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 In this paper, I will discuss the Communicative Constitution of Organizations (CCO) and 

its application to the television series Parks and Recreation. I will first do a review of literature 

on the theory, then review literature on the artifact, discuss my research methods, and analyze the 

show in relation to the theory. I theorize that the four flows of CCO can be applied to any 

organization, not just the unstructured workplaces Griffin, Ledbetter, and Sparks describe in A 

First Look at Communication Theory (255-266). 

 CCO, pioneered by Robert McPhee, states that organizations are called into being by a 

type of communication called constitution. There are four flows of communication: membership 

negotiation, self-structuring, activity coordination, and institutional positioning. I was initially 

attracted to this theory because of Griffin et al.’s unique example of a workplace that uses CCO, 

a video game company called Valve (255). I found it interesting that some organizations don’t 

rely on a formal structure; instead, they create their own flexible structure and members take on 

informal roles.  

 I theorized that the four flows of CCO could be applied to even a structured workplace. 

In fact, I have seen my theory in one of my own workplaces. I teach dance classes at a local 

ballet school, and the way the other teachers and I are organized and communicate with each 

other very closely resembles CCO. Besides the studio owner and the manager, everyone else has 

the same ranking, and I have seen the four flows at work firsthand. We often break into groups to 

accomplish specific tasks, and we structure ourselves based on experience and strengths.  

 I thought it would be especially interesting to apply the theory to a more traditional 

workplace, such as the one portrayed in Parks and Recreation. Parks and Recreation is a half-

hour sitcom from NBC that aired from 2009 to 2015. The main character, Leslie Knope, is the 

deputy director of the Parks and Recreation Department of a fictional small rural town in Indiana 



called Pawnee. Leslie is incredibly enthusiastic and optimistic; she loves her job, her coworkers, 

and the people she serves. She and her coworkers often find themselves in interesting situations 

with each other and the public, and the show presents them in a comedic way. I believe the 

show’s strength lies in its interesting characters; similar workplace comedies have relied heavily 

on stereotypes, but Parks and Recreation spends time developing the characters and showing 

their unique working dynamics and communication styles. 

 I am personally a fan of Parks and Recreation, so I would consider myself biased in 

favor of the show. However, my familiarity with the show is a strength in regards to analysis, 

because I have lots of background knowledge about episode plots and characters’ personalities.  

 It’s important to understand workplace organization and its effects on communication. 

Most people are employed at workplaces with a traditional hierarchy; however, understanding and 

incorporating principles of CCO can enhance workplace communication interpersonal dynamics 

among coworkers. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON CCO THEORY 

 Most literature on CCO agrees on the theory’s four flows: membership negotiation, self-

structuring, activity coordination, and institutional positioning. In “The Communicative 

Constitution of Organizations: a Framework for Explanation”, McPhee and Zaug lay out the 

details of the four flows. McPhee and Zaug argue that CCO requires not one, but four types of 

communication, which are the four flows. They say, “organizations are constituted in four 

different communicative flows, not just one, and that the flows are different in their main 

direction and in their contribution to organizational constitution, with each making a different 

and important contribution” (N.P.).  



 First, organizations “must enunciate and maintain relations to their members through 

membership negotiation” and then determine roles through self-structuring (N.P.). McPhee and 

Zaug compare members of an organization to parts or limbs. “Organizations exist when they 

draw members in, lead them to take part in and understand the interactional world unique to the 

organization” (N.P.). This understanding happens after prospective members are evaluated and 

categorized: “[B]oth the new member and the organization must decide to create a relationship; 

and the new member must be incorporated into the routines and structures of the organization, 

and vice versa” (N.P.). Self-structuring is not directly related to work; rather, it involves the 

relationships and norms that shape work processes (N.P.). “Self- structuring communication 

includes any process that serves to steer the organization or part of it. It also involves processes 

that design the organization, the setting up of subsystems, hierarchical relationships, and 

structural information-processing arrangements” (N.P.). 

 Activity coordination involves an organization’s day-to-day activities and the 

communication that is necessary to get these tasks done. “Organizations, by definition, have at 

least one manifest purpose, and the activity of members and subgroups is partly directed toward 

it” (McPhee and Zaug, N.P.). Additionally, adjusting the work process and solving practical 

problems also require similar communication. This also falls under the category of activity 

coordination (McPhee and Zaug, N.P.).  

 Finally, institutional positioning is “maintain[ing] relations…[with] colleagues in a 

society of institutions” (McPhee and Zaug, N.P.). McPhee and Zaug also refer to this as “identity 

negotiation”, since it also involves establishing an organization’s identity and reputation among 

other organizations (N.P.). “The focal organization must actually connect with and induce return 



communication with important elements of its environment, and vice versa. It must establish or 

negotiate an image as a viable relational partner…” (McPhee and Zaug, N.P.).  

 Griffin et al. apply these concepts to a company called Valve, which produces video 

games. The organization lacks formal structure: “Instead of a manages dictating priorities, all 

employees possess the freedom to initiate projects they believe will benefit the company.” It is 

communication that binds the people, buildings, and even handbooks into an organization 

(Griffin et al., 255-256). 

 Bruscella and Bisel agree with McPhee, Zaug’s and Griffin et al.’s analysis of CCO, 

saying, “[CCO] occurs where two or more of these flows overlap…. For example, imagine 

members working together (i.e., activity coordination) to create and distribute external messages 

for enhancing their organization's prestige with vendors and competitors (i.e., institutional 

positioning) and for ultimately securing future potential members (i.e., membership negotiation). 

In such circumstances, multiple communication flows overlap to constitute the substance of 

organization itself” (N.P.). However, they expand on the theory by introducing the Montreal 

School’s version, which examines the roles played by materials within CCO. “We contribute to 

CCO theory a description of agency that remains faithful to the Four Flow's structuration 

origin…but yet can also be used to explain the role played by materials in constituting 

organizations communicatively” (N.P.).  

 Similar to the Montreal School’s version of CCO, Larson discusses the role of 

workspaces and locations. “As more workers work on the road, at coffee shops, from home, and 

in coworking spaces, it is important to consider the relationship of these spaces to the 

organization” (Larson, N.P.). She argues that “when someone appropriates features of a space to 



do work, that space becomes organizational” (N.P.). This has recently gained more importance 

due to the coronavirus pandemic, “as employees around the world have been required to work 

from home, often in the company of other family members engaged in their own jobs or 

schoolwork” (Larson, N.P.).  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON PARKS AND RECREATION 

 Much of the existing literature regarding Parks and Recreation is positive. It is praised for 

its portrayal of people putting aside their differences to work together for the common good. The 

show’s star, Amy Poehler (who plays the enthusiastic, optimistic Deputy Director Leslie Knope) 

said in a Washington Post interview, “The show is about the fact that there’s a lot of people who 

work together who have nothing in common except for the fact that they work together. That 

really describes, to me, national politics” (Chaney, N.P.). She describes the parks department of 

Pawnee, Indiana as a smaller version of the national government: people dealing with issues and 

finding a way to work together (Chaney, N.P.). 

 Charlene Haparimwi from HuffPost says the show’s strength comes from the fact that 

“the people in the ‘Parks and Rec’ office liked each other” (N.P.). She continues, “They 

supported, loved and rooted for each other. They even stopped their whole lives and put a pause 

on their daily tasks just to help their best friend and boss, Leslie Knope….”  

 Many articles also discuss Leslie Knope and Ron Swanson’s unique relationship. 

Haparimwi describes them as yin and yang with regards to their political beliefs. Ron is a 

libertarian, constantly advocates for budget cuts, and thinks people should be responsible for 

their own health and wellness, but despite this, he still respects Leslie’s opinions—often very 

liberal and enthusiastic--and discusses his thoughts rationally and courteously. “His friendship 



with Leslie shows that we don’t have to agree on everything in life, that we can be complete 

opposites and still show basic respect for one other’s humanity” (Haparimwi, N.P.).  

 They also complement each other’s communication styles. Juliet Lapidos from Slate 

analyzes this dynamic, suggesting that Leslie is great at dealing with the public, hosting events, 

press conferences, and meetings with grace and dignity. However, she often demands too much 

of her employees, even though she cares deeply about them. For example, in “Camping”, Leslie 

forces the entire department to go on a camping trip in order to brainstorm new project ideas, 

despite their protests. She doesn’t let them leave or sleep until they collectively come up with a 

good idea. She’s also often oblivious to the details of her friends’ lives, like in “Telethon” from 

season two. Leslie has no idea that her best friend Ann is planning to break up with her 

boyfriend, Mark, on the same night he is going to propose, which causes an awkward situation 

on live television (Lapidos, N.P.). 

 In contrast, Ron avoids associating with the public at all costs, hiring April as his 

assistant to make sure he doesn’t have to deal with any of his constituents. Despite his grouchy 

persona, he is very in tune to his employees’ needs and is an excellent judge of character. He 

often advises April and Andy about their relationship, and when he learns that state auditors Ben 

and Chris are going to fire Leslie, he offers up his own job instead. “[H]e’s attuned to the 

emotional states of the people around him, filling the role of office parent” (Lapidos, N.P.). 

 Noah Gittell from Reel Change agrees with this analysis, saying, “Without either Leslie 

or Ron, the Pawnee Parks and Recreation Department would probably cease to function” (N.P.). 

He explains that without Leslie, nothing would ever get done, and without Ron, Leslie would 

overextend the department’s resources and drive employees away. Ron and Leslie work better 



together than they do apart, and despite (and even because of) their differences, they complement 

each other well within the structure of the parks department.  

METHODS 

 For my research, I performed a textual analysis on Parks and Recreation. I was already 

very familiar with the series, having seen it in its entirety several times, so I was able to select 

specific episodes to go through and look for instances of CCO at work. After I had selected my 

episodes, I watched them, making notes of points I wanted to include in my analysis. 

  I also consulted online episode summaries from the show’s fan Wiki to ensure I hadn’t 

missed anything. I occasionally considered others’ analysis of the show and characters and 

incorporated them into my own analysis of how CCO applies to the artifact. 

ANALYSIS 

 Pawnee’s Parks and Recreation Department technically has formal structure, but in 

reality, the department’s day-to-day functionality most closely resembles CCO. Several 

examples can be found throughout the series of each of the four flows: membership negotiation, 

self-structuring, activity coordination, and institutional positioning. 

Membership Negotiation 

 The most important instance of membership negotiation in the series happens when Ron 

first hires Leslie as his deputy. Though this happens prior to the pilot episode, it is discussed 

during the season seven episode “Leslie and Ron”. Ron is a staunch libertarian, while Leslie is as 

liberal as they come. When Leslie inquires as to why Ron hired her despite their clashing 

personalities and beliefs, he tells her it was because of her interview. He had asked her what she 

believed the role of government was, and she “blathered on for ten minutes about social safety 

nets and honest governance and improving lives,” according to Ron. When he told her all of that 



was “basic nonsense,” she went on a “tirade” and told him off. Ron was impressed by her 

conviction and decided to hire her. This one scene is indicative of their entire working 

relationship, which will be discussed further in the context of self-structuring. 

 Another stand-out example of membership negotiation occurs in the season five episode 

“Doppelgängers”, after Pawnee has merged with neighboring city Eagleton due to a financial 

crisis. Pawnee’s parks employees must compete with those from Eagleton to keep their jobs. 

Everyone is paired up with their corresponding employee from Eagleton for a time, and Leslie 

and Ron must decide who stays and who goes. Members of the Pawnee and Eagleton parks 

departments have very different ways of communicating and operating—for instance, Eagleton 

uses online scheduling, making Tom Haverford’s job obsolete--which leads to only one Eagleton 

employee remaining out of three. Ron and Leslie, with input from other Pawnee parks 

employees, engage in membership negotiation while making these decisions, evaluating who 

would be the best fit for the department based on personality and communication styles.  

 Despite her selectiveness in “Doppelgängers”, Leslie isn’t afraid to work with people 

who stood in her way. According to Rosenberg, “‘Parks’ constantly argued that Leslie would 

gain more by bringing even the most recalcitrant adversary on board if at all possible” (N.P.). 

This can be seen in later episodes, when she leaves the parks department to join the Pawnee City 

Council. She and her longtime nemesis, Councilman Jeremy Jamm, often have to work together 

in order to accomplish their goals and help the city. This can be seen in “Swing Vote”, in which 

Leslie tries to persuade Jamm to vote with her in a bill to fund a local mini golf course. Leslie is 

willing to let people become temporary members of her team as long as they offer her some sort 

of benefit. 

Self-Structuring 



 Despite the department’s formal structure, the Parks and Rec crew does a lot of self-

structuring. The most prominent example is the relationship between Leslie and Ron. 

Technically, Ron is the director of the department and Leslie is his deputy, but they function 

more as equals, complementing each other’s strengths, weaknesses, and communication styles. 

This is touched on in the articles from HuffPost, Slate and Reel Change discussed in the lit 

review. 

 In addition to Leslie and Ron’s roles as yin and yang, there are several instances of parks 

employees going beyond their formally-assigned positions and assuming new roles throughout 

the show. Leslie often functions as more of a team member than a formal leader, participating in 

hands-on projects such as her Pawnee River cleanup initiative (“Ms. Knope Goes to 

Washington”), despite her hypothetical ability as deputy director to delegate these tasks to her 

employees. She also has emotional power over her superior, state-auditor-turned-Assistant City 

Manager Ben Wyatt, due to their romantic relationship. This eventually leads to him quitting his 

job for her, his employee, in order to avoid the legal and ethical consequences of the power 

dynamics created by their relationship (“The Trial of Leslie Knope”). These are both examples 

of Leslie self-structuring within the parks department.  

 In “Animal Control”, April is chosen to head up the newly-revamped (by Leslie) animal 

control department, filling a role much more prestigious than her lowly position as Ron’s 

assistant would suggest. April bounces around from project to project, helping wherever she is 

needed--classic self-structuring at work.  

 Finally, Jerry Gergich, one of the department’s office managers, has a major role outside 

the office’s official structure. He’s the scapegoat; his coworkers assign him the blame for 

everything that goes wrong and constantly make fun of him. His talents and contributions go 



mostly unnoticed, as shown in “Jerry’s Retirement”. Despite announcing his retirement several 

times, nobody pays him any attention until his last day of work, when they throw together a half-

hearted celebration.  

Activity Coordination 

 With all of the parks department’s many projects and activities to plan, activity 

coordination is essential. One of their biggest projects is the Pawnee Harvest Festival, which 

Leslie hopes can bring the city out of a financial crisis. It’s a massive event, with media 

presence, vendors, activities, and a Ferris wheel. Members of the department participate in 

activity coordination by using their strengths, skills, and both formally- and informally-assigned 

roles to accomplish the group’s goals and deal with problems that arise (“Harvest Festival”).  

 A more mundane instance of activity coordination occurs in “Flu Season”. Leslie gets 

incredibly sick with the flu, and she is forced to let Ben give an important presentation to the 

Pawnee Chamber of Commerce about the Harvest Festival while she is in the hospital. She 

communicates with him about what needs to be done and give him her plans, even though she is 

able to give the presentation in the end.  

 Finally, the parks department participates in activity coordination when they must submit 

a proposal for a new mural in city hall (“The Camel”). Everyone comes up with their own wildly 

different ideas, and when it’s time to vote on which one they want, they all vote for themselves. 

As a compromise, Leslie takes pieces from everyone’s artwork and makes a new, strange piece, 

which they call The Camel, referring to the saying about how a camel is a “horse made by 

committee.” The town council is confused by their proposal, but the parks department has fun 

presenting it, breaking into laughter. 

Institutional Positioning 



 Lastly, the parks department must often participate in institutional positioning, dealing 

with other departments and members of the public. Frequent collaborators include Chris Traeger 

and Ben Wyatt, the state auditors who later become city manager and assistant city manager. 

They first appear in “Freddy Spaghetti”, tasked with solving the Pawnee government’s financial 

crisis and saving them from shutdown. At first, the department (especially Leslie) are wary of 

them because of their deep budget cuts and the possibility of scaling back on projects. However, 

Ben and Chris are soon welcomed as part of the team, joining the Pawnee government and 

working on many parks projects. Ben and Leslie even begin dating and eventually get married.  

 Ann Perkins is another unofficial member of the parks department. She’s introduced in 

the pilot, where she attends a town hall meeting hosted by Leslie. Ann complains about the 

empty lot behind her house, and Leslie promises to build a park there. Eventually, the two 

women become best friends, and Ann frequently hangs out at City Hall, helping with parks 

projects. Later on, Ann accepts a job as the public relations director for Pawnee’s health 

department, and she collaborates with Leslie and company on public health initiatives, like in 

season five’s “Sex Education”. Even though she’s never officially a member of the department, 

Ann is welcomed by everyone and has a lot of input in parks operations. 

 Working in parks and recreation also frequently involves dealing with the public. In 

“Time Capsule”, Leslie and her co-workers hold a town hall meeting to decide what items will 

be put in a time capsule. Members of the public have strong, contrasting opinions, so Leslie 

comes up with a compromise: include nothing in the time capsule besides a video recording of 

the contentious town hall meeting, which she says perfectly captures the spirit of Pawnee.  

CONCLUSION 



 In this paper, I have introduced my research topic, reviewed the literature on both the theory 

and the artifact, discussed my research methods, and demonstrated how CCO applies to the TV 

series Parks and Recreation.  

 There are different schools of thought regarding CCO, and I decided to use the four flows 

methodology for my research. These four flows are membership negotiation, self-structuring, 

activity coordination, and institutional positioning. These flows are not only useful in describing 

communication channels in loosely structured companies such as Valve as described in A First 

Look at Communication Theory, but can also be applied to more traditional workplaces and 

organizations, such as the fictional parks department of Pawnee, Indiana portrayed in Parks and 

Recreation. I learned that the theory’s concepts can be applied much more broadly than in Griffin 

et al.’s book. 

 Although members of the department have official titles and assigned roles, they often 

participate in CCO through membership negotiation, such as when Ron hired Leslie or when the 

two of them had to select which people to keep as employees. They self-structure all the time; for 

example, Leslie often behaves more like a team member than a leader, joining her employees and 

members of the community in projects like the Pawnee River cleanup initiative. The Parks and 

Recreation Department of Pawnee has a lot of responsibilities regarding activity coordination, like 

the Harvest Festival or the new mural for City Hall. They assign tasks based on members’ strengths 

and talents. Finally, Leslie, Ron, and company perform institutional positioning in their dealings 

with other departments of the local government and members of the public. 

 My findings illuminate the importance of understanding workplace organization and its 

effects on communication. Most people work in a traditionally-structured workplace, with a 

definite hierarchy or power and positions. However, making a point to incorporate principles of 



CCO can enhance workplace communication and lead to an increased understanding of 

interpersonal dynamics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Works Cited 

Bruscella, Jacqueline S., and Ryan S. Bisel. “Four Flows Theory and Materiality: ISIL’s Use of 

Material Resources in Its Communicative Constitution.” Communication Monographs, 

vol. 85, no. 3, Sept. 2018, pp. 331–356. EBSCOhost, 

doi:10.1080/03637751.2017.1420907. 

Chaney, Jen. “Amy Poehler of 'Parks and Recreation': 'I'm a lot lazier' than Leslie Knope.” The 

Washington Post, 27 Apr. 2012, www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/celebritology/post/amy-

poehler-of-parks-and-recreation-im-a-lot-lazier-than-leslie-

knope/2012/04/27/gIQAbFW4kT_blog.html?itid=lk_inline_manual_4.  

“Communicative Constitution of Organizations for Robert McPhee.” A First Look at 

Communication Theory, by Em Griffin et al., 9th ed., McGraw-Hill Education, New York, 

New York, 2015, pp. 255–266.  

Gittell, Noah. Why "Parks and Recreation" Matters. 20 Sept. 2012, 

reelchange.net/2012/09/17/why-parks-and-recreation-matters/.  

Haparimwi, Charlene. “How 'Parks and Rec' Embraced Diversity and Shattered 

Stereotypes.” HuffPost, HuffPost, 7 Dec. 2017, www.huffpost.com/entry/how-parks-and-

rec-embrace_b_11778784. 

Lapidos, Juliet. “The Politics of Parks and Recreation.” Slate Magazine, Slate, 25 Apr. 2011, 

slate.com/culture/2011/04/the-politics-of-parks-and-recreation.html.  



McPhee, Robert D., and Pamela Zaug. “The Communicative Constitution of Organizations: a 

Framework for Explanation.” The Electronic Journal of Communication, vol. 10, 2000, 

www.cios.org/EJCPUBLIC/010/1/01017.html#Weick.  

Rosenberg, Alyssa. “The Brilliant, Confident Liberalism of 'Parks and Recreation'.” The 

Washington Post, 24 Feb. 2015, www.washingtonpost.com/news/act-

four/wp/2015/02/24/the-brilliant-confident-liberalism-of-parks-and-recreation/. Accessed 

25 Nov. 2020.  

Schur, Michael. “Animal Control.” Parks and Recreation, season 5, episode 18, NBC, 11 Apr. 

2013. 

Schur, Michael. “Camping.” Parks and Recreation, season 3, episode 8, NBC, 24 Mar. 2011.  

Schur, Michael. “Doppelgängers.” Parks and Recreation, season 6, episode 4, NBC, 10 Oct. 

2013.  

Schur, Michael. “Flu Season.” Parks and Recreation, season 3, episode 2, NBC, 27 Jan. 2011. 

Schur, Michael. “Freddy Spaghetti.” Parks and Recreation, season 2, episode 24, NBC, 20 May 

2010.   

Schur, Michael. “Harvest Festival.” Parks and Recreation, season 3, episode 7, NBC, 17 Mar. 

2011.  

Schur, Michael. “Jerry’s Retirement.” Parks and Recreation, season 5, episode 20, NBC, 18 Apr. 

2013.  



Schur, Michael. “Leslie and Ron.” Parks and Recreation, season 7, episode 4, NBC, 20 Jan. 

2015.  

Schur, Michael. “Pilot.” Parks and Recreation, season 1, episode 1, NBC, 9 Apr. 2009.  

Schur, Michael. “Sex Education.” Parks and Recreation, season 5, episode 4, NBC, 18 Oct. 

2012.  

Schur, Michael. “Swing Vote.” Parks and Recreation, season 5, episode 21, NBC, 25 Apr. 2013. 

Schur, Michael. “Telethon.” Parks and Recreation, season 2, episode 22, NBC, 6 Apr. 2010. 

Schur, Michael. “Time Capsule.” Parks and Recreation, season 3, episode 3, NBC, 3 Feb. 2011. 

Schur, Michael. “The Camel.” Parks and Recreation, season 2, episode 9, NBC, 12 Nov. 2009. 

Schur, Michael. “The Trial of Leslie Knope.” Parks and Recreation, season 4, episode 9, NBC, 1 

Dec. 2011. 

Wilhoit Larson, Elizabeth. “Where Is an Organization? How Workspaces Are Appropriated to 

Become (Partial and Temporary) Organizational Spaces.” Management Communication 

Quarterly, vol. 34, no. 3, Aug. 2020, pp. 299–327. EBSCOhost, 

doi:10.1177/0893318920933590. 

 


