the “hows” (form) of the 

interview-generated conversations (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). 

This form of interviewing, in which participants can share what they know and 

have learned, added a dimension to our understanding far beyond what questionnaire data 

or a highly structured interview does not reveal (Lichtman, 2013). While I developed an 

interview guide, which comprised of 10 topic areas upon which I generated individual 

oral histories, I started with several “grand tour questions” to kickstart the each interview 

in order to encourage participants to speak at length about themselves. These grand tour 

questions, comprised of a mixture of compare/contrast questions, often resulted in many 

other questions and stories that were not part of my original interview guide. As 

suspected, the questions and their ordering was not set in stone. As this researcher has 

discovered when using such guides in conducting other research, it is evident that in 

order to generate valuable interview data, one must remain flexible in approach. The 

following are questions which were included in my initial interview guide. A number of 

these questions were developed to illuminate points in pilot interactions during which 

changes identity may have occurred: 

1. Tell me about your life before getting involved with this pilot. 

2. Tell me about the pilot project. 

3. Describe what working on the project means to you. Why do you think this is so? 

4. What did you think about the project at the start? Has this changed? Why so? 

5. How are things different today than before you became involved? 
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As I conducted these active interviews, questions were intended to get participants 

to share stories of their past, present, and hopes for the future. Therefore, they remained 

open-ended, and were invariably followed by follow-up questions to get them to expand 

up their initial response(s). As expected, participants’ answers were largely narrative in 

style, reflecting their preferred approach to sharing information during pilot meetings. 

This narrative quality allow me to approach these interviews by inquiring about three 

different dimensions of their stories: the temporal, the personal, and the experiential 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Richmond, 2002). I expected to learn from their retelling 

of their past, present, and futures; the retelling of their personal perspectives on the pilot 

and themselves,; and their retelling of the experiential, situated in their community, the 

pilot, and their lives. This organic, improvisational storytelling quality (Bateson, 1994) 

that addressed all three of these dimensions is one of the qualities that appeared to allow 

for participants to critically reflect on past lives in order to construct and co-create new 

identities together. 

It is important to point out that since qualitative studies such as this one do not 

typically begin with a hypothesis or presumed outcome(s) at the start of the research 

(Creswell, 2007), I fully expected that my questions would shift during the research 

process as I delved deeper into the phenomenon. These questions, again, were therefore 

simply beginning point in the interview process. As Creswell (2007) notes, qualitative 

questions are always evolving. First iterations of questions are tentative and exploratory 

but give researchers a tool for articulating the primary focus of the study. Flick (2004) 

expands on this concept of shifting questions, writing that good qualitative questions are 

usually developed or refined in all stages of an interactive inquiry journey.  
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In addition to conducting in-depth interviews with key participants, I proceeded to 

assemble and analyze the multitude of data generated throughout the pilot’s initial three 

years to confirm ideas generated from in-depth interviews. This data existed in the form 

of participant observation notes, pilot progress notes, and email correspondence. Data 

also comprised email correspondence; meeting agendas, and instant messaging as well as 

social media posts. Regular progress notes on the pilot were maintained since its 

inception. As one of the informal “note takers” in the group during pilot planning 

meetings, I performed this function to ensure each meeting had at least one written record 

that captured decisions made and critical action items. I also relied upon these field notes 

to report back monthly to my management at the EPA. These progress notes were 

invaluable in enhancing understanding of participants’ improvised narratives. Indeed, it 

provided triangulatory data to confirm or disconfirm what participants revealed in 

interviews. This data also helped greatly when participants were unable to remember 

details. These progress reports were recorded since the inception of the pilot, over two 

and a half years prior to the decision to conduct this research. 

Other data that was initially considered included journal entries written by 

community participants, journal entries written by this participant observer, speeches 

given by community participants educating others on the pilot, documents ranging from 

community fact sheets to formal letters written between pilot leadership and U.S. EPA 

officials; records of conversations (via Facebook Messenger), social media images, and 

narrative interviews using a open-ended questions and follow-up questions. This study 

employed interview questions that allow for both individual responses, as well as small 
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group responses to better allow for what Anderson and Jack (1991) describe as the 

potential of collaboratively constructed oral histories to arise. 

Data Analysis 

Each data point, ranging from interview transcripts; participant observation field 

notes; progress reports, e-mail correspondence and social media instant messaging, was 

used to explore how participants’ narratives addressed the research questions. I looked 

for patterns, or themes, in the narratives they shared. As Reissman (2001) advises, I 

inductively created conceptual groupings from the data; that is, I conducted an 

overarching, thematic analysis on transcripts generated from interviews. I did this by first 

analyzing, and then coding the data comprised of an initial participant’s interview 

transcript to determine whether patterns emerged. The first round of codes, or “short 

phrases that symbolically assigned a summative, salient, and essence-capturing attribute” 

(Saldana, 2011) to areas of the data, were voluminous in number, totaling up to 10 

possible areas of inquiry. The length of the data that was coded in this first cycle of 

coding ranged from a single word to a short paragraph of transcript data, progress notes, 

or email correspondence. The coded datum was first highlighted; assigned a one-word, 

numbered code in one column, which summarized the primary topic of that word, phrase 

or paragraph. Some of these sections were assigned more than one, and up to three of 

these one-word codes, which included such concepts as “innovation”, “pride”, and 

“belonging.” 

For example, when Benal discussed his involvement with the pilot, he said at one 

point during a one-hour interview conducted in the pilot’s fourth year, “I had no idea 

where this would go, but knowing my people, I’m not surprised they are so creative. It 
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makes me proud every day.” This data was coded as both “innovation” and “pride”. Next, 

I proceeded to conduct a second cycle of this coding process. I did so by evaluating 

another participant’s interview; applied those initial 10 codes, while adding new ones as 

they emerged in the new transcript. A total of 11 resulted from this round. After doing 

this for another, third cycle of coding, I had collected, organized, and curated these 

themes into approximately 20 common, hierarchical categories that emerged as distinctly 

meaningful patterns. By the fifth round, these 20 themes had been reduced to 15 which 

were found with consistency across all the interview data. Several themes which had 

emerged in the first two interviews conducted, for example, were not found in the final 

three interviews conducted. However, 15 themes were consistent across all five 

interviews. 

After the coding the five participants’ interview data, I proceeded to review the 

remaining, non-interview data in the following order, while considering each a coding 

cycle: (1) progress reports; (2) email correspondence, and (3) instant messages generated 

in a group chat which had originated at the inception of the pilot. These following rounds 

of non-interview data did not result in any new, additional codes generated; indeed, they 

served to confirm existing patterns. While this data, comprised of progress notes, email 

correspondence and instant messages served to reiterate participants’ common refrain of 

“doing this work for the children,” the data from this cycle of coding helped to narrow 

the 7 themes from the non-interview data coding cycles into three patterns which 

ultimately were found to emerge, with consistency, across the data set. The three major 

patterns, or themes, are highlighted and discussed in the following chapter. Discerning 
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these trends was the qualitative approach employed “to solidify observations into 

concrete instances of meaning” (Saldana, 2011).  

In this stage of data analysis, this transition from coding to consolidating 

meanings was not one-directional. The consolidation of codes and their respective 

meanings took time as analysis entailed going back and forth… and back and forth again, 

between interview data; non-interview data, and codes.  Figure 1, below, summarizes 

themes and corresponding codes for the 15 patterns found in interview data; the themes 

that emerged across interview and non-interview data, and finally, the three overarching 

themes that this study determined to be most illustrative of themes across all data, for all 

participants, in this revelatory case: 

Themes generated 
from rounds 1-5  
(from interview data 
only) 

Themes generated after rounds 6-8 
(after non-interview data included) 

Higher order themes  
(after narrative analysis 
conducted) 

Protectors 
Responsibility 
Caretakers 
Caring 
Community 
Mother Nature * 
Give back * 

Give back 
Responsibility 
Community 
 

Environmental identity 

Ownership 
Empowered 
Entrepreneur 
Strong people * 
 

Strength 
Make a difference * 

Ownership/Empowerment 

Problem-solvers 
Creativity 
Out of box * 
Make it work * 

Out of box 
Make it work 

Creative problem solving 

   

Figure 2. Themes found across interview data; followed by addition of non-interview 
data; followed by narrative analysis. 
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Note: Total of 15 themes found in interview data. Numbers in parentheses indicates 
number of times this theme occurred.  
 
*Indicates where In Vivo coding was used. 
 

Also at this stage, Alvesson and Karreman (2011) write, the researcher perceives, 

interprets and codes what is happening in the data depending on the filter through which 

one is looking and “from which angle” the phenomenon is viewed. Therefore, a blend of 

Descriptive Coding that summarized in a word the basic topic of that word or section, 

was enhanced by, where possible, In Vivo coding. In Vivo coding, or coding in which a 

word or short phrase from the actual language found in the qualitative data, is employed, 

was used to remain as faithful as possible to the language participants repeatedly used in 

interviews and instant messages. Utilizing In Vivo coding allowed two of the three main 

themes to emerge clearly, and can keeps researchers close to the language that 

respondents themselves are using. Creswell (2013) points out that all coding is a 

judgment call. As the symbolic interactionist understands, multiple realities exist because 

we each perceive, interpret and create social life from different viewpoints. Capitalizing 

on the benefits of In Vivo coding ensured terminology was as close as possible to that 

used by study participants to eliminate the linguistic filter of the researcher. It can also 

also mitigate the tendency of the imposition of the researcher to apply their own 

discourse and meaning onto the text. 

After conducting this thematic analysis on interview and non-interview data, 

narrative analysis was conducted on the same data. The approach of conducting thematic 

analysis, followed by narrative analysis, is informed by Simons, Lathlean and Squire’s 

research in which they apply these two methods on the same set of data (Simons et al, 
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2008). Due to the richness of the data generated from research that focused on Active 

Interviews of nurses’ identities, they realized that the patterns which emerged from their 

data did not “feel” (p. 99) sufficient. Therefore, they followed their thematic analysis 

with a narrative analysis, on the same data. This narrative analysis was informed by the 

themes that emerged in their initial thematic approach. Ultimately, the nurse study was 

able to build upon the emergent patterns from the thematic study, by overlaying patterns 

from the narrative analysis. In the current study, this second round focused on data 

related to identity being impacted or created through narrative. This was achieved by 

searching for distinct patterns, including “emphasis” and “omission” of information. This 

narrative analysis was useful in further curating the original seven patterns, in order to 

reduce them to the final three patterns which related to storytelling as opposed to relaying 

facts, straying to other topics, or discussing a issue unique to that individual that did not 

relate to the pilot. 

I expected my analysis to focus on emergent patterns in interview data and I 

expected I would consider various artifacts, or more concrete “symbols” encountered 

regularly during pilot activity. I expected the data being analyzed for this study to include 

such items as logos; meeting locations, clothing, and educational materials used for pilot 

purposes. While these artifacts ended up playing a far smaller role in the triangulation of 

the data than expected, through thematic analysis, this study was slightly enhanced by 

noticing whether and how these symbols emerged with any significance at similar points 

in pilot activity. While I sought to pinpoint the commonalities, no matter how nuanced, 

found in each community participant’s perspective, I became largely focused on the three 

common themes that started to consistently appear across the data. By finding common 
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thematic elements across participants, the events they describe, and other confirmatory 

data, it was determined how identities changed most as they related to the pilot. These 

changes, as discussed in the following sections, indicated how they provided participants 

with a sense of continuity (McAdams, 2011) between their past lives in their homelands 

and the new lives they sought to create in the United States. Their stories and symbols 

found across stories became a source of data to explore the continual improvisation, co-

creation, and affirmation of new identities that evolved.  

Many qualitative scholars agree that there is no one formula for the best way to 

analyze self-narratives elicited during interviews (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). While not 

necessarily a common method for analyzing the data, Richmond’s (2002) story-mapping 

approach to understanding participant narratives was initially considered for this 

dissertation. It was thought that this approach, of relating themes which emerge from 

interview and other data, with patterns commonly related to story elements such as 

“character”, “conflict” and “resolution” (Richmond, 2002) might be a useful tool for 

understanding participants’ narratives. Richmond’s approach proved to be perhaps too 

“Western” in its selection of elements story to relate to pilot participants’ organic, highly 

improvisational style of storytelling. This became yet another example of incorrect 

preconceptions. U.S. federal government officials- myself included—initially believed 

this immigrant community group as a homogeneous whole, assuming community 

participants would be in general agreement with regards to the pilot’s progress and goals. 

Since then, my experience as participant observer has eliminated this misperception. 

Conversely, narrative inquirers wisely approach their research believing there does not 

exist one truth; they know full well that people’s different “truths” will emerge. In this 
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spirit, data collection was approached with some flexibility; ultimately, it was determined 

that thematic analysis would provide the best approach to an overly narrow view of what 

constitutes a narrative theme.   

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest strategies to achieve elements of trustworthiness 

including prolonged engagement, triangulation, and member checking. Having worked in 

the research setting for over five years, my past experience contributed to prolonged 

engagement. During the period of conducting this research, I used triangulation of 

methods and data sources; in-depth interviews, and member-checking to pursue 

trustworthiness. Member checking, or sharing data in the form of interview transcripts 

and records of instant messaging over the span of the pilot in order to test them with 

participants, proved to be both helpful for triangulation purposes, and also increased a 

sense of goodwill between researcher and participants. 

Limitations and Assumptions 

I possessed a unique positionality in this study- a position that presented a mixture 

of strengths and weaknesses. The relationships, trust and resultant conversational 

informality developed over the past four years provided me with rare access that I am 

told, anecdotally, no other non-Indonesian nor other governmental employee who has 

worked with the community had thus far experienced. Close working relationships with 

community participants, and a constant stream of correspondence with participants, and 

the opportunity to interview them both individually and in small groups, provided me 

with an unobstructed view of community thoughts, activities, successes and failures in 

moving the pilot forward.  
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 Conversely, the relationships I had created with community participants while 

serving as an observer over the past few years had the potential of creating researcher 

bias. To address this, I conducted my research being fully cognizant of how my research 

would be clearly characterized with the constructivist recognition that all data is results of 

researcher interpretation (Lichtman, 2013). Lichtman describes how the researcher is the 

“instrument” through with all meaning comes and that she shapes the research and is 

shaped by it. I incorporated this reflection by presenting who I am through this self-

disclosure; my participant observer relationship to interviewees, and how I approached 

these in-depth interviews as objectively and as professionally as possible. Throughout the 

process I included myself in my research in visible ways, to remind the reader to discern 

my interpretations. Additionally, as narrative inquiry is relational (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000), I found there to be a tension of found in my moving back and forth between 

involvement in pilot activities, and stepping back to maintain an objective distance as an 

observer. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) maintain, I took the responsibility of 

maintaining an objective and reflexive approach very seriously, and was also explicit 

when making this shift with participants. 

 In addition, the interviews with community participants were conducted in 

English, as I do not speak Bahasa Indonesian, Acehnese, Chinese, or any of the other 

multitude of dialects spoken by community participants from a country comprised of over 

1,000 islands and even more dialects. This means that answers to open-ended questions 

were usually provided in participants’ second language, and may not reflect their exact, 

intended meaning in their first language. From time to time, interview answers were 

provided in participants’ first languages; this occurred when a participant felt unable to 
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express their feelings in English, and would invariably turn to another participant to help 

in effectively communicating their complex feelings.  I will address this potential issue 

using clarification; open ended questions, and reiterating with participants their intent and 

meaning.  

Personal Statement 

When this revelatory environmental pilot was conceived in 2014, conducting my 

dissertation research on this project was far from my mind. Indeed, I had applied to 

Temple University with the intent on focusing my Ph.D. studies and research on distance 

learning. However, it was through my interactions with community participants, 

concurrently with numerous, informal response communities, or ongoing places where 

one can give accounts of developing work over time, to clarify and shape focus 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), that the idea for this research arose. During the pilot’s first 

two years, I found myself enthusiastically sharing the storytelling and identity related 

phenomena that I perceived to be emerging during pilot interactions. Countless meetings, 

discussions, and late night talks with EPA colleagues; neighbors, family members and 

professors, my response communities, helped me realize Feed the Barrel had evolved into 

far more than yet another typical environmental education program. Ultimately, it was 

due to the reactions of these different response communities to my descriptions of pilot 

process, coupled with what I consequently determined to be a gap in the research on the 

intersection of environmental education, narrative, and the improvisational quality of 

shifting immigrant identity that became pivotal in my decision to delve deeper.  

 I started work with the Indonesian Diaspora Network of Philadelphia in 2014, 

assuming the EPA could provide them with environmental and health-related information 
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so they could more effectively adapt to their new culture. As our interactions evolved, I 

sensed a constant thread of improvisation in conversation. These moments of 

improvisation appeared to be important moments in which participants co-created new 

solutions beyond the original pilot’s purpose. This improvisational quality also seemed 

related, somehow, to participants’ shifting identities. Indeed, it often appeared that when 

community participants came together to co-create narratives as what Bateson called 

“improvisatory actors” (Bateson, 1994), the resulting solutions were far stronger, 

creative, and sustainable. Or perhaps as Hopkins (1994) writes, the narrative impulse 

appears to have been a “liberating instrument” through which they imposed a structure on 

the flow of experience, and gave new meaning to their own lives. 

 This pilot has had a positive impact far beyond that which EPA officials 

originally imagined. I was excited to explore their perspectives on this phenomenon, 

having learned over the first three years of this pilot’s existence that I should expect to be 

completely surprised with what emerges from these conversations. Over two decades 

ago, Bateson (1994) wrote that as migration and travel increases, people needed to find 

acceptable ways of both talking about and understanding insights gained through 

potentially “friction-producing situations” in which groups of people with different 

customs and assumptions meet. While I wrote this dissertation decades after she wrote 

these words, her argument remains even more relevant than ever before. I am confident 

that the unique insight gleaned by exploring this revelatory case on immigrants’ use of 

storytelling claim new environmental identities, has the potential to enlighten 

governments and other institutions on how to better serve a diverse citizenry in a greater 

diversity of ways.    
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     CHAPTER 4 

THEMES AND OUTCOMES 

This qualitative case study is built around five participants, all members of the 

United States-based immigrant diaspora originating from a single geographically small, 

yet ethnically and linguistically diverse South Asian country of origin. Until the inception 

of the environmental pilot, they had interacted with one another during large, community-

wide events but had not worked closely together in any organized capacity. Each was 

identified by community leaders, and feedback from initial pilot program participants, as 

community members who had adequate time to dedicate to moving a project forward, 

could speak both pilot languages (their native language and English), and had a 

reputation for supporting the communities through service work, translation, and/or 

simply sharing information through informal community networks helping others in their 

new lives in America. The following section provides an overview of these five 

community participants and their backgrounds, is followed by themes which were found 

to emerge from their narrative, and concludes with a summary of how their stories, 

shared in pilot meetings and interviews, illustrates how the conceptual framework of 

symbolic interaction guides understanding of this research. 

Throughout the first three years of the pilot, from early 2014 to late 2016, three of 

the five active community participants were extremely involved during pilot inception 

and initial progress. They participated in pilot-focused discussions multiple times a week, 

which ranged from social media messaging—a preferred mode of synchronous, and more 

importantly, cost-free method communication for many immigrant community 

members—to emails and in-person meetings. Phone calls were employed to a far lesser 
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extent than either email or instant messaging. When asked about this, participants 

extolled the “speed” of social media instant messaging, coupled with their discomfort 

with speaking English on the phone. Their interactions related to the pilot’s early 

momentum were also represented during in-depth media interviews about their unique 

work. Thus, the involvement of these three participants was critical to the success of the 

pilot’s inception and early momentum. The remaining two participants, whose 

interactions in the group completed the rich aggregation of personalities in this unique 

case, became involved in years three and four, 2016 to 2018, of the pilot.   

Their involvement was based on pilot expansion, shifting goals and the need for 

more community support. It was from the voices of these five people, collected over the 

span of four years of pilot interactions, coupled with interview data generated in the 

fourth year of the pilot, that revelatory patterns in the data emerged. Participant 

identification has been generalized through the use of pseudonyms to protect individual 

privacy. Other narrative details have also been generalized and in several cases, modified 

slightly, in order to provide participants’ privacy and affiliations. For example, ages and 

specific spiritual backgrounds have been changed in some cases to ensure privacy.  

One of the three founding participants, “Holi,” is a 39-year old mother of two 

young children and a practicing Buddhist. She is considered a “connector” in this 

diasporic community, selected by community elders to serve on the project because they 

knew she had the desire to work on a project with others in the community. Just as 

important, she could communicate in English with EPA and other state and local 

government officials who partnered with community members on the project. She was 

born and raised in a rural area of a small South Asian country, the country of origin of all 
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participants, and speaks a dialect specific to that rural area. She also speaks the major 

dialect of this country, so is able to communicate effectively with others in the 

community who have migrated to America.  

The second of the three original community participants is “Sherlen,” a 37-year 

old mother of two, and a devout Christian. Christianity, it is worth noting, is one of four 

major religions practiced in their home country. This single mother of one son, Sherlen, 

too, is considered to be a community connector, and is able to communicate with ease 

and fluency between community members’ native tongue and English. The third of the 

three original members community members who helped conceive of this pilot program 

in its earliest stages was “Benal”, a 36-year old male. Benal is a Christian pastor, and a 

well-respected spiritual leader in this immigrant community comprised of three of the 

world’s major spiritual affiliations: Buddhist, Muslim, and Christian. 

The fourth participant, “Chutta”, was a 42-year old mother and a devout Muslim. 

She was selected by community leaders due to her many connections within the diaspora 

and her fluency in her specific island dialect, the country’s official language, as well as 

English. Chutta, the mother of two teenagers, hails from another separate rural area of 

this small yet ethnically and linguistically diverse country. The fifth and final participant 

for this study was “Xen”, a 20-year old college student who started to work on the pilot in 

2016. Xen arrived to the United States in 2016 to attend a large university in the city 

center. She became active in the pilot during her first year of school, after she heard on 

the radio of local community members from her home country working on an 

environmental initiative. Hearing anecdotally about a pilot project being lead by a small 

community of South Asians, Xen became curious to learn more. Upon learning that this 
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program was actually conceived by people from her home country, she contacted them 

and offered her services as a youth volunteer.  

This study closely followed these five participants’ interactions in meetings; their 

storytelling in both formal meetings and informal social gatherings related to pilot 

progress; social media posts, and, to a less frequent degree, email correspondence. While 

each participant shared unique stories, their narratives were grouped under subheadings 

for data analysis and consistency. Data in the form of field notes taken during 

community-wide meetings and smaller pilot planning meetings; email correspondence 

between participants and government agencies; instant messaging correspondence, and 

interviews conducted with the five participants listed above, are divided into three 

sections which relate to this studies’ research questions: (a) thoughts and beliefs 

regarding the pilot when first involved;  (b) thoughts and beliefs related to pilot program 

throughout participation, and c) thoughts/beliefs about the initiative’s future. These three 

sections were developed to correspond with core elements of the research questions in a 

generalized and chronological approach.  

This section integrates several noteworthy patterns, which will be referred to as 

themes that emerged in the data. It also pinpoints a number of unique perspectives shared 

by individual participants in instances which are noteworthy in their divergence from 

these themes. Chapter Four reframes the participants’ various narratives, collected over 

the span of four years, into descriptive, thematically-structured responses to the research 

questions as follows: 
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1. What happened when participants drew from prior experiences in their lives and 

shared these stories with others during interactions to move an environmental 

agenda forward? What qualities characterized the types of interactions that 

emerged? 

2. How, if at all, did the identities of key community participants change throughout 

their collaboration with a federal partner, with the master narrative of 

environmental protection as a backdrop?  

 

 In short, the study’s data showed that the phenomenon of story-sharing occurred 

when participants drew from past lives and related their stories with others. These stories, 

which emerged with greater regularity, and were characterized by improvisation 

(Bateson, 1994) through regular pilot interactions, were characterized by changes in 

identity related to the environment; to empowerment as a community, and to participants’ 

identities as creative problem-solvers. 

To delve deeper into this phenomenon, and the impact of the pilot on all five 

participants, this section summarizes patterns found in the data. Data was comprised of 

interview transcripts, email correspondence, progress notes from pilot planning meetings, 

and instant messaging correspondence. After numerous rounds of coding and recoding as 

described in the previous chapter, the data revealed three clear and consistent patterns. 

These patterns became most evident when participants shared their often improvised 

(Bateson, 1994) stories about past lives and provided narrative accounts of how they 

expected their future lives to look. For example, when sharing new information to 

educate EPA or other municipal officials on some aspect of their pilot, they were far less 
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likely to provide “cut and dried” information related to their community in the form of 

data, facts and numbers. They were, however, far more likely to narrate a less linear, 

more story-filled narrative about past experiences in their home country to make a point 

they wished to convey to government officials. This quality of storytelling, which 

Bateson (1994) calls improvisation, was the bedrock of their narrative and as she writes, 

related to both the novelty of their experience working with federal officials, as well as 

the novelty of their situation as ethnically and linguistically diverse people, albeit from 

the same country, who had come together to work on a unique program in America. As 

Bateson (1994) describes, the catalysts for improvisation- for a style of sharing stories 

that shift and become shared- are situations that people have never encountered before. 

Through regular, pilot-based interactions, stories to convey meaning were shared, 

processed, and recounted to others to maintain pilot momentum.  Study participants, 

using prior problem solving experience to improvise and capture their understanding of a 

situation new to them, were then able to internalize, understand, relate and address the 

new problem at hand.  This personal internalization and improvisation is a critical factor 

in the success of the study itself and our understanding of the participants’ problem 

solution process. 

Most noteworthy in the data analysis phase of this study was the discovery of 

predominant themes that related less to the environment, and more to changes in 

individual and communal identities. These shifts, which occurred for all five community 

participants in differing degrees, came in the form of three specific patterns. These 

patterns, referred to as themes for this discussion, are as follows: (a) evolution of, and 

overall strengthened environmental identity, which sparked higher expectations of an 
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environmentally healthy existence and the clear expectation that the federal government 

agency legally responsible for, in their words, ...“cleaning up America”...would in fact 

specifically fulfill its responsibility to them; (b) feelings of ownership and empowerment: 

accepting their new chosen home, and working to make it the best it can be through the 

willingness and ability to execute something in a new culture with “immigrant mindset” 

of simply getting things done without concern or awareness for normal constraints; and c) 

problem solving for the future: taking a completely new approach to tackling 

environmental issues, and expecting the return on that investment to be a better world for 

their next generation. As new immigrants who came to this country to escape 

persecution, with little awareness of cultural norms of their new culture, participants had 

little to no experiences prior to arrival. Therefore, they invented their own approaches, as 

framed by items a, b, and c above, identifying clear expectations for governmental 

agency action and imposing a rigour of responsible action on that federal agency. This 

became a case of  American “civics in action.” 

Shifting Environmental Identities 

The first theme focuses on participants’ shifting environmental identities 

throughout their work on the pilot program. In the data acquired in the form of participant 

observer notes taken during each planning meeting; progress notes developed after each 

meeting, and participant interviews conducted in the pilot’s fourth year, the evolution of 

participants’ relationship with their environment emerges and evolves throughout the 

entire period of study. When Holi, Benal, and Chutta met for the first time in person with 

several EPA representatives to discuss best approaches to collaborating on a yet-to-be-

named pilot, these study participants expressed uncertainty about their ability to tackle 
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environmental protection, their lack of awareness related to environmental protection, 

and their lack of knowledge about environmental issues in their new home country. This 

uncertainty was evidenced when Holi mentions that she is not aware of any recyclers in 

the area; is unsure whether she “knows enough about Mother Nature”, or whether she had 

what she calls the “right stuff” to inspire community members to recycle their used 

cooking oil. She also wondered aloud to the group whether she was the right person for 

the job of getting other immigrant community members to participate in a new 

environmental program. 

Her statements of uncertainty about her role in environmental protection 

throughout this initial pilot meeting often prompted Benal to reflect on both the 

environment, and how the environment relates to his role in serving community as a 

spiritual leader. In this exchange, a pregnant pause occurs as he considers what Holi has 

just uttered. He responds, “success isn’t certain. People are worried about “putting food 

on the table, getting to work, getting the kids to school” but “I think they usually do not 

think about environment.” Benal laughs; appears slightly uncomfortable or perhaps 

uncertain; looks at Holi; looks at the EPA officials seated around the table, and admits 

sheepishly that he has not “thought about the environment a whole lot of the times (sic) 

either.” This exchange is one of many which occur in pilot meetings in which one or 

more participants react, and co-creates new, shared meaning based on what another 

participant understands to be true. As seen through the symbolic interactionist lens, the 

concept of environmental protection is being socially constructed through Holi and 

Benal’s interaction and interpretation. Indeed, participants continually appear to interpret 

one another’s behavior, and it is through these interpretations that that co-constructed 
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meanings, or what Goffman (1956) describes as “definitions of the situation” occur. Holi 

has expressed uncertainty yet hope regarding her relationship with the environment, and 

this prompted Benal to consider his own feelings of uncertainty, and hope. 

In another meeting held later that same year, progress notes capture the 

improvisational nature of participants’ discussions. These notes illustrate the interactive 

nature of their evolving environmental identity, and the interactive way in which 

participants understand, create, and co-create their understandings of their roles and 

relationships to the environment and to the pilot: 

Benal: “Maybe I can ask people to drop oil off at the church. It’s important” Holi: 

“You (looking at Father Benal) can ask them to do it after Sunday service, maybe after 

Sunday school? They will help because they know you want to protect the earth.” Chutta: 

“Maybe we can drop off at the masjid too (Arabic for mosque). I can ask the ladies 

(helpers at the masjid) to tell everyone they can help the environment. Holi: “We are 

becoming real protectors!” Chutta: “Yea, isn’t that what we ladies always do? We protect 

everyone, everything, even the environment” Looking at Benal and Xen, laughing. Benal 

and Xen, laughing. Benal: “We are here to support all of the ladies!” 

Compared to earlier meetings during which participants express uncertainty about 

environmental knowledge, as well as uncertainty about their role in protecting the 

environment, it becomes clear that these interactions are changing how all five 

participants feel about this concept. Through the lens of symbolic interaction, it shows 

that through regular communications that occurred during pilot-related discussions, 

participants were constantly co-creating a new and evolving relationship to the 

environment.  
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Later in the pilot’s third year of operations, progress notes capture the evolution 

of participants’ relationship to the environment when they discuss next steps during a 

planning meeting held in the community garden. The setting was fitting, for they are 

sitting in the shade of one of several gardens maintained by this immigrant community 

that is fueled by compost generated from their unique oil recycling program. Community 

participants explained their roles; how the pilot got started, and their hopes for the pilot, 

for visiting professors from local universities who expressed interest in learning more 

about the program. The following field notes capture a different relationship to the 

environment than what was captured in the earliest stages of pilot development. The 

following is an excerpt from progress notes taken during an early meeting which 

illustrates a shifting commitment to environmental protection. It also points to the role of 

social interaction to create this ever-shifting relationship: 

Benal: describes commitment to protecting environment, raising awareness. Holi: 
describes Benal’s important role in encouraging congregants to collect and drop 
off oil each week, and his leadership in working with other pastors. Holi: asks 
everyone to look around, see what a miracle it is that a small community can do if 
they care about the environment. Points out that Xen is learning from community 
elders. Xen agrees. Xen: I’m a college student from (name of country)- over there, 
there’s so much going on. We didn’t care about it (the environment). Here, 
because I work with them (points to group) I’ve learned so much. This garden. 
The oil. Sherlen: I used to didn’t know anything. I threw my old oil out into the 
backyard, because I didn’t know. It started smelling so bad. Now I take care. And 
I teach my daughter to take care of it. We have to keep it clean for our kids. It’s so 
important. I don’t want my backyard to stink anymore! 
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 This exchange between Benal, Holi, Xen and Sherlen illustrates how participants 

employ communications to make sense of their evolving relationship towards the 

environment. Holi points out both Benal’s involvement with environmental protection, as 

well Xen’s ability to learn about this concept from her elders. Holi’s comments clearly 

prompt Benal and Xen to reflect, and then proceed to share their thoughts on their 

evolving identities. 

 As symbolic interactionists understand, people ascribe the meaning of things 

based on our interactions with others; “the meanings of things are interpreted by a person 

when dealing with things in specific circumstances” (Blumer 1969). Benal and Xen’s 

discussions about their involvement was not constructed individually; their evolving roles 

in protecting the environment was at least in part co-created through interactions with the 

others.  

Shifts which occurred in Chutta’s environmental identity evolved in a rather high-

profile manner, due to her participation both in regular pilot meetings, as well as her 

selection to represent her community in in-depth media interviews with both National 

Public Radio and Voice of America. Her story telling about her role in the pilot, and the 

changes she experienced, was actually the catalyst which sparked research in this 

revelatory case study illustrating the impact of narrative on identity change. In the first 

year of the program’s existence, for example, Chutta participated in an extensive 

interview for an article on the pilot which would be later published in a highly-respected, 

monthly sustainability magazine distributed throughout the city and surrounding 

metropolitan area. She told many stories of growing up in a small coastal town, and the 

hardships her family endured before seeking refuge to America. When asked about the 
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program’s impact on her, she gave a long pause while looking out the window of the 

magazine’s headquarters, which presented a scenic view of the city center of her new 

city. She proceeded to give this response: 

When I lived in my homeland 20 years ago, we lived in the shadow of a (name of 
multinational oil and gas corporation) factories. Black smoke. All the time. It 
polluted our coastland. I thought it was normal to see black smoke coming out of 
buildings all the time. I had a feeling it was bad. But we didn’t say or do anything 
about it because that’s all we knew, and our relatives would lose their jobs at the 
factories. 

  

 Chutta then described her changing identity after several years of living in 

America, and then being offered the opportunity to work on this community program:  

Now, I live in a country where I can do something about pollution. I can do 
whatever I want without worrying about the government trying to silence me, 
silence my family. And each time I talk about the environment I feel even closer 
to the environment. Because we are all connected to our land, aren’t we? 

 

It was revealed during the aforementioned Voice of America radio interview that 

Chutta’s brother was assassinated during a coup against this small country’s oppressive 

dictatorship in control of the government at that time. It become clear during her 

narrative that her immigration to the United States was facilitated by human rights 

activists in order to protect her brother’s family members from the same ugly fate. 

Because of her brother’s role as an activist lawyer protesting government atrocities, 

Chutta was asked to testify on behalf of her assassinated brother during a United Nations 

forum held in 1998 to describe the environmental injustices caused by multinational oil, 

gas and energy companies’ activities in her home country and the impact on her small 

coastal community. Throughout both her Voice of America, as well as National Public 

Radio interview, Chutta expressed gratitude for the ability to work on an environmental 
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pilot program, indicating that she felt it was her chance to “give back to Mother Nature,” 

and to make up for the sins that were committed against the planet back in her native 

land, when she was far younger and did not yet feel connected to Mother Nature in this 

way.  

Olivos and Aragones (2011) define environmental identity as “a sense of identity 

that transcends the individual and encompasses one's position as part of a living 

ecosystem.”.  Their research describes how there is a strong tendency for human beings 

to crave incorporation of their environment into their sense of self when given the space 

to do so. Chutta’s poignant description of her disconnection from her environment, 

largely colored by fear of persecution by those causing the pollution, can be compared to 

her gratitude re-connecting with “the land” through this pilot program. Her innate and 

human craving to incorporate the environment into her sense of self was clearly being 

addressed through her work on the pilot. Chutta’s environmental identity was cultivated 

and clarified through her involvement with the pilot. 

It was due solely to Chutta’s involvement in the pilot, and the numerous 

subsequent media interview questions that were requested from local news outlets in the 

three years that followed, that generated this powerful narrative. Field notes, in the form 

of pilot progress notes, taken during those intensive, unedited radio interviews clearly 

illustrate what Bateson calls an improvisational (1994) approach to storytelling. By her 

admission, Chutta has not yet told her story to others prior to this moment; indeed, a long, 

pregnant pause preceded her decision to share it. Her improvisation was the simple act of 

deciding to tell a story she had not yet shared before. Additionally, when sharing the 

narrative, both storyteller and listeners got the distinct sense that she was formulating 
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storyline; tweaking; backtracking, and re-formulating as she wove the tale during the 

interaction. It was clear from other participants’ reactions that they found it just as 

powerful as the radio host and participant observer present in the room.  

Holi explained she loved gardening in her home county but … “didn’t think a lot 

about whether the soil, or the environment, was clean.” The concept of environmental 

identity, write Olivos & Argonon (2011), helps to understand how we interact with the 

world, as well as whether or not we are motivated to conserve it. When Holi stated, “the 

more I learn about what we are doing to pollute it, the more I know I must do 

something,” this concept of a renewed motivation to protect the environment due to a 

shifting relationship to the land becomes crystal clear. Indeed, her work on the pilot 

program appeared to spark a relationship with, and identification to the environment 

when she said, “my garden in (city name) means so much to me. I can do things to 

protect and conserve land here in America.” Wen, Hodgett and Ho (2010) write about the 

importance of providing links between places and daily practices in the construction 

identity and well-being. In their research which examines domestic gardening practices 

among older Chinese immigrants to New Zealand, they found that gardening was a 

means of forging a new sense of self and identity in their adoptive country. They write 

that “gardening provides a strategy for self-reconstruction through spatiotemporally 

establishing biographical continuity between participants’ old lives in China and their 

new lives in New Zealand” (Wen, Hodgett & Ho, 2010, p. 220).  

Benal recalled that after he learned about the opportunity to start this pilot project, 

he never gave much thought to the environment. He was strapped for time, energy and 

resources, particularly in his role as a pastor ministering to a large community of 
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migrants and refugees who were dealing with often overwhelming challenges in adjusting 

to their new country. During an early discussion of whether or not to move forward with 

working on the pilot with the EPA, Benal first appeared hesitant about the merits of 

becoming involved in an environmental program. After hearing from Holi, Chutta, and 

others in the community describe their relationships to their small urban gardens, and 

after visiting several of these urban gardens, Benal however appeared to undergo a shift 

in thinking. He said, “When I saw Holi’s garden… how it meant so much to her family, I 

knew that the pilot was a way to minister to my community.” While perhaps this young 

pastor was less connected to the environment up this that point in time, he realized that 

those he served had environmental identities that needed ministering. Devine-Wright and 

Clayton (2010) found that one’s physical environment has been shown to have strong 

connections to a sense of self and identity. Based on comments which indicated an 

emergence of an increased awareness of the environment’s impact on his community, 

coupled with explicit action he took to to address this, Benal’s relationship to the 

environment also clearly shifted. 

After several years of work on the pilot, his environmental identity appeared to 

shift even further. After developing relationships with other community members 

involved in the pilot, he became a regular visitor to the community gardens fueled by 

compost generated from the oil recycling efforts. After spending time in these lush 

gardens, and learning of the positive impact they could have on his community, Benal 

stated during one pilot meeting, “our people use these gardens to heal.” He went on, “I 

find a sense of peace and belonging when I sit here with them.” In the final year of the 

pilot, Benal returned to his home country; got married; returned to the United States, and 
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had a baby boy. He therefore became too busy with family, baby and church to remain 

active in pilot meetings. He emphasized, however, that he was still with the group “in 

spirit” and that he was grateful for the chance to expand his definition of “healing” to 

environmental protection and gardens. Indeed, he emphasized how his work on the pilot 

“opened his heart” to a different way to relate to people. Benal did not specifically 

mention the concept of “environmental identity”, yet his words pointed to his “shifting 

orientation to the natural world” (Clayton, 2013) when he described how his interactions 

with Holi, Chutta and others helped grow his appreciation for his environment, and 

putting environmental protection into practice  “opened his eyes even wider” to the 

power of tying action to thought. 

During a small-group interview conducted in the pilot’s fourth year, three 

participants reminisced about the pilot’s progression in comparing what the environment 

meant to them in the first year, compared to its fourth year. In yet another instance, they 

employ a blend of Bateson’s (1994) improvisation, coupled with narrative in their 

interaction to create understanding of how their relationships to the environment changed 

over time: 

Holi: Maybe I’m like a… protector. I’m a mother, so it’s natural for me… I 
started as a mother, and now I’m an environmental protection person!!! 
Chutta: Of course, dear, we’re definitely protectors, because aren’t all mothers 
protection (sic)? I remember in (name of homeland) when I protected my little 
cousins, my brothers, my neighbors. We had no money, I got a job at (name of 
international oil and gas company), I was in charge. 
Xen: Oh, yeah, and my mom definitely protected us! And my aunties… they fed 
us, they took care of us, our dad’s were so busy… 
Chutta: See, dear, we learn from parents, especially mothers, to protect the 
environment. Men have other “important things to do” (she rolls her eyes and 
everyone laughs). 
Xen: Wow, I’m an environmental… protector! That’s so cool…!  
Chutta: You are an environmental Superwoman, my dear. (Again, laughter.) 
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And early in the pilot’ second year of existence, a Facebook direct message 

exchange between Holi and Chutta captures an apparent self-awareness of their use of 

story throughout pilot interactions to both create understand among pilot participants as 

well as others: 

Holi: who free (sic) to come to give presentation? 
Chutta: You can do it, I not ready. 
Holi: Chutta, you told Grid your family story, you told us about (name of 

 multinational oil and gas company), you ready 
Chutta: hmmmm 
Holi: You can share your story, it will change people (sic) hearts 

 

And finally, it was noted that Holi, compared to her struggle with clearly defining 

her role during the pilot program’s first year, started introducing herself in emails to city 

officials in the Mayor’s office, state government officials, and press contacts, in the 

following manner: “Hello, my name is Holi (Surname), and I am a leader of the local 

environmental protection movement to divert used waste oil from septic systems and 

landfills…”.  

Unsurprisingly, not one of these five community members, in progress notes, 

interview transcripts, nor electronic correspondence throughout the study uttered the 

esoteric term “environmental identity”. However, environmental identity was present in 

their descriptions of their relationships to Mother Nature, and their growing awareness of 

the power this relationship had to their self-concepts over the course a few years of 

participating on the pilot. As Xen recalled in a Facebook direct message to the open-

ended question, “What do you think about the environment now, compared to before?”: 

“I never really gave thought to the environment, but because of my work on the program, 

now it’s a big part of me and my community.” The implications, and related 
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recommendations which result from this powerful theme of environmental identity and 

its impact on one’s concept of self, will be discussed in Chapter Five.  

Empowerment and Ownership 

 The second theme that emerged in the data was a distinct relationship between the 

pilot program’s success, and a sense of ownership that immigrant participants felt about 

the program. This sense of ownership, in turn, resulted in clear feelings of empowerment 

experienced by all five participants studied. Tueba (1999) writes about the importance of 

providing opportunities for immigrant people to feel ownership of their learning 

processes and, therefore, empowered to learn. Pilot participants each described a personal 

sense of pilot ownership and community responsibility, as well as the sense of 

empowerment they felt from their community and federal and municipal government 

partners, to make the right decisions to protect the environment. 

 Sherlen described her surprise that a federal government agency such as the 

EPA  was not going to just come in, “act like my government back home” and “force all 

of us to be quiet” or “be bossy, be sneaky, and tell us what to do.” She said, “EPA was so 

different than the government back home. EPA people said they could help us, but then 

they stayed quiet and let us make all the decisions!” This observation was stated during a 

qualitative interview for this study, and was expressed with a renewed sense of surprise at 

how the community interacted with the government early in the pilot’s development 

process. She continued, “So at first I thought we would just do what the EPA said we 

should do. But then I started making big decisions about the project. It was so scary but 

so great! I didn’t want to fail my community... and I worked so hard to do a good job.” 
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Wallerstein and Bernstein (1994) caution that public service agencies should ask 

themselves what it means when one group (the agency) names a problem for another. 

They argue that this is not a sustainable solution to any community issue. They posit that 

all governmental or health officials should always ask themselves: “What are our roles?” 

They caution these public officials about taking on the role of “problem solvers, resource 

providers, expert consultants, or facilitators” for those we serve.” (p. 5). Yet, all too 

often, government agencies’ natural default becomes “problem solver, resource provider 

and expert consultants” for these communities, when all they truly need- crave, in fact- is 

a “space” that allows for them to interact; process together, and develop their own 

solutions to their problems. This all-too common governmental paradigm of “Oh, you 

have a problem? We have the solution!” occurs with well-meaning public service 

officials with good intentions. However, studies show that time and time again, this 

approach reduces the sustainability of the change, often due to the “low level of 

empowerment” experienced by participants. 

This bureaucratic approach to “presenting the sole solution,” however, continues 

to contribute to the victimization paradigm with which environmental justice is laced. 

Indeed, it limits the concept of environmental justice by limiting further, more expanded 

opportunity for solution development. In this unique case, this community was given the 

opportunity to not only describe their initial sewage problem, but they were given the 

narrative space, and therefore felt encouraged to develop solutions that not only addresses 

their initial flooding issue, but also evolved into developing creative solutions that 

increased the level of environmental awareness in an entire immigrant community: 
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diverting waste oil from sewage systems and waterways, and reusing waste oil into a 

number of unique byproducts. 

Xen, the youngest participant to be highlighted in this study, expressed a mild 

level of initial interest in this project, as it was managed by others from her home country 

that  she missed in the United States while attending university. In other words, her 

involvement was first sparked by an interest simply to be with others from her homeland 

while she was away for four years of undergraduate education. However, she recalled her 

feeling of surprise after attending several pilot planning meetings, that her input would 

help steer the direction of the program. “Holi, Chutta, basically everyone- listened to my 

ideas about how to market the pilot. I was just volunteer, or maybe...  an intern, but they 

listened to me! And now I’m going to meetings with new people, government agencies, 

and I help make decisions about the pilot.” The clear sense of pride and ownership than 

Xen felt during meetings in which the community educated others about oil recycling 

best practices was palpable. In one particular meeting with a student youth group, Xen 

was asked about her role in the pilot. She had not been given a formal title up to that 

point, but after glancing at Holi,  her co-presenter, she proudly stated that she was one of 

the “pilot leaders who were there to teach everyone how to protect the environment.” She 

continued, that “you can be any age to do this- you can be four years old and remind your 

parents to collect their oil, or you can be 80 years old tell people in your family to do the 

right thing.” 

Xen described how she was unsure about her role early on in her work with the 

pilot, especially as there were “many community members and government people” 

involved. However, after realizing the power she seemed to be given in order to make 
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decisions with community leaders, coupled with a flexible support on an “as-needed” 

basis provided by the EPA, state and local governments, she said she quickly became 

excited. “I realized that this wasn’t just going to be spending time speaking my language. 

It was going to be a way that I could make a difference.” This is supported by the much-

cited research on community participatory processes in environmental projects conducted 

by Fraser, Dougill, Mabee, Reed and McAlpine (2006), who found that the need to be 

flexible about duties, roles, and stakeholders was critical to ensuring all involved could 

feel ownership of a project. This sense of ownership, they write, would foster a sense of 

empowerment in achieving project goals.  

Four years after the start of this ongoing project, Chutta continued to express a 

sense of wonder at how working with the EPA was so different than what she expected of 

a country’s government. Remember that Chutta was the participant who grew up in a 

house located just “in the shadow” of international oil and gas companies’ facilities along 

the coastal areas of her island; she was forced to flee her country’s oppressive regime as a 

political refugee; she expected only injustice and mistreatment from her government. She 

recalled when she first met with EPA officials to discuss how to solve her immigrant 

communities’ sewage issues in her new homeland. Unsurprisingly, she expected, at best, 

a government that would do little to support them, and, at worst, a government that would 

block community progress and “be sneaky” about it. She recalled how during pilot 

meetings, time and time again, she felt both surprise and pleasure at government officials 

that not only supported community ideas, but who seemed to “let us do what we thought 

was best for our community and our neighbors.”  
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The sense of ownership that this involvement fostered in this immigrant 

housewife cannot be overstated. She described her initial years in this large urban city on 

the East Coast of the country as challenging. She felt like a “foreigner” who “didn’t fit in 

anywhere” and “was treated differently by Americans” due to her different clothing and 

strong accent. Unmoored and uninspired, she got a job at a local clothing store to make 

ends meet. After volunteering her time with her community’s new pilot project- which 

she was able to do after dropping off her children at the nearby public school, and on her 

days off from working at T.J. Maxx, she realized that finally, in her new country, she 

“felt part of something” and “it really mattered.” When asked why, she explained that, 

through this pilot, she finally had a new community to which she belonged- a community, 

like her people in her native island, who “did good things and had the power and the will 

to help” one another.  

When Sherlen first started working on the project, she repeatedly expressed a 

hesitance to equate her involvement with any type of personal ownership of the pilot 

during meetings with other community members and EPA and other government 

officials. She also seemed uncomfortable with taking on the leadership role that her 

community had selected her for, indicating that she was “just a mom who is trying to 

help” and “is just a helper” and “isn’t an expert on all this stuff.” As the months 

progressed and she realized that she was one of the first three core community members 

who were directing pilot progress, her perception of her role evolved. During a speech 

she and Holi gave to federal employees who wished to learn more about the pilot during 

its third year of existence, she uttered these words in front of an auditorium filled with 

approximately 100 people: “Before this (the pilot), I didn’t think about the environment 
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because what could I do? But then I worked on this project. People listened to what we 

had to say. I felt so proud. We made a difference. Now I know anything, really, can 

happen in this country if you try hard enough.” 

Similar to the symbolic interaction which necessitated the shifts in environmental 

identity in the first theme described earlier, this emergent empowerment theme that are 

clearly sparked by participants coming together and co-creating their understanding of 

their respective roles. Progress notes taken early in the first year of the fledgling pilot 

capture a lack of certainty in who owned the pilot, even after EPA representatives 

reiterated to participants that the Agency considered this pilot project a community-lead 

endeavor which the Agency would support for a limited timeframe (while still in pilot 

stage): 

Benal: Wonders how community can lead an environmental program without 
EPA. Sherlen agrees. Chutta: Hey, we manage other programs… names another 
local immigrant program, remember Benal? Holi: reiterates community 
involvement in the success of other programs: Sherlen: I forgot about those, yes 
we did start those (laughs). Benal: I guess so. That’s true. But they (other 
programs) weren’t about the environment… (seems ready to be convinced). 
Chutta, in joking tone: Isn’t everything about the environment? Holi: “YES! We 
can do this. EPA will help, right…?” 

 

In progress notes taken during a pilot meeting with municipal officials from the 

municipal sustainability office, which occurred in the pilot’s third year of existence, the 

following illustrates a distinct shift in participant’s sense of ownership. This interaction 

was started in response to a question posed by this city’s Sustainability Director, when 

she inquired, “Who runs this program?” When asked this question in the first year of the 

pilot, community members continually sidestepped answering, or indicated that “EPA 
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and the community manages it.” When asked during this pivotal moment, their answers 

illustrate a shifting understanding of pilot ownership: 

Holi: We (gestures to the community members in the meeting room) started this 
pilot, and we are responsible for everything. Chutta (jokingly): Maybe EPA helps 
a little, too. Sherlen: EPA helps so much! Chutta: I know, I’m joking, just 
kidding…! But Holi is right- this is important. We asked EPA to help. But this is 
our program. Holi: Exactly. Exactly. (thinking). We want this to inspire others out 
there to feel like they can do things, too. In this country, anything is possible, 
right? (Looks around at other community members) 

 

This sense of empowerment is facilitated, and ultimately co-created, by 

interactions during which study participants affirm for one another and the group as a 

whole, their belief that they are leading the charge in protecting the environment. As yet a 

final example of how participants’ story-sharing provides the fuel during participants’ 

interactions for this creation of shared understand that continually evolves, is a chatty 

Facebook direct message exchange during which Holi, Chutta and Sherlen have a light-

hearted exchange that characterizes both their shifting perception of their work after a 

pilot milestone event, as well as the power of narrative to fuel this evolving, shared 

understanding: 

Holi: Good job, ladiezzz (sic), you did great! We taught people how to make a 
change (sic)! People feel empower (sic)! 
Chutta: My brother used to tell me that you can only make things happen when 
you take control, we took control, yaaaaa!  
Holi: wkwkwkwkwk (sic) 
Sherlen: Congrats, my hubby said we owned it! I feel so proud! My daughter is 
proud of me!” 
Holi: You said your brother inspired you, and you wanted to make his spirit 
proud, you did that today. 
Chutta: My mom and dad teach us so good. Even if we poor (sic), they told us to 
make our own decisions. About politics. About safety. Women’s rights. I went on 
marches with my little brother. And we were in danger but we can make change 
happen, ya (sic)? 
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Sherlen: @Chutta, I didn’t know your brother was so amazing! Until you told his 
story today!!! I love him!! I thanks God for him (sic)! Praise the Lord for him! He 
inspires us, we will do this for him, we got this (sic)! 
Chutta: @Sherlen he in heaven (sic), and I’m doing this for him and his 
memory… 
Holi: Go, team! We changing (sic) hearts and minds! Go, team!! Wkwkwkw! 
(sic) 

 

Problem Solving Towards Innovation 

 The third and final theme that emerged in the data was related to participants’ 

evident sense of pride in their problem solving capabilities. This pattern initially revealed 

itself in disparate ways, and evolved through interaction throughout the course of the 

pilot’s first four years. Progress notes taken during the first year of the pilot, similar to the 

two themes discussed earlier, indicate a level of uncertain with regards to not only 

relationship to the environment and ownership, but also ability to address problems 

which arose mostly in the first year. The following progress note excerpt captures an 

exchange between Holi and Sherlen in which they express uncertainty about their ability, 

but also seem to be co-creating a new understanding of their abilities: 

 Sherlen: worried about ability to manage compost; worried about group’s ability to 
spread the word to all community members, after they realize that their flyers are 
not reaching everyone in the neighborhood. Holi: worries about pilot-related 
equipment being stolen in South Philadelphia. Both discuss whether they can solve 
these issues, and bring up the possibility of a year-long pilot coming to a close if 
too many hurdles. 

 

 Later that first year, they are joined by Benal and Chutta in another pilot meeting, 

during which the group discusses both the challenges that they face too keep the program 

going and how they might tackle each one. The tone of the meeting is different than when 

they worried about tackling challenges. Benal reiterated that he had faith in the group’s 

ability to come together, and that God would help them “find a way.” Chutta, always the 
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one to lighten the group’s mood, reminded her teammates that if they were able to come 

to America and start new lives and new families with limited resources and language 

ability, they should have little problem tackling “these small, small problems.” The 

following direct message exchange occurs early in the pilot’s fourth year and illustrates 

how interactions provide valuable opportunity for participants to share their 

understanding of the pilot and create new, shared understandings of the group’s problem-

solving ability: 

Sherlen: help! I have a messy issue with messy barrel, people leaving their empty 
containers in a pile, our pastor not happy (sic)! 
Xen: @Sherlen, didn’t Holi have this happen? @Holi? 
Holi: Yazzzzz, @Sherlen this happen before, such a mess, people so lazy! 
Sherlen: yes what can I do? 
Holi: just like we did back home (referencing home country) at the trash yard, 
remember? We used signs, we had someone stand there during drop-off, we 
remind them that it’s close to the church or masjid 
Sherlen: yes, it can work here maybe? 
Holi: let’s try, let’s see… (smiley face) 

 

During the second year of the pilot, while giving a presentation to a group of EPA 

employees interested in learning about the pilot’s progress, Holi and Sherlen show an 

evolving understanding of her and her communities’ problem-solving abilities. During 

their speech, which they gives extemporaneously to a crowd of approximately 100 

people, Holi describes how their community “always find a way to get things done.” 

Early in the pilot’s first year, this sentiment was simply taken by this participant observer 

at face value. That is, her statement was perceived as this participant being productive in 

reaching goals. However, during instant messaging communications with other 

participants in the second and third years of the pilot, as well as qualitative interviews 

conducted in the final year referenced in the sections, these comments depicted a clear 
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pattern. Indeed, in retrospect, the data showed was that Holi was speaking to her ability to 

accomplish things, as well as her ability, as an immigrant, to do so in innovative ways.  

 Holi later messaged other members of the pilot planning group in a conversation 

in the second year of the pilot’s existence, “Hey everyone, it’s time to think of ways to 

make this work! Let’s put on our thinking hats! Anything is possible, we are here in 

America!” In speaking about new approaches to involved local immigrant youth groups 

in the pilot, she continued, “we are big thinkers because we have the freedom! EPA is 

going to “keep us real” but now is the time to think outside the box!” Holi’s exuberance 

in inserting American euphemisms such as “think outside the box” and “thinking hats” 

was not only contagious in its level of positivity, but also pointed to her pride in her and 

her immigrant communities’ ability to tackle problems in creative and less traditional 

ways. Ritter, Damian, Simonton, Van Baaren, Strick, Derks & Dijksterhuis (2012) found 

in their longitudinal study of immigrants that there existed a link between creativity and 

creative problem-solving ability to experiences such as early parental loss or living 

abroad. They posit that unexpected experiences, such as immigration, have “diversifying” 

aspect which enhance cognitive flexibility, or the ability to adjust one's thinking from old 

situations to new situations as well as the ability to overcome responses or thinking that 

have become habitual and adapt to new situations (Moore & Malinowski, 2009). Holi, 

Chutta and Sherlen often refer to their immigrant status as the fuel for their creativity. 

In the final year of the pilot, during in-depth interviews with participants, Holi 

pointed out that she felt a deep sense of pride in the participants’ creative approach to 

problem solving. During one meeting, when asked how she thought others saw the pilot 

program, she stated, “We are problem solvers. People first thought we were asking for 
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money, or for a handout. But all we wanted was someone to help us learn who is 

connected to what, and who does what. Once we know how everything is fitting together, 

we will figure things out!” Holi, like Chutta and Sherlen, expressed pride in the fact that 

her child, being a first generation immigrant himself, will be able to “think quick, think 

clever” like her. While she poked fun of herself, often joking about her grammatical 

errors and mispronunciations when speaking English, Holi’s involvement in the pilot 

seemed to present an opportunity and point of pride in highlighting her ability to “think 

quickly”- by moving beyond just collecting waste cooking oil- by determining that 

recycling it into biofuel and compost were possible, and in one year, trying to produce 

organic soap from the recycled product. Several studies point to how“diversifying” 

experience- defined as the active but not vicarious involvement in an unusual event such 

as migration – increase cognitive flexibility more than “vicarious” involvement in normal 

experiences. In other words, research points to a relationship, to some degree, of creative 

thinking and migration. Both qualitative and quantitative research points to how 

immigrants increase different fields of innovation in the United States. For example, a 

2003 National Survey of College Graduates shows that immigrants patent at double the 

native rate; this mindset has been related to how immigrants are more likely to start 

companies than similar natives.  

This “out of the box” approach to problem solving seems to be based on the need 

to do so. At one point, Sherlen, in describing her life in America and how it colored her 

approach to all that she does said,  “I had to do my very best… think my very best… be 

the best. Because there is no option- I came here to start again.” As other research has 

described, the immigrant mindset is often deeply rooted in success and teaches failure is 
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not an option. As one researcher was told when conducting an ethnography on 

immigrants in Canada: “simply put, it’s a matter of survival. We need to innovate or 

evaporate.” (Greene & Butler, 2004).  

Benal described how he had complete faith in his community members to be able 

to impress government officials, indicating how despite language barriers, he know “in 

his heart that things would work out for the greater good.” A quiet man, and the sole 

spiritual leader of the five participants interviewed for this case, his perspective is 

perhaps steeped in his religiosity as a Christian pastor. However, it became evident upon 

analyzing the data over the span of the four years of data that his initial comment about 

how “things would work out for the greater good” were less related to a spiritual sense 

that things were meant to be, and more related to a confidence that other community 

members would always find a way to creatively tackle problems. He stated during a 

planning meeting with EPA officials in the second year of the pilot’s existence, when 

community members were dealing with a several challenges in pilot progress that made 

at least EPA officials question whether the program would even succeed: “things may 

block our path; things may look bad; but this group will always find a way to come 

together, support each other, care for each other, and in the end, that’s all we need to 

make anything work.” This sentiment is supported by Zou’s (2010) research which points 

to how immigrants are particularly adept at at managing multiple and shifting identities 

and roles in a new culture. This skill, he writes, can often develop into a specific type of 

flexible cultural capital that permits immigrants to survive; find high levels of academic 

success, and “become culturally empowered” (p. 131).  
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Both Xen, the college student, and Chutta, the mother of three from the small 

coastal town of their homeland, alluded to this navigation of multiple identities when 

discussing their, and their community members’ abilities to tackle issues with what Holi 

exuberantly called “waaaaay out of the box” thinking. In describing her children during 

an interview with National Public Radio, Chutta described her offspring as bilingual, as 

they speak both English and her native tongue. She goes on to make the connection that 

they are therefore very “quick in their minds all the time.” She proceeded to describe how 

all three of her children always knew there were “different ways to do the right thing. 

Different ways to speak to people. Different ways to communicate. Different ways to 

answer the questions at school…” and proceeded to express deep pride in their ability to 

be what could be formally defined as “cognitively flexible.” She goes on to relate this 

type of creative problem solving to how she was able to help with pilot progress, when 

she recalled, “the EPA people didn’t think we would really turn the oil into compost, I 

don’t think. Well, we found a way. We surprised them!!!”  

Xen described how she was accustomed to the “mothers and aunties” in her native 

country taking charge of family and social issues, working closely together to come up 

with what she called “sometimes sorta crazy” solutions to problems. Laughing during her 

interview, she described how this sense of creative innovation in tackling problems and 

challenges was immediately familiar to her when she first volunteered to work on the 

pilot as a youth ambassador. She wondered aloud during the final year of the project, “do 

other people have as much fun as our people do when something goes wrong?” She 

continued, wondering aloud, “whenever something is broken in our community, everyone 

gets excited because it is a reason to come together and fix it!” And Holi, in email 
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correspondence introducing herself and the pilot to federal, state and city officials, as 

well as non-profit organizations with whom pilot leadership wished to partner, described 

the pilot program by writing in several emails, “We can work with you to solve 

environmental problems in interesting ways that do not cost you any money. We do it 

with (name of pilot), and we can show you how to do it in your neighborhood, too!” 

Summary 

In summary, this chapter highlights these five participants’ observations during 

interactions that illustrate three distinctly powerful themes. First, it illustrates how 

individual and group environmental identities of recent immigrants to the United States 

are created, impacted and/or evolve through their common experience addressing and 

solving environmental problems. It is clear that a critical factor in the evolution, 

strengthened environmental identity and success of the pilot team was the participants’ 

personal identification with a community problem and their innate, cultural proclivities 

rather than the problem, per-se. Their cultural norms actually pulled them together into an 

effective group with a strongly shared identity. The environmental focus contributed to 

the pilot success on many levels as well. As a constant, personal and unpleasant presence 

inside their homes, the environmental problem created a level of unavoidable discomfort 

that literally pushed the group to action.  The environmental issues allowed pilot 

members to engage with the EPA which, in retrospect, was another equally critical 

success factor for the pilot. The EPA engagement model of hands-off, benign support 

was exactly what the group needed most and seemed to expect the least. Whether related 

to the environment or any other federal agency, this group of people, with common 
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culture, homeland and immigrant experience may have accomplished similar results 

leveraging the federal government, to enhance their identity in any context.  

 The second theme of strengthened community ownership in a solution and 

resulting empowerment, was fully validated by the analysis, actions and experiences as 

stated and represented by all participants. Originally, from a rural south east Asian 

country, with little or no expectation of any government solutions to community 

problems, these pilot members were instilled with a trust in themselves and an 

“immigrant mindset” that if they don’t personally address problems, no one 

will.  Combine that social context, within a now immigrant community holding the same 

mindset, coming to grips with a personally pervasive and unhealthy home environment in 

their new country, and it is easy to project the extremely positive identity, empowerment 

and ownership taken by pilot members. Multiple participant statements relate their 

aggressive desire to fix the issue no matter “how crazy” the solution.  Their 

empowerment was manifest by their culture, the EPA support model, their willingness to 

directly engage stakeholders and a feeling that they held the social capital needed to 

appropriately represent their concerns to the federal government and, without concern for 

the “ normal constraints”,  forced the federal government to help - on their terms.  This 

high level of acceptance of their new culture and their willingness to take personal action 

to engage the larger government “culture” in America reveal the key to their identity, 

empowerment and problem ownership success.  It is worth restating here that this pilot 

and continuing program represent the best ideal of American civics. 

Thirdly, what emerged from their narratives was a uniquely creative problem-

solving approach celebrated by immigrants trying to make life work in a new 
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environment. Indeed, as their individual identities regarding the environmental issues 

changed, and their expectations of environmental justice increased, the hope that their 

success now would enable an ever better life for their children and future generations. 

Their identity enhancement and sensitivity of spirit grew within the pilot team, setting the 

stage for their personal generational engagement.  The elder team members fully 

supported the younger members allowing them equal responsibility, status and authority 

within the pilot and in representing it to the larger community. This process alone 

manifested their social inclusiveness, insistence on doing the right thing for the good of 

the community and represented, through action and deed, their commitment to the value 

of present and future members of their community and, by extension, their affinity to the 

value of their new country and its generational abundance. 

 As discussed in previous sections, these concepts emerged, and were understood, 

through the conceptual framework of symbolic interactionism. Interactionists look for 

patterns of social interaction between individuals, focusing on observation of one-on-one 

interactions. This study analyzed individuals’ words used and narratives shared to 

understand how community participants interacted with one another to create shared 

understandings. It also sought to understand how participants’ interactions continued to 

form new, shared understandings. And, as will be discussed in the following chapter, the 

themes which emerged clearly had an impact on participants’ subsequent thoughts and 

actions.  

Through interaction with the other participants over the course of three years, for 

example, Xen’s evolving belief that he had a relationship to the environment ultimately 

provoked his, and the group’s behavior change. Indeed, as he shared, it served as catalyst 
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for him to continue to work harder than even he expected to work in order to protect the 

environment. Sherlen, in turn, saw Xen’s behavior and heard his stories of change; 

through the interactionist lens, this helped to form a social bond between the two and 

others. Through this pilot, Holi, Chutta, Sherlen, Xen and Benal came together on a 

regular basis; through shared stories, began to understand others’ words and actions in a 

certain way, to ultimately develop shared meanings with regards to such constructs as the 

“environment”. For example, each time Chutta quietly referenced her growing pride in 

her ability to protect the environment, she was, as an interactionist would point out, 

acting towards a concept based on the meaning she placed on the importance of the 

environment. This increased importance of including environment into her “life 

priorities” was, through the course of her interactions with exuberant Holi’s exclamations 

about “environmental protection” as well as the others’ shifting discussions of the 

environment. The meaning that Chutta was continually creating from meeting to meeting, 

related to her role in environmental protection, was the product of her interaction with the 

other four participants. Chutta’s meaning-making- her understanding of her relationship 

to the environment- was also an ongoing and evolving process. The data indicated that 

each time the more garrulous Holi extolled her increasing awareness of the community’s 

impact on the environment, Chutta would listen quietly; take notes; nod, and reiterate her 

increased sense of empowerment in her new country. She would improvise, out loud, 

tentatively testing the waters by first acknowledging, “Yes, we can make a difference, 

can’t we?” in one meeting, while in a subsequent interaction, she would more confidently 

articulate her role in the pilot’s progress. Chutta heard what Holi and others conveyed 

related to the concept of “environment”, and through social interaction, interpreted time 
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and time again her relationship to the environment; her ability to protect it, and her 

community’s creative problem-solving to do so in unique ways. 

Taking into considering Bateson (1994) and Goffman’s (1958) constructivist 

belief that people often improvise in novel situations, such as pilot planning meetings, it 

can further be posited that through interactions, participants realities’ were continually 

revised as each pilot interaction unfolded. And, as identity theorists who align with 

interactionism understand that people have as many identities as they have networks of 

relationships in which they occupy positions and play roles, this pilot provided the space 

for new, more empowered identities for community participants to emerge.  

On the following page, Figure 3 reflects the symbiotic relationships between and 

among the various stages of participant interaction that was the key to the success of this 

pilot, and the central focus of understanding how the pilot participants learned, grew, 

shared, improvised and emerged with new individual and collaborative identities: 
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Figure 3. Participants’ interactions using symbolic interaction conceptual framework 

 

1. Participant interaction: pilot planning meetings and other pilot events. 

2. Storytelling: consolidation of old and new knowledge using narrative.  

3. Co-creation of understanding: through narrative.  

4. Improvisation: in novel situations.    

5. Themes emerge: environmental identity change; empowerment; problem solving. 

 

This dissertation’s final chapter, which follows, details the implications of this 

study; recommendations on how this pilot adds to the body of knowledge related to how 

governments integrate environmental justice into their work, and suggests areas for 

further research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 This study delves into what is possible when a group of people are provided a 

unique opportunity to interact with one another on a regular basis, with a shared 

environmental goal. This section provides overview of the phenomenon that occurred 

when members of an immigrant community participated in a highly successful 

environmental pilot program, and is followed by recommendations based on this 

knowledge. This study sought to answer: 1) what happened when participants shared 

their stories with others during interactions, and what characterized the types of 

interactions that emerged?, and 2) how did these identities shift? The data illustrated a 

picture of how regular, pilot-based interactions provided regular and consistent 

opportunity for participants’ narrative-based interactions. Narrative, which emerged, in 

turn, exhibited consistent patterns across all five participants’ stories shared over three 

years. These narrative-based interactions; combined with in-depth interviews and 

confirmatory data in the form of direct messages and email correspondence, were 

ultimately found to exhibit three clear themes. It was discovered that these themes, as 

discussed in the prior chapter, had two qualities. They evolved through interactions over 

three years, and appeared to impact environmental and other related identities. This 

section expands on this knowledge, and concludes with recommendations on how this 

knowledge can help to expand the current environmental justice paradigm. Understood 

through the conceptual framework of symbolic interaction, the knowledge that 

participants’ interactions related to a project can have an impact their environmental 

identities, informs the following discussion and recommendations.  
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 All three of the emergent themes were infused with a sense that this successful 

project was conceived, and made successful by community members in large part “for the 

children”. While this powerful and often-expressed sentiment was explicitly stated in 

public forums and in-depth interviews, it is not listed as one of the three themes described 

below, due to its relationship to all of them. However, it is worth pointing out that this 

driving force colored the three major patterns discussed in this study: (a) shifting 

environmental identities, (b) ownership and empowerment, and c) problem solving and 

innovation. All five participants emphasized their conviction that the success of this pilot, 

and the positive impact it would have on future generations, was worth the time, effort 

and resources it required.  

 Suarez-Orozco (2009) writes in his fascinating study on children of immigrants 

that people who migrate to the United States are often escaping political, ethnic or 

religious persecution, or simply looking for a better life. In doing so, they often endure 

highly stressful changes and challenges, many times going from professional careers in 

their native country to running small stores in less ideal neighborhoods in the United 

States. Suarez-Orozco writes that the “fuel” that allows many of these immigrants to 

withstand these difficulties is the belief that “all these sacrifices are worth enduring for 

their children” (p. 12)  and for future generations. This revelatory case study was an 

exploration of how five immigrant participants’ narratives revealed common themes in 

identity, empowerment and innovation. While stories shared were unique to each 

individual, all narratives pointed to how their work with government agencies to protect 

the environment was ultimately for “our future- the children.” 



 

 

115 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first Discussion section is the only 

section of this dissertation that is written in the first-person and presents personal 

observations from researching and writing about the shifting identities of five community 

participants involved in an environmental pilot program that was developed to divert 

waste oil from sewage systems, to recycle it into environmentally friendly biofuel; rich 

compost, and for approximately two years of experimentation, organic soaps. This 

section is arranged in three subsections, each which corresponds to the patterns described 

in the previous chapter: (a) shifting environmental identity; (b) feelings of ownership and 

empowerment, and (c) problem-solving and innovation. The Recommendations section 

that follows suggests areas for future research in how to utilize this knowledge to expand 

upon the concept of environmental justice and how to integrate greater levels of equity 

into how agencies like the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency can protect public 

health and the environment, for all. 

DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to discover spaces, or opportunities, in which those narrative 

threads emerged during interactions between participants, as well as how these 

opportunities shaped their knowledge and identities. While it focused on community 

members’ narrative identity work, it also considered non-community participants and the 

kinds of opportunities we might consider making available to underserved community 

voices in the attempt to encourage these stories. This research is prompted by the 

knowledge that by attending to community members’ narrative, the federal government 

can increase the tools in their current, somewhat limited educational toolbox in order to 

better achieve important work to educate communities on environment and public health 
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activities. The purpose of this study is to open up a dialog for institutions to expand the 

ways in which they empower others with information. Rather than disseminate highly 

accurate and federally mandated information, they might collaboratively create more 

educational spaces with those whom they serve. In summary, the purpose of this research 

is to approach learning-based interactions as not a means to an end, but to enhance a 

“grand narrative” that is social, continuous, and co-created by discrete, individual 

interactions (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Today, armed with numerous lessons learned, practitioners commonly align EJ 

activities with community-based participatory practice, based on the understanding that 

health and environmental best practices are more effective when community members are 

involved in the development and implementation of the decisions that affect them. 

Brosius (1999) describes how environmental movements, such as the environmental 

justice movement, provide a “rich site for the study of local articulations, narratives and 

agency” (p. 40). Much of the growing interdisciplinary literature on the role of 

environmental movements and non-governmental organizations highlights the 

environmental protection potential to bring grassroots actors into a globalized civil 

society, forming transnational networks for public participation (Lipshutz, 1996; Peet & 

Watts 1996). And, the EPA’s environmental justice approach continues to evolve. It 

currently includes attempts at involving community members in training one another; 

involving them in decision-making, and engaging them in change activities (EPA, 2018). 

We know that responding to community needs rather than imposing a preconceived idea 

of what would help the community has been proven time and time again to elicit greater 

trust, sustainability, and efficacy in public health initiatives (Sloane, 2003).  Many would 
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argue, however, that this paradigm must shift much further. Charnley and Engelbert in 

2006 conducted research on the EPA’s Superfund toxic waste site program to explore 

effectiveness of federal community outreach practices. Community feedback revealed 

mixed results related to how federal government approached public participatory 

activities. Not surprisingly, while community members who were most informed about 

and involved in the cleanup process at sites were also the most satisfied, the Agency’s 

community engagement efforts nationwide were extremely uneven (Schlosberg, 2009). 

Additionally, evaluation of community engagement results was lacking throughout the 

organization, which presented a problem in determining best approaches in moving 

forward (Corburn, 2005). 

EPA officials started working with members of this new immigrant community 

with the expectation that community members would be satisfied with addressing the 

costly and dirty sewage issues that served as the catalyst for their reaching out to a federal 

agency for help. This was a misconception that was very quickly debunked after the 

pilot’s first year. Additionally, yet another misconception was disproved when I, after 

deciding to examine this revelatory, single case for dissertation, expected certain patterns 

to emerge—patterns which ultimately did not. 

I fully expected to find participants’ fruitful engagement with government 

agencies, and strong sentiments about environmental protection, to be emergent themes 

in the voluminous amounts of data amassed over the span of the pilot’s first four years. 

However, I discovered that instead, feelings of ownership, empowerment, and pride in 

creative problem solving were far more salient in moving the needle of this pilot’s 

success to the right. As Creswell (1999) describes, qualitative research should be a 
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reflexive process operating through every stage of the process. Therefore, this qualitative 

reflexivity allowed for the somewhat surprising yet revelatory outcomes illustrated by 

this project, as well as unexpected themes that emerged during the data analysis. This 

open-minded and qualitative approach to observing social beings in a certain setting, not 

bound by a hypothesis that could have limited the scope, can contribute deeply to 

environmental justice scholarship in the future. 

I would argue, in fact, that this qualitative approach to examining a phenomenon 

can, and should also be incorporated by public organizations tasked with the mission to 

serve their citizenry. Salomon (1981) writes about how government agencies evaluate 

performance on limited measures, often with little motivation to go beyond what is 

expected or written in the mission statement of the organization. More recently, studies 

including Ayers’ (2015) review of government performance writes about how 

individuals’ performance appraisals are touted as federal government’s management 

control tool, yet federal government has a “long way to go” in having organizational 

goals drive performance” (p. 188). For these reasons, government and public service 

employees might consider their jobs complete if and when a concerned citizen’s question 

or complaint is answered, or their specific concern addressed. In this unique case, 

however, the public citizens who reached out to their federal government did not have 

preconceived notions about the limits of what they could or should request; conversely, 

the EPA officials took a less traditional approach, with different measures of performance 

in mind, to serving them. Rather than entering the conversation with the traditional, more 

simplified mindset of providing “the best solution to this problem,” agency 

representatives approached the community with a level of curiosity regarding what the 
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community might develop if given opportunity to process solutions together. This one 

small difference in initial approach was the catalyst needed for community narrative to 

emerge; for changes in environmental identity to occur, and for the motivation to 

creatively tackle problems with a sense of empowerment to blossom. This small tweak to 

the process is all that was needed as catalyst for community members to, as Holi loved to 

say, “put on a thinking hat” to go far beyond fixing basement floods. When reading the 

following themes and implications of this knowledge, it behooves all government 

agencies to re-evaluate those often fortuitous moments in which a door was opening, or a 

phone call was answered, by a public servant with the mindset of serving, rather than 

simply providing an accurate answer to the caller or questioner.  

While I have found no single template for creating and maintaining this type of 

unique immigrant-lead environmental success story, it is my hope that this revelatory 

case will spark a self-analysis of all stakeholders in environmental management in order 

to avoid preconceptions and “this is the way we do things” mindset and mentalities. As 

referred to previously, Salomon (1981) and Ayers (2015) state that government 

organizations and individuals have few measures of success that relate to achieving stated 

mission and goals in creative ways, with a diversity of stakeholders, such as new 

immigrants. Those success measures that do exist, reward consistent, often unchanging 

processes and procedures, whether they achieve useful citizen-based goals or not. The 

government performance process, as it now exists, must be reevaluated. 

Rather than looking inward to a government agency set of laws, regulations, rules 

and process guidelines, government stakeholders must look outward to define and accept 

goals and measures of success that clearly, positively support citizens. Once those goals 
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are jointly defined, developed and accepted, the government stakeholder, in similar 

situations, can discover and leverage flexibility within their legal and regulatory 

boundaries. In fact, this pilot, and its results, point directly to the opportunity that 

government stakeholders have to apply improved rules of engagement that go beyond 

traditional, fixed measures of success. If existing law precludes reasonable response and 

citizen support, it is incumbent on the government agency to address that situation and 

drive the necessary changes to those laws. 

Shifts in Environmental Identity  

One of the most significant lessons from this research is that there are multiple 

possibilities for community engagement on issues that do not initially have a direct and 

immediate relationship to the concept of “environmental protection.”  Initially, 

community members acted due to pressing economics concerns related to sewage 

backups- they perceived the term “environment” in the term “EPA” as related to cleaning 

their homes. However, once empowered with information on the potential environmental 

impacts of waste oil diversion, and more important, were provided the space in which to 

discuss their role in protecting “Mother Nature”, their relationship to the environment 

was refueled; their environmental identities evolved, and the pilot in turn became far 

more environmentally-driven. With the specific and costly consequences posed by the 

initial, immediate problem, it could have been easy to go the simple route of proper oil 

disposal, while failing to recognize the potential for environmental identity to be 

cultivated to ultimately fuel far more impactful action. Once the opportunity for 

environmental protection entered the discussion, participant identities and personal 

affiliations with the environment shifted as they immersed themselves in the problem and 
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solution process. These participants initially addressed their problem as a cleaning and 

cost issue impacting their homes and wallets. However, through narrative, opening the 

conversation to environmental protection opened a new doorway into making a 

difference in their new country and feeling empowered with this newfound ability. 

Expanding the definition of how to approach integrated environmental protection into 

community conversation appears to be an underutilized method to involving others in the 

task of protecting the planet. 

After the community connected with the EPA and other government agencies and 

learned that their issue related to far more than basement floods, they mobilized. Once 

mobilization occurred, their actions to protect the environment not only diverted oil from 

sewage systems and waterways and landfills, but had clear and positive impacts on their 

environmental identities. As the pilot progressed and immediate sewage problems were 

resolved, participants’ new knowledge expanded to include environmental consequences; 

finding alternative solutions including resolution of larger environmental issues, and 

ultimately impacting their communities’ sense of ownership in civic duties.  

Now that the proverbial ball is rolling, this identity change process is expected to 

continue. There is nothing in this case study to suggest that, over time, pilot participants 

and recipients of the pilot value will not continue to mature their environmental identities 

due to the continued success of community and governments being able to tackle a 

problem, as well as solve it together, with resounding success. The shift in identities is 

expected to continue to be captured and relived again and again through the storytelling 

inclination of this culture. A powerfully optimistic sense of “anything is possible” about 
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their ability to impact their environment, and affect governance of their chosen home 

land, has been created.  

I believe that we can use this knowledge of the relationship between 

environmental identity being intrinsically related to environmental protection action in a 

small immigrant community, as a model for taking a more expansive approach to 

achieving environmental justice for all people. The more traditional, and widespread 

victimization paradigm of environmental justice of simply “making up” to those 

negatively and disproportionately impacted by toxic sites or fugitive emissions is far 

different than this revelatory case’s results. In examining a uniquely successful project 

with far-reaching environmental impacts that resulted not from making reparations, nor 

from the provision of environmental information to underserved communities, we can 

approach greater equity by simply “offering a welcome seat” at the table where decisions 

are being made. 

And, as discussed earlier, United States federal government will need continual 

prodding to consider relating performance appraisals directly to environmental impacts. 

This is needed in order to encourage more of those who serve a diversity of people to 

consider “offering that chair” to immigrant communities with less political and social 

capital. This knowledge can also help to inform underserved community leaders who 

wish to inspire action, yet struggle to do so when often worrying about simply making 

ends meet from paycheck to paycheck. Based on these case findings, perhaps leaders 

hoping to inspire action might consider proactive efforts to relating socio-economic 

issues which tend to receive immediate attention from community members- to 

environmental impacts. Once human beings are reminded of their relationship to the 
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natural world- what participant Holi so often called “Mother Nature”  their environmental 

identity became stronger, which in turn, appeared to inspire further action.  

Empowerment and Ownership 

A second and significant lesson from this research, related to the theme of 

empowerment, is closely tied to the previous discussion of environmental identity. 

Research points to how increased environmental identity is a “motivating force that can 

have a significant impact by guiding social, emotional or political behavior” (Clayton, 

2003, p. 46). For all five participants, this increased relationship with the environment 

that was sparked by the opportunity to work on the project became a catalyst for action. 

This continued action resulted in a sense of ownership in something more powerful and 

bigger than each individual participant. Drury & Reicher (2005) and other scholars have 

found that that collective action, when inspired by positive emotion such as relationship 

to the nonhuman world or the environment, is tied to both a individual and communal 

sense of empowerment.   

Empowerment and ownership, together, create a formidable social and cultural 

dynamic. Where this dynamic exists, one might expect great changes in a community or 

nation. This case study clearly explores and details the empowerment of five pilot 

members, brought together by a common problem, common cultural identity and a 

common method of storytelling communication and connection. One aspect of 

storytelling which emerged as most salient in information sharing was this: participants 

employed storytelling during face-to-face interactions above any other communications 

technique. Each story itself was important and engaging because it connected their 

individual “back story” to a community wide problem in their new home country. The 
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sharing of each story added immediacy and confirmed a personal, individual engagement 

that empowered each participant. Once shared, each story became organically assimilated 

into other participants’ telling of the pilot’s founding story, and became a powerful driver 

for more community members and other individuals to become involved, engaged and 

empowered to “spread the story” as well. These stories were far from being gossip, 

assumptions, and innuendo or for entertainment purposes only. They were individuals’ 

characterizations of events in participant’s lives that, through the sharing process, 

ultimately impacted the community as a whole. These stories, presented in a narrative arc 

of “background, conflict, and resolution”, with each participant adding their personal 

involvement into the tale. The power of both the story and the telling, when combined as 

in this study, become a powerful driver of feelings of ownership in a program conceived 

of, and lead by immigrant founders.  

As empowerment was enhanced through narrative communications, ownership of 

the topic event, situation or problem quickly follows. This study serves as vivid example 

of the clear transition from empowerment to ownership of the community problem. As 

the storytelling process evolved and empowered the community, the pilot members 

individually made the decision to own the problem and invest their personal capital to 

develop a solution.  They used their empowerment to step forward and take charge. 

However, storytelling remained critical for the continued success of their ownership 

engagement as it had in the empowerment phase. Ownership of the problem imposes 

ownership of the results and the process taken to achieve those results.  Ownership also 

imposes a personal risk on the “owners” that empowerment does not. Even in the fully 

engaged ownership scenario, the pilot members and their community members continued 
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to engage, relate and communicate through storytelling.  This personal, immediate and 

responsive method of relating provided the instant feedback, support and involvement of 

the pilot members to each other, their community and the all stakeholders in the pilot. 

Understanding the power and efficacy of storytelling, or narrative cultural 

communications, offers a valuable resource for similar communities and stakeholders to 

address, engage and resolve problems. While recognizing the power of storytelling is the 

first step in understanding how any stakeholder may engage, interact or communicate 

with communities of narrative story tellers, implementation of narrative opportunities as a 

tool is a far less traditional approach that government officials must be prodded to do. 

Clearly, there is no clear-cut identification or confirmation that any community is so 

inclined. One must use sensitivity and care, bringing no preconceived beliefs of a 

community’s penchant for storytelling. However, if storytelling is part of of a community 

or neighborhood culture, it should be recognized and utilized as a powerful tool for 

addressing any problem, issue or opportunity. As Zak (2014) and other scholars in the 

field have discovered, sharing stories among groups of people, ranging from 

organizations to communities to neighborhoods, “motivates voluntary cooperation” (p. 

3). 

I believe that we can use this knowledge as a model for future action. Federal 

agencies will likely require continual prodding to understand the powerful connection 

between how they can achieve their mission, and opportunities to share narrative. 

However, if researchers and practitioners continue to explore revelatory cases which 

incorporate this integration of narrative, the federal government’s traditional “one size 

fits all” approach to solving problems can be expanded into something far more effective. 
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Rather than making the assumption that “sharing accurate information with underserved 

communities” is the best approach to working towards environmental justice, the 

paradigm could be shifted to understanding that there are a diversity of possible solutions 

that could work for different people. Therefore, it behooves those of us in government 

who serve a diversifying citizenry to take the time to first listen to the community, in 

order to learn what might work for them. In this way, solutions that communities feel 

ownership of are more likely to be developed, and far more likely to be sustainable. 

Problem Solving and Innovation 

A third, and perhaps most powerful lesson from this research is the theme of 

creative problem solving which emerged in participants’ narratives that fueled pilot 

success. Before conducting interviews and analyzing the data, this participant observer 

would not have guessed that participants perceived their problem-solving prowess to be a 

driving  factor in the success of their work on this project. However, it became clear, 

particularly during the interview stage, one of the major motivating factors for 

participants was a sense of pride they felt about their ability to see problems as 

“opportunities” rather than roadblocks. This community had fine-tuned and strengthened 

their environmental identity; in turn, felt more ownership over the project and 

empowered to protect, and ultimately, achieved a communal purpose for being. And here 

we come full circle, when Zak (2014) writes that having a communal, transcendent 

purpose, related to identity, is effectively communicated through stories. Furthermore, 

once people believe in that group’s meaningful purpose, problems are less likely to be 

perceived as negative, and indeed are more likely to be perceived as springboards for 

opportunity.  
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Having been provided both time, space, opportunity, and audiences in the form of 

supportive government representation, the participants’ interactions from the first to 

fourth year of pilot existence into the crafting and fine-tuning the pilot’s “inception story” 

or its founding myth. Once it became clear that this narrative was a powerful one that 

could motivate themselves and others, this storytelling became an effective way to 

communicate transcendent purpose to new audiences. The data showed this narrative 

moved from the conflict of costly and disgusting basement floods; to plumbers who were 

taking full advantage of repeat customers; to immigrants mustering the courage to 

approach a federal agency; to a passion which bloomed once learning that environmental 

protection that could result in immigrant community members’ abilities to see problems 

as opportunities for creative enterprise. This founding myth, told countless times in 

boardrooms, public meeting venues, and houses of worship, were repeated over and over, 

in both English and in their native tongue, and became the core to the pilot’s DNA. As 

Zak (2014) and others write, these inception stories, when authentic and powerful, can 

provide “guidance for daily decision-making; motivation that comes with the conviction 

that the organization’s work must go on; and needs everyone’s full engagement to make a 

difference in people’s lives” (p. 2). 

This problem solving theme, and the immigrant community’s ability to address 

the direct and indirect consequences of flooded basements, was not apparent nor was it 

expected.  There was no expectation, beyond the fact that a community experiencing a 

problem was trying to address that problem with little resources other than their personal 

time.  However, in retrospect, this pilot revealed a pattern of behavior that, once studied 

and understood, that informs us of what may be expected, nurtured and leveraged in 
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future community relationships.  Looking back to the pilot member’s home culture, 

environment and especially their self-stories of the environmental life they experienced, 

sets the stage for understanding their drive, expectations and the pilots’ success in the 

United States.   Imagine a community where little or no sanitary infrastructure exists, the 

government is not expected to recognize, value or support community needs, big business 

is experienced as a user and environmental destroyer with no consideration for the health 

or even existence of local communities.  You have just set the stage for extreme 

individual reactions - positive or negative.  In such an environment, individuals must 

become self sufficient problem solvers gaining a level of empowerment that confirms, to 

themselves, “we will not just survive, but we will thrive” in this world we live.  They 

lived a problem solving, roadblock-removing, resource-limited existence.  Their 

determination, experience, self empowerment and success at solving large problems in 

their country of birth clearly transitioned, intact, with them to their new country of 

choice.  Just that fact of having immigrated as the solution to an otherwise unsolvable 

local environment, reveals the highest levels of personal empowerment, creativity, risk 

awareness and problem resolution. What, then, would flooded basements mean to these 

people other than an issue to be recognized, understood, personally addressed and 

solved? This costly, messy issue became yet another roadblock in life that provided yet 

another opportunity to exercise their lifetime experiences and expertise nurturing their 

community and themselves. 

 In the case of the pilot participants, the decision to permanently migrate for their 

present and future generations was also a positive, optimistic and extremely risky 

resolution to unacceptable situations in their homelands.  Their problem-solving 
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inclination, self-empowerment, and success with developing resolutions to problems may 

have been critical contributing factors to the multi-faceted success of this pilot. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Much progress has been made since the birth of the environmental justice 

movement several decades ago. Rather than the predominant victimization paradigm of 

the 1980s, which was followed by the reparations-oriented paradigm of the 1990s, the 

past decade has experienced a shift toward a more public participation-oriented paradigm. 

This public participation focus is steeped in federal recommendations which comprise 

generalities such as “including diverse voices” in decision making and “focusing on 

public participation” as well as “having conversations” (EPA, 2013). As Bullard (2015) 

writes, however, these well-intentioned and vague recommendations result in inconsistent 

approaches nationwide “do not provide adequate organizational base, analysis, vision or 

strategy to address these inequities” (p. 89).  

The following section outlines three major lessons to be gleaned from this in-

depth examination of this uniquely successful case study. Each lesson covered in the 

remaining pages includes an overview, followed by specific and actionable 

recommendations for federal, state and other governments to consider in moving 

forward.. And, while these lessons have been drawn from one revelatory case, these 

recommendations have been devised with consideration that there are a wide diversity of 

communities and situations- “cases”- that may still benefit from them. Recommendations, 

therefore, are written in the hopes that while they have not been tested in other 

communities, they will add more layers to the conversation of how federal and others 
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governments can best serve a greater diversity of stakeholders in achieving their 

important civic duties. 

Recommendation One: Approach communities with constructivist, “learning” mindset.  

 Educational constructivists know that efforts “to mold different audiences into a 

form that we believe is how things should be” is to eliminate a wide range of potential 

solutions. Indeed, researchers have found that this can actually be “destructive to 

potential development” (Lebow, 1993). Through the constructivist lens, one cannot ever 

truly know, nor fully understand, another’s unique perspective. With this knowledge, and 

equipped with data from at least one revelatory case study which illustrates this to be 

true, federal government should approach each community or group being served - 

whether comprised of immigrants or nonimmigrants-  as a completely new relationship to 

be first understood, in order to be served. The success behind the case studied for this 

dissertation was in part due to EPA officials taking the time to first listen, in order to 

learn and “test the degree to which understandings might be compatible” (Savery, 1995, 

p. 12). It was fortuitous that federal gatekeepers in this case allowed for a “space” or 

opportunity for the community to “share their understandings” (Savery, 1995) prior to 

offering simple, traditional government solutions. Taking this approach to this nation’s 

diverse citizenry opens up greater possibilities for a wider range of potential solutions to 

be considered. In taking this constructivist learning approach, Lebow (1993) also points 

to how this can allow for groups of people, such as community members, to embed 

authentic meaning into their activities. In this revelatory case, the opportunity to come 

together and simply offer their perspectives and develop a communal understanding of 

what they wished to do (according to community participant Holi, to “help Mother 
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Nature”) gave greater meaning to their work. As Lebow (1993) would posit, the EPA in 

this case simply helped to strengthen participants’ “human tendency to engage in 

intentional and purposeful learning” (p. 43). 

This recommendation will not be easy; indeed, it will require a culture change 

within government in how an agency tackles achieving its respective missions. The 

passing of time has calcified many federal agencies into a more traditional, 

oversimplified way of tackling novel issues in need of novel solutions. This is in large 

part due to limitations experienced by all bureaucratic organizational structures. As 

discussed earlier, federal organizations are often organized in silos, which promotes a 

culture less about learning and opportunity, and more about checking the box and moving 

on to the next item. In order to fulfill this recommendation, a change in culture within the 

agency serving its citizenry must shift. Further, the law, rules and regulations that govern 

their actions drive government agencies.  Any funding they receive, contract or grant is 

restricted by the appropriations that provide that funding.  Finally, government processes 

are, by necessity, cumbersome, slow, administration-laden work flows that reward 

consistency, accuracy, completeness and repeatability. These traits are not conducive to a 

learning mindset but must be altered to recognize, respond and reward such a mindset. 

Government agencies in responsible positions to address similar citizen service 

opportunities should develop community engagement policies and procedures, individual 

performance reward factors and workflow management tools to recognize, initiate and 

successfully manage similar opportunities as represented in this study and, in doing so, 

may expect similar success.   
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More specifically and perhaps more important is this point: sometimes, the least 

prescriptive and “invasive” action a government agency may perform is for senior 

leadership to clearly communicate to both citizens served, and employees tasked with 

achieving agency mission, a willingness to engage in using this constructivist, learning 

mindset. Not only must government employees be trained and feel empowered to employ 

such an approach, but they must also feel their leadership, at all levels, support this 

process and will reward them for successfully employing less prescriptive, constructivist 

thinking and action. In the case of this revelatory pilot, federal government gatekeepers 

were pathfinders in applying a unique approach, rather than approaching problem-solving 

through the application of traditional methods and channels. Either way, this the most 

critical and quickest change that could be made to increase the probability and success of 

government support for constructivist thinking. 

Recommendation Two: Incorporate opportunities for sharing stories. 

 We know that communities incorporate storytelling to share information and 

connect with others to build trust and motivate action. We must also be reminded, 

however, that storytelling, despite what some may think, should not be considered a 

solely immigrant approach to communications, as research shows that story is a human 

form of communication that resonates more powerfully than data (Srinivasan, 2014). This 

particular community shared stories which facilitated changes in identity, which 

ultimately sparked sustainable change. They wove narratives into their discussions to 

emotionally connect what they felt needed to be done with a greater, more unified sense 

of purpose. A sense of purpose has been shown to motivate people to do far more; for this 

particular immigrant community, their sense of purpose evolved into protection of 
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Mother Nature. Once this deep and communal sense of purpose was developed, through 

storytelling, problems appeared as opportunities rather than challenges.    

There exists a great deal of scholarship on storytelling as used by non-Western 

cultures to relay information. More recently, scholarship on storytelling in Western 

cultures; within the classroom, and within the executive suite also has the power to 

motivate action. Indeed, this body of literature is in an emerging and exciting stage of 

expansion. Chen (2015) writes how storytelling combats disenchantment by promoting 

consideration of agency and meaning-making. This research demonstrates how 

storytelling infuses organizational rationality with meaning and agency, thereby 

“charismatizing the routine.” Through storytelling, people can derive meaning from even 

the most mundane routines and inspire listeners to imagine possibilities not covered by 

rules or conventions. Stories also stave off bureaucratic ritualism by clarifying the 

boundaries between appropriate and inappropriate activities, encouraging a range of 

actions over coercive restrictions” (p. 2). 

 Although governments are traditionally large, silo-driven organizations, their silos 

tend to be large and inclusive within themselves. Rather than resist this organizational 

trait, it is possible to leverage it as an opportunity for success within the context of this 

recommendation.  The ability to recognize appropriate circumstances and strategically 

incorporate opportunities for participants to share stories within those circumstances, 

requires a level of knowledge and sensitivity that needs training, nurturing and 

experience to be effective. Therefore, specific training in cultural competence, social 

awareness and the process of narrative storytelling communications is recommended for 

the individual gatekeepers likely to come in contact with public citizens.  
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It is suggested that culturally appropriate training be available, repeatable, and 

sustainable across federal agencies, to provide the individually responsible government 

worker with the tools necessary for their personal success in working with a diversity of 

citizens. This training should engage local communities for which the government agency 

is responsible to introduce this narrative communication form directly into the training 

process with the express desire and stated goal of learning how to communicate better 

with citizens in order to better serve their needs.  Indeed, this social engagement type of 

training may lead directly to issue identification and government involvement and 

support.  This goal, in fact, may well be the stated culmination of the “training” thereby 

providing an immediate, concrete, actionable example of government in action -  the way 

citizens wish it would! 

Sy (2004) writes that most employees in large matrix organizations such as 

government and public agencies tend to have a “silo‐focused” view. This view, 

unsurprisingly, tends not to incorporate nor acknowledge a diversity of approaches to 

sharing and relaying novel information. This approach limits the awareness of how 

different people process information in different ways.  However, as discussed above, 

many of there “silos” are often large, layered and self contained. Rather than rail against 

the silo or “sandbox” organization constraints, leverage the silo or sandbox within its 

boundaries and one may experience unexpected flexibility and response. However, in 

every circumstance, it will be individuals engaging individuals with each having the 

inclination, knowledge and perseverance to succeed in any context.  Identifying those 

individuals within the government and, as the pilot makes clear, within the narrative 

community culture will always be the most important first step. 
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And finally, it is recommended that government encourage a new form of 

information dissemination within their respective workforces. It is recommended that 

federal agencies start to cultivate their own storytelling cultures, to equip public sector 

employees with a skill set that is not currently valued nor encouraged in bureaucratic 

organizations. Kalid (2009) writes how the inclusion of storytelling in government should 

be utilized to share information. Managing knowledge in the public sector is important 

considering the pledge made by the government to enhance service quality and customer 

satisfaction. He discusses how a storytelling approach can be used to capture tacit 

knowledge that exists in the minds of government employees; the objective being to 

address issues related to the movement or mobility of the government workforce. With 

staff retirement and transfers occurring annually, the government loses years of 

knowledge which if not retained will affect the quality of service delivery to the people. 

Storytelling in the context of knowledge management is seen as a powerful management 

tool to communicate tacit knowledge in organisations. In response to this revelatory case, 

one branch of the U.S. EPA has incorporated an expert interview system into its intra-

Agency communications as way to integrate a storytelling approach with teaching others 

about critical skills, lessons learned, and new approaches to tackling a diversity of 

problems. 

Recommendation Three: Expand upon current paradigm of environmental justice  

 Federal, state and even local governments should be called upon to both reframe, 

and integrate environmental justice practices through an expanded and far less limited 

scope than currently exists. Environmental justice goals in federal government, which 

drives state and local activities, continues to be tinged with the movement’s original, 
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environmental racism-tinged paradigm. This approach tends to focus on a “problem, 

policy or practice that differentially affects or disadvantages groups or communities 

based on race or color and which attributes blame or causality to public policies and 

industry practices” (Bullard, 1994, p. 43). This approach, unsurprisingly, limits the issue 

of environmental protection to those citizens in need, or those to whom injustice as been 

dealt.  

Additionally, this limiting paradigm has been able to be propagated with the 

greatest of ease, for it contains what researchers in the field call “narrative fidelity.” That 

is, it remains powerful as it “fits well with the knowledge, folk wisdom and stories of 

disadvantaged folks—stories of mysterious illness, chronic diseases, noxious fumes, 

injured children and so forth” (Benford, p. 41) that ultimately limits the conversation to 

blame as opposed to solve. Essoka and Brulle (2001) write that while traditional 

environmental justice approach has worked, somewhat, for shining a spotlight in 

underserved communities and people of color, it has been unable to expand to 

encompass, or attract the attentions of the American public discourse at large. Simply 

stated: “Why attend to an issue that doesn’t relate to me?” (Essoka & Brulle, 2001). They 

note that this “first-generation” approach environmental justice has, and continues to 

prove insufficient to expanding the discourse and impacting all citizens served by federal 

governments and others in the public sector. 

Consistent with the results and revelations of this study, Executive Order (EO) 

12898, “Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and 

Low Income Populations,” is exposed for its static and dated logic. Approximately a 

quarter of a century has passed since EO 12898 directed the relatively new concept of 
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“environmental justice” be applied to specific minority and income-based populations. 

As this study shows, the intent of providing focused justice through the lens of 

environmental protection has not been effective for all citizens. The “one size fits all” 

approach to environmental management and equitable citizen service delivery needs to 

change. The first factor for consideration is an understanding and policy process for 

revision or replacement of EO 12898. Executive Orders, in general, are a relatively quick, 

near term policy tool intended to narrowly focus on a timely issue. These orders direct the 

action of the nation’s executive branch of government alone. A more permanent solution 

to solicit more government engagement and funding would be to codify environmental 

justice into law, as laws, of course, direct all three branches of government. As research 

in this area expands, multiple levels of stakeholder engagement need to be coordinated in 

order to take full advantage of lessons learned in policy, law, technology, geography and 

demographics. 

A richer, more multidimensional understanding of the different ways in which 

environmental justice and clean environment is needed. As this revelatory case proves, 

governments must shift to a more: “listen and learn paradigm.” After following 

recommendations one and two described above, public service representatives are 

advised to determine what community action might be enhanced with government 

support and tools, then simply step back and watch potential magic, as in this case, 

happen. We must expand the current environmental justice paradigm by opening up the 

environmental justice conversation, using different communications approached, with all 

people.  Specifically tailoring a more constructivist approach to each different group, and 

providing everyone with tools needed to create their own positive environments is one 
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approach to consider. Providing tools to support solutions developed by them, as means 

to a more successful and sustainable program when government, as it should, goes away. 

The environmental justice paradigm most clearly needs to relate to the 

environment at large, notwithstanding who or what inhabits that environment. There 

remains no good reason for a policy or law that distributes environmental justice based on 

socioeconomic or political constraints. The environment is all encompassing; therefore, 

so should the acts of justice that protect the environment. Only through a more expansive 

definition of the concept of environmental justice can it become relevant more than the 

underserved, the people of color, and/or the disenfranchised. This concept of 

environmental justice must be perceived as objective, rejecting polarizing and political 

influences that often get in the way of effective and sustainable change. As this pilot 

clearly demonstrates, one immigrant community expected something far different from 

its government officials than what was initially expected. Our government must increase 

in flexibility in order to recognize and change in response to the expectation of its 

citizens. For the government to become more responsive to these proposed changes to the 

current paradigm of environmental justice, the following are three specific 

recommendations.  

The first suggestion is the focus and responsibility of environmental protection, 

and by definition the imposition of impartial environmental justice, be specifically 

expanded to include all departments, agencies and the other innumerable “silos” that 

impact citizens. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, by name and mission, may 

well continue to spearhead and integrate the definition of environmental protection but all 

other parts of the government must share in that responsibility and authority. This is a 
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critical success factor for the impartial and effective application of environmental justice 

if only due to the existing vast areas of unique or overlapping impact on society. These 

areas of responsibility and impact on the environment are varied, inconsistent, non-

existent in some cases. They must be integrated and coordinated for the effectiveness of 

the government and the progress of its citizenry. Do not think, however, that this 

integration and clarity of purpose, law, rule and regulation will, in and of itself, produce 

the expected blind justice desired and required. Perhaps this country should look to 

others, such as the European Union, as an example. The EU has adopted a Strategy for 

Sustainable Development that seeks to embed the principle of sustainability into all areas 

of policy development and implementation. Indeed, all government policies are required 

to have some aspect of environmental protection or sustainability in supporting their their 

core missions. This is based on the guiding principle that the environmental effects of all 

governmental policies should be examined in a coordinated way and taken into account 

in decision making” (Commission of the European Commission 2002, p. 12). This will be 

hard work, for as Faber (1998) has pointed out that the struggle greater coordination has 

shown to “demand a degree of power transference both between levels of government, 

and from government to civil society and organizations. Such transfers of power, 

responsibility and influence have historically met with opposition from the current 

holders” (p. 14).  

The second suggestion is consistent with, and critical to, the success of the 

integration of environmental authority and responsibility across federal and other 

governments. That is the authority, responsibility, management and execution of 

resources must be integrated as well. The Department of Defense is one example of our 



 

 

140 

government implementing its constitutional responsibility to “provide for the common 

defense” through the integration of law, policy rule, regulation, execution and resource 

management. Such focus and integration of the government for environmental protection 

should be applied to other agencies such as the EPA, in order to achieve more 

coordinated results that relate, for instance, performance appraisals to environmental 

justice-related outcomes, and resource allocation to specific results. 

The third suggestion is that a new, innovative and inclusive practice of conducting 

research and developing public policy must be implemented within the structures 

mentioned in prior recommendations. It is recommended that federal agencies integrate 

environmental justice in a more well-defined, clearly funded, and effectively coordinated 

way. A concerted effort across federal government to both define and integrate how this 

country works with a diversity of citizens in an approach that is research-based rather 

than politically motivated, would make environmental protection amongst diverse 

stakeholders a far more realistic endeavor. This integrated approach to the management 

of the environment should be supported by the development of effective public policy is 

based on sound science, fact and proven assumptions derived from rigorous research. 

(Note: There are presently focused research and policy management models in 

government that need only expansion and redefinition to fit an integrated environmental 

management model. The National Institutes of Health, for example, successfully runs 

integrated research programs to conduct science-based research that confirms facts, 

dispels assumptions and informs the truth is the bedrock of effective policy.) Policy today 

is often based on politics, intuition, available funding and the narrow focus of a 

government “silo” acting in its own interest. This recommendation does not advocate the 
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centralization of power- it recommends a clear integration of that responsibility as 

suggested above.  

While environmental justice has historically focused on environmental injustices; 

reparations for those injustices, then followed by attempts at increased dialog with those 

who have been disproportionately impacted by environmental hazards, an expansion of 

the environmental justice frame, as well as increased ability in how to implement it, is 

needed. Only then will those with the power to integrate it, such as United States federal 

government, will be sufficiently equipped not only understand this new approach, but 

will also be better equipped to create the conditions for its integration into the lives of 

anyone living in this country with a stake in a clean and healthy environment.  

Summary 

This study of one revelatory case may serve to illustrate what Agyeman (2004) 

describes as the potential for environmental justice to be both an expanded vocabulary for 

opportunity and action, and a more strategic guide for public involvement in decision-

making. While environmental justice in this country was born of community outrage 

against toxic waste dumping, it has evolved in definition and approach. It continues to be, 

however, hobbled by generalities, inconsistent implementation, and lack of coordination 

(Bullard, 2002). As this case illustrates, federal and other government entities can, and 

should continue to consider ways to better coordinate and integrate more strategic, and 

far more constructivist approaches to understanding, in order to support, a diversity of 

citizens in efforts to protect our natural environment. Indeed, there are few things aside 

from the environment that we all have both an impact on, as well as a stake in its 

protection.  
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This dissertation is not a recommendation to apply the approaches that worked for 

one community, at one point in time in history. It is rather a rich description of a 

revelatory case in order to add to the body of knowledge for deeper understanding, before 

acting. As described in Chapter 3, this study has similarities to Participatory Action 

Research by seeking to “understand and improve the world by changing it” (Baum, 

MacDougall & Smith, 2013). This study, however, goes further, to serve as a reminder 

and a call for agencies to realize that there are different approaches to working with 

stakeholders when considering best approaches to environmental protection—approaches 

that may not be initially evident, and require a different, constructivist mindset from 

federal government. Solutions to environmental justice have thus far focused on equitable 

distribution, equitable treatment, and simply recognition. This revelatory case study adds 

another layer of knowledge to achieving what Gould (2014) advocates governments do to 

better serve citizens: “radically increase opportunities for participation in the context of 

everyday, common activities” (p. 23). In this case, the radical nature of the opportunity 

presented for this pilot’s unique success was the opening of a space for interaction; 

storytelling, and shared meaning making. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix I 

 
Interview Protocol 
 
Active Interview questions: 
 
1. Tell me about life before getting involved with the pilot. 
2. Tell me about the pilot project. 
3. How did you get involved? 
4. Describe what working on the project means to you. Why is this so? 
5. What did you think about the project at the start? Has this changed? Why so? 
6. How are things different today than before you became involved? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


