
https://doi.org/10.1177/0893318916688091

Management Communication Quarterly
2017, Vol. 31(2) 300 –306

© The Author(s) 2017
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/0893318916688091

journals.sagepub.com/home/mcq

Forum Essay

Nutbags, Enchiladas, and 
Zombies: Marshaling 
Narrative Theory and 
Practice for Engaged 
Research

Joshua B. Barbour1

We tell stories to solve problems, a principal concern of engaged scholarship. 
Engaged scholarship entails “a diffuse field of logics, practices, and projects 
brought together by a concern with fostering participative modes of scholarly 
inquiry that meaningfully address practical concerns” (Dempsey & Barge, 
2014, p. 667). Narratives keep alive what has worked in the past, and what may 
work next time. Engaged scholarship bolsters organizations’ storytelling 
resources. We use narrative to offer ideas for others’ problems, to check what 
might work, and construct plausible accounts. We tell and retell stories to mark 
what is acceptable, provide tales of warning, construct alternative stories, make 
clear how our identities are our own but also bound to others, anchor organiza-
tional life, and help manage change (Dailey & Browning, 2014). Narratives are 
also data, and telling, sharing, and hearing them are central to the analysis and 
understanding of organizing and communicating (Goodall, 2004). Engaged 
research focuses on empowering the stakeholders of research to find, under-
stand, and tell stories together, and in and through narrative, they can mark 
experience, generate insight, and navigate its difficulties.

To explore these ideas, I reflect on narrative as theoretical frame, investi-
gative tool, analytical medium, and site of intervention in two projects: mul-
tiyear, research engagements with (a) the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission (NRC; for example, Barbour & Gill, 2014; Gill, Barbour, & 

1The University of Texas at Austin, USA

Corresponding Author:
Joshua B. Barbour, Department of Communication Studies, The University of Texas at Austin, 
2504A Whitis Ave. (A1105), Austin, TX 78712-0115, USA. 
Email: barbourjosh@utexas.edu

688091 MCQXXX10.1177/0893318916688091Management Communication QuarterlyBarbour
research-article2017

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/mcq
mailto:barbourjosh@utexas.edu


Barbour 301

Dean, 2014) and (b) the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Center 
for Global Health (CDC CGH; for example, Barbour, Doshi, & Hernandez, 
2016). In the first project, we sought to help teams of inspectors understand 
how they gathered and managed information for the safety oversight of 
nuclear plants. In the second, we fielded an experiment to compare narrative 
and expository messaging for communicating about global public health pro-
grams. In the first, embedded to observe the work processes under study, we 
tried to understand the transfer and transformation of stories about plant hap-
penings among individuals, sites, and chains of command. In the second, we 
drew on narrative theory to study message design inspired by their competing 
needs to tell a compelling and accountable story of their efforts without dis-
torting the CDC’s science or degrading its scientific reputation. In both cases, 
narrative and narrative theory empowered our efforts to realize strategies for 
engaged scholarship.

Narrative in the Promise and Peril of Engaged 
Research

Barge and Shockley-Zalabak (2008) argued that engaged research should 
“design research projects that address ‘big’ questions or problems that are 
grounded in reality” (p. 253). Asking “big” questions magnifies the difficul-
ties of a key site of tension in engaged scholarship: the negotiated boundary 
between the researcher and the researched. Engaged scholars may cultivate 
their stake in the problems at hand and bring participants into the research 
process, but they must also struggle with being outside. Asking big questions 
can evoke a mix of excitement at the scope of work to be undertaken and also 
fear that the scholarship might do harm—at the allure and limits of engage-
ment. I felt that mix of excitement and fear walking into a control room in a 
nuclear plant, feeling the thrum of massive turbines during our first walk-
through of a plant, and learning about the lives at stake in the CGH’s work all 
over the globe, and sharing preliminary findings in a huge conference room 
at the CDC with floor-to-ceiling projection screens. Story and storytelling 
helped navigate that boundary and the mix of excitement and fear.

The 2011 Aspen Conference on Engaged Communication Scholarship 
brought together scholars from multiple domains to fishbowl the CGH’s com-
munication challenges. The CGH team of communication professionals shared 
stories and answered questions from the gathered community of academics and 
practitioners, and the organizers facilitated conversations in working groups to 
focus on the intellectual problems raised in the discussion. One of those work-
ing groups focused on the potential of narrative theory for public affairs mes-
saging that could make the case for their efforts to make a healthier world.
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The briefing highlighted competing internal frames for using narrative in 
CDC messaging. They were concerned that using narratives might threaten 
the CDC’s reputation as a scientific public health authority or obscure the 
gravity of the topics of concern. They were hopeful that narratives might help 
make complex scientific information more accessible and reach audiences 
that they might not otherwise. For example, they shared the story of the 
CDC’s (2015) then recent efforts to promote disaster preparedness through a 
push to get ready for a zombie apocalypse. They were excited by the public 
response to the effort, but they also explained that many were concerned that 
campaigns like this one might trivialize the issue at hand.

Our experimental evaluation, guided by narrative theory, could generate 
evidence for messaging that might have societal import but also evidence for 
internal stakeholders about the relative efficacy of narrative and expository 
message design. These dual frames, theories drawn from scholarship and 
practice, which were both emergent in the conversations at the conference, 
kept the focus on stakeholders’ concerns. Telling the story of organizational 
problems and imagined interventions together can engage participants in the 
creation of research, empower a focus on big questions, and mitigate the risks 
inherent in doing so.

Narrative in Engaged Research Design and 
Implementation

Barge and Shockley-Zalabak (2008) argued, “designing research projects as 
collaborative learning communities creates the possibility of positioning 
practitioners as fully-voiced partners in the development of actionable knowl-
edge” (p. 253), while also helping prevent and limit harms that may be done 
in the research process. My collaborator, Rebecca Gill, and I experienced the 
gravity of the NRC project early on during one of our first project meetings 
with organizational leadership. We had decided to meet as a group at an 
enchiladas restaurant to have a preliminary research conversation about the 
focus of the project. A call from a plant interrupted lunch. After holding a 
brief conference call at the table, they explained we need not be concerned, 
but lunch came to a quick close as they headed back to the office. We left the 
restaurant and sat in my car talking through the experience. The interruption 
made clear the stakes. We were excited but intimidated, and hopeful but wor-
ried: We wanted to help, but had to do no harm. We returned often to the story 
of the enchiladas as a heuristic to guide the spirit of our engagement.

Rather than supplying the questions, we facilitated participants’ develop-
ment of the overarching research questions and elaborated them in working 
documents that gave us space to bring in questions motivated by organizational 
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communication theory. In CGH project, we integrated notions of effective nar-
rative by selecting experimental manipulations from their own public health 
intervention narratives, creating expository versions that we then vetted with 
them, and informing this process with narrative theory. As the project unfolded, 
to share resources and project ideas, we also held conference calls with the nar-
rative working group formed at the Aspen conference.

Our strategies for sharing preliminary findings emphasized this approach 
as well. For example, we shared preliminary findings in a follow-up session 
at the 2012 Aspen conference, which included professionals from the CGH as 
well as additional participants from the previous conference. We also under-
took a story tour at the CDC offices in Atlanta. We told the story of the 
research during a global conference call with public health professionals, for 
CDC communication experts telecast across the United States, and for addi-
tional leaders in smaller meetings. In these conversations, we discussed the 
findings and an approach to message design and testing that could inform 
their practice. Rather than make formal recommendations to the NRC, we 
facilitated a preliminary findings workshop. We shared stories from the 
research effort and invited participants (a) to clarify, amplify, modify, and 
challenge them with their own stories, and (b) to generate their own recom-
mendations for individual and collective action based on their conversations. 
We retained this spirit in crafting reports by meeting with participants to 
coauthor recommendations in working meetings. These formats enriched the 
findings, checked the stories we would tell later, and helped make sure the 
recommendations would do no harm.

Barge and Shockley-Zalabak (2008) argued,

The longer we stay in the field, the more likely we are to retain our curiosity 
about the uniqueness of the organization and the people we work with and let 
our curiosity, rather than our pet theories and frameworks, drive the research. 
(p. 254)

However, engaged projects of extended duration present their own difficul-
ties. The CGH project began in 2011, but continued for years afterward, 
accommodating the time needed for shared conception of research design, 
data collection, and analysis. The security and bureaucratic requirements of 
the NRC project (e.g., background checks, employment paperwork) added 
time such that this project started in mid-2010, but active data collection did 
not even begin until a year later. In the meantime, we had to keep other shorter 
term projects going to sustain our productivity, make timelines and research 
inventories that helped us remember and keep track of the project, and find 
ways of standing to be around each other for a long time.
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For the CDC project, we kept the project alive through periodic confer-
ence calls and the patience of project stakeholders. For the NRC project, 
collecting and sharing stories were central to the substance and the process of 
research. Early on, we would leave early in the morning, driving the muggy, 
hot farm-to-market roads to research sites for 3.5 hr to make it to the first 
meetings of the day. We returned in the evening, sharing stories of our obser-
vations. These long drives turned into flights and evening phone debriefs as 
the reach of the project expanded. Each of us would head out, one to a plant 
and the other to the central office. We would shadow all day, and then share 
stories for 1 or 2 hr each evening by phone. To preserve our independent 
awareness and reflexivity during data collection, we shared stories from the 
field without interpreting or abstracting them. We enriched our field notes in 
these conversations by retelling our jottings and head notes and linking our 
experiences.

We returned from research trips exhausted and loopy from the travel and 
intense observing, note taking, and interviewing. Midway through the proj-
ect, during a drive from a research site, we stopped for coffee and snacks. 
One of us bought a bag of peanuts and, back in the car, offered a “nutbag” to 
the other who replied, “Your mom is a nutbag.” Nutbag became a shorthand 
for the loopy, exhausting experience of this work. Later, as one of us stood to 
have a photo made for a security badge, the other stood behind the serious 
security chief and mouthed, “You are a nutbag.” The chief and security pho-
tos were serious business, and we stood bursting. “Nutbag” became a relief 
valve for the stresses of the project. Sharing stories can help manage the dif-
ficulties of conducting engaged research, including the intensity of the prob-
lems under study (Gill et al., 2014).

Barge and Shockley-Zalabak (2008) also argued that engaged scholarship 
can and should encompass multiple, mixed methods and theoretical 
approaches. Doing so necessitates flexibility in rules for research practice as 
well as research innovations that help address the particular difficulties of 
engaged scholarship. Narrative theory and methods can be particularly useful 
in this respect. Narrative theory encompasses a rich and diverse body of 
scholarship on, for example, the central role of narrative in organizing, the 
research enterprise, and specific communicative forms and effects. As such, 
narrative theory and methods can support and dovetail into the research con-
versations needed to hold diversity of approaches in tension.

In the CDC project, the narrative working group discussed multiple, theo-
retical frames for the project, and the methods we would use to investigate 
them. The use of multiple narratives generated by and with participants was 
made possible by the use of experimental designs and analysis approaches 
that could accommodate and take advantage of message replications 
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(O’Keefe, 2015). In these conversations, working group members told stories 
of past research efforts that had worked and found frameworks that allowed 
us to work across approaches.

Rethinking Researcher Stories

Barge and Shockley-Zalabak (2008) also called on the field to reflect on 
assumptions about scholarship and the roles of researchers. Doing so requires 
the field to embrace the place of different sorts of researcher narratives. 
Inasmuch as engaged scholarship necessitates flexibility in theoretical and 
methodological approaches, it also entails difficulties in the need for similar 
flexibility in the constructions of narratives about our research.

In attempting to publish the experimental evaluation of narrative and 
expository messages about public health messaging, a reviewer wrote in the 
first round of feedback, “I do not think the description of how the authors got 
the idea for the study . . . at the 2011 Aspen conference of engaged scholar-
ship . . . is appropriate.” With support from the other reviewers, we made the 
case for sharing researcher stories as how we were able to bring in practitio-
ner concerns and practical theories of narrative. In the following round of 
feedback, the reviewer, accepting our justification, wrote, “[This phrase] is 
still a bit too narrative for me (which this paper should not be because it is a 
scientific article) . . . I think you can present the same information in a bit 
more objective fashion.” Again, though we had to strike the right balance, 
this reviewer was convinced. This story is not about the limits of the disci-
pline for engaged scholarship but its openness to it. The reviewer was convin-
cible. Disciplinary conventions should be able to be flexible enough to 
accommodate the potential of engaged scholarship without diluting standards 
of excellence.

The success of engaged scholarship’s efforts to generate useful, just, and 
collaborative problem solving depends on the openness of researchers, par-
ticipants, and the larger communities of scholars, practitioners, and praca-
demics they comprise. The encompassing reach of narrative and narrative 
theory can enable such openness and the search for useful stories and 
storytelling.
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