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Abstract. Before the web, a strike tended to be between two parties and the 
communication rules for such crises were clear: the employer funneled all mes-
sages through a single spokesperson to maintain control of its image while the 
union focused most of its efforts on maintaining the morale and commitment  
of its membership. The web enlarges the audiences for a strike and allows 
stakeholders to build coalitions against both sides.  

During a faculty strike at Acadia University in 2007, student stakeholders 
developed their own online channels of communication to respond to faculty 
and administration actions. While the professors walked the picket line and the 
administrators remained cloistered in University Hall, a lively discourse was 
taking place on the web in student blogs, facebook groups, and You-Tube.  

This reaction to this strike shows how new media can empower outsiders to 
make sense of events and organize themselves to put pressure on official social 
structures. In addition, it demonstrates the power of Millennial students to force 
others to take their views into account. 

Keywords: social networking, blogging, Facebook, You-Tube, rhetoric, strike 
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1   Introduction 

The notion that new media can help stakeholders become a strong third party in a 
strike has not been discussed in depth before.  Previous case studies have tended to 
focus on the use of technology by the employer and union [1] or the value of e-mail 
[2] and information technology [3] to union members combating the employer.  This 
study of a faculty strike at a small liberal arts university in Canada is interesting for 
the emergence of stakeholders as independent voices commenting on and making 
sense of the event and – at least twice – influencing the negotiation process. 

The crisis communication strategies of both employers and unions are normally 
developed well ahead of a strike and reflect different priorities.  Before a strike, both 
groups attempt to inform and put pressure on the other side to influence negotiations.  
During a strike, employers try to maintain control of their corporate message and limit 
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damage to their reputation by speaking with a single voice. [4] Since large organiza-
tions often have professional communicators on staff, this corporate spokesman is 
generally able to turn out very polished messages that are placed with local media.  
The media professionals know the communication professional and, unless something 
unexpected occurs, the relationship is, well, “professional.”   

Similarly, labor unions are also able to craft persuasive messages. Since the  
mid-1990s, many locals have adopted Internet technology [5,6] and increased their 
capacity for information gathering, organizing the unorganized, stronger and more 
democratic relationships with members, and influencing the public. However, once a 
strike begins, their first concern becomes their membership. Any weakness in support 
for the strike weakens negotiations, so union leaders focus on getting people to walk 
the picket line to build solidarity and resolve crises and doubts. If the local has the 
resources, it will counter the employer with messages that often appeal directly to 
stakeholders and claim the labor action is actually in the stakeholders’ best interests.   

However, stakeholders are beginning to reject such claims. The routinization of the 
Internet and the development of social networking competencies in the Millenial 
generation give stakeholders the ability to act in their own interests. Conway, Ward, 
Lewis, and Bernhardt [8] have coined the term Internet Crisis Potential (ICP) for the 
emerging power of stakeholders to trigger or influence existing crises:   

Thus stakeholders with relatively low power and impact can become very 
influential by using the Internet as a cost-effective medium that provides 
interactivity, networking power and the possibility to distribute  
information with no gatekeeper involved. In this way, the Internet has the 
potential to change the power relations between the corporation and 
stakeholders with limited resources. 

Indeed, as shown by the faculty strike at Acadia University, stakeholders can quickly 
organize themselves to voice their own needs and to present a variety of perspectives 
that must be addressed by both the employer and the union.  Voices can be individual 
or collective, and the perspectives can be pro-employer, pro-union, or pro-stakeholder, 
but they cannot be ignored. 

2   Background 

From mid-October through early November 2007, the Acadia University Faculty 
Association (AUFA) was on strike for a new contract. This was Acadia’s second 
strike in four years. Three years previously, the union had walked out but “the ’04 
strike” ended quite quickly. Students had a week off at the beginning of the winter 
term and plenty of time to recover and pass their classes. Faculty found solidarity hard 
to maintain in cold weather; one participant told me the snow banks were so high that 
cars passing on Main Street could not even see the picket line.  

The Eleventh Collective Agreement did not settle issues like equity for part-time 
faculty or the discrepancy between Acadia salaries and the national average. The 
University President signed a letter promising to do her best to create a more competi-
tive compensation structure but there was no formal mechanism to require change.  
As a result, there was a lot of unfinished business to deal with in the Twelfth Collec-
tive Agreement. The union executive planned ahead to get a better contract. 



338 E.W. Gould 

The ’07 strike was timed to take place in the middle of Fall term. The faculty 
walked in beautiful weather with the campus trees turning red and gold. By the time 
classes resumed, students had less than three weeks to catch up on assignments before 
exams and Christmas.   

In addition, the union assembled and trained its communication committee in the 
spring so that the team was able to move into full gear once the faculty hit the picket 
line. Throughout the four weeks of the strike, both sides sparred with one another 
through TV, radio, and the print press. The administration spokesman carefully man-
aged all messages coming from the university and Board of Governors while AUFA 
gave press conferences, rebutted administration messages, wrote letters to the editor, 
sent messages to union members through email and an online bulletin board, and 
prepared flyers for picketers and the public.  

By contrast, the student body had spent the summer and fall largely oblivious to 
the possibility of a strike. Students told me that they first heard there might be a strike 
in September but didn’t begin to worry until a few weeks before the event. The stu-
dent newspaper ran stories that apparently went unread. The Acadia Student Union 
(ASU) tried to adopt an officially neutral stance but the required college-wide meet-
ing failed to make quorum. Many students thought the strike would be over in ten 
days and were unprepared for its duration.   

Yet, by the end, it was students who crafted the most effective messages of the 
strike by exploiting the new media of blogging, Facebook, and YouTube. They en-
gaged hundreds of constituents in discussion, organized pro-student and pro-faculty 
marches, forced the faculty senate to change the class and exam schedule, mobilized 
support for a partial tuition refund, and gave hundreds of stakeholders (students, fac-
ulty, administrators, staff, and parents) the opportunity to voice their opinions.   

The week before the strike began, the Vice President Academic of the ASU re-
cruited the author of the student blog; he had planned to develop his own blog in any 
case.  Sometime before 10 the morning of the strike, two students came up with the 
idea of creating a pro-faculty Student Strike Walk group on Facebook and had 80 
“friends” by nightfall. The videographer woke up that first morning, looked in his 
closet, saw his video camera, and thought it would be “interesting to go interview 
some people” in the afternoon.  A faculty member and a parent also had blogs and at 
least five additional Facebook groups were formed, including one from AUFA seek-
ing to influence students. However, only the student media developed broad and  
diverse audiences.   

At first, both the administration and AUFA tended to downplay student involve-
ment. Both the university and faculty union presidents told me that they refused to 
read any online media. However, two major themes soon emerged: the disruption 
suffered by students and the cost of their lost education. At strike end, students re-
ceived two extra days to return to campus and, several weeks later, were given a 
nominal tuition rebate for their lost time in class.  

The pro-faculty organizers marched down Main Street three times and other stu-
dents put on a Halloween Zombie March and protested the loss of faculty in the Thea-
tre Department (the Save Our Major March). AUFA supported all these groups with 
signs, noisemakers, and video, but saw the ASU as mostly hostile to the faculty. The 
ASU ran three pro-student rallies on its own; the second delivered a petition to Uni-
versity Hall demanding that student needs be given more attention in the negotiations. 
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(This was slightly disingenuous because the ASU President was already a member of 
the Board of Governors and attended regular meetings on the strike.) 

Finally, during an official media blackout, the University President was inter-
viewed on You-Tube to counter negative publicity about a business trip to China. She 
was not successful. Her body language showed great unease which at least one  
student I interviewed attributed to deception. 

3   My Study 

Of course, as a then-faculty member at Acadia, I was a participant observer in the 
walkout – sharing, to some degree, the bias of my union and showing up for my daily 
shift with a sign.  However, unlike other faculty members, I was experiencing my first 
strike, ever.  In previous jobs, I had either been prevented from striking by law or was 
not represented by a union. Thus, it was all new and a fascinating experience in or-
ganizational, mass media, computer-mediated, visual, and interpersonal communica-
tion. I began taking photos and keeping notes the first day and decided to counter my 
own biases by eliciting a wide variety of participant voices and collecting artifacts, 
both during and after the strike. 

I eventually managed to interview the university president, administration spokes-
man, AUFA president, chair of the AUFA communication committee, individual 
faculty members, and focus groups of students and staff. Almost universally, students, 
staff, and faculty told me they ignored official messages from the administration and 
union and spent long hours following and responding to student media.  They de-
scribed the ASU blog and the You-Tube videos as the most effective and honest 
communication channels available to them. 

At first, it was hard to document this part of the story. I was able to buy the “Visit 
Scenic Acadia University – it’s striking!” tee-shirt in the student store; I picked up a 
variety of buttons and signs at the union office; I collected union flyers and ephemera 
for my file whenever I saw them; I printed off reams of press releases and email at 
home. But, the discourse developing on student social networking sites was largely 
invisible to me until at least four groups of students, reflecting four different perspec-
tives, appeared on Main Street. I marveled that alternative marches of 40 to 200 stu-
dents could organize themselves within a few days of the walkout until fellow faculty 
gave me urls and directed my attention to the websites where student communities 
were taking form. 

4   Student Voices 

The three most important voices belonged to the ASU designated Blogger, the  
students who set up the pro-faculty Facebook group, and the You-Tube videographer. 

The ASU Blogger   
In his very first posting, the student recruited to write the ASU StrikeBlog  

introduced himself and his standpoint: 
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Fellow Acadia Students, 

My name is X, and my potential descriptors are numerous: 
• 4th Year English Honours Student  
• An RA in Roy Jodrey Hall  
• The author of BlogName, an independent blog that covers Acadia 

events like Welcome Week. 

However, let’s forget all of those roles for one second, and state this: I 
am first and foremost an Acadia student, and I am here to help inform 
students on the events unfolding regarding a potential faculty strike at 
Acadia University. 

The ASU Blogger next identified himself with the neutral stance of the ASU and 
promised to deal with questions, rumors, and misinformation fairly and inclusively.  
Students should tell him what they wanted to know and he would answer frequently-
asked questions in the blog; specific questions could be emailed to him directly.  His 
first blog entry ended with the graphic the ASU had developed to brand its position 
relative to the university and the union. 

 

A few nights later, at 11:35 pm, the ASU Blogger announced the beginning of the 
strike:  

There is literal hooting and hollering in West College (And elsewhere, 
I presume), which can mean only one thing: 

The Strike is Official. 
This means that tomorrow morning, barring some last minute heroics 

(Which are still possible, theoretically), the professors will hit the picket 
lines and the university will enter into strike mode. 

In the short term, there's going to be a lot of different reactions:  
relation, relief, frustration, anger, and a whole lot of MSN names in  
capital letters with exclamation marks. This is both unavoidable and  
entirely understandable. 

But, I shall have to be the appointed party pooper who, starting  
tomorrow, will start harping about academic programming and long-
term planning for students. However, for now, let's take a look at what 
went down and how things will be affected immediately.  

He then presented “The Facts as We Know Them” and again solicited comments and 
questions. Earlier in the day, while everything remained in suspense, he had written a 
detailed entry summarizing the administration and union positions. More than fifty 
comments were posted to the blog which was eventually viewed almost 5000 times – 
quite amazing for a school with a little less than 3000 students. After his second post, 
thirty-one more comments were posted within the next twenty hours by students, the 
ASU blogger, and the ASU VicePresident Academic. Topics ranged from opening 
hours for the library and registrar, to ASU-sponsored tutorials and study strategies 
from a student on campus during the previous strike, to speculation on the ground rules 
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for resuming classes and taking final exams, to the first demands for reimbursement for 
lost time.   

“Dismayed” titled his post, Show me the $$: “So here we go again! I want to be re-
imbursed for lost class time. If we were any other group than students and were de-
nied a service we paid for, wouldn't that be foremost on our minds?” Another student 
said, “Like so many other possibly irritated and pissed off parents, my rather [father] 
will be extremely annoyed/angry with the professors if they go longer then a week. 
He says that he will find some way to demand his (actually our) money back.”   
Someone else commented, “It’s just too bad there isn’t a heap of snow like last time.”   

From then on, the ASU Blogger had a full-time job. For the next two weeks, his 
blog averaged 600-700 views and 30-40 comments per day. At the height of the  
strike – during the very uncertain third week when negotiations again broke down – 
the blog registered more than a thousand views and 102 comments. By the final me-
diation and joint administration/union media blackout, the blog was the only game in 
town. The entry announcing the Back to Work Protocol was viewed over 3400 times 
and generated 82 comments.  

At one point, when information was sparse, the ASU Blogger pondered the role of 
new media: 

My brother went to Acadia before me, so he was in his third year dur-
ing the last faculty strike. All my parents remember hearing about that 
strike was a phone call from my brother stating "Hey, the faculty are on 
strike." No blogs, no Facebook Groups, no YouTube: all they had was 
what my brother told them. A lot has changed since 2004, however, and 
parents are definitely considerably more informed this time around…. 

…The problem with the traditional media (Radio, Newspapers, Televi-
sion) is that they fail to provide true depth to their reporting. We hear a 
lot about financial concerns and the most basic description of the issues, 
but few media outlets are willing to talk to enough people for enough 
time in order to create a real forum. What you miss out on is an engage-
ment with the issues: the media is often unwilling to take a stand, choos-
ing rather to present things in a neat little package for the consumers of 
their content. 

The ASU Blogger then emphasized the importance of unmediated engagement and 
identified other voices available to students: the You-Tube videos, a faculty member 
personal blog, a parent’s blog, and the Student Strike Walk group. He noted the dif-
ferent standpoints of each group and then encouraged his readers to sample other 
voices. He ended wishing: “I really hope the Admin catches up to the trend soon.” 

Only once was the ASU Blogger compelled to mediate the conversation. During 
week three, many angry comments were posted to the blog and people began to 
flame. The ASU Blogger handled the crisis by reviewing the purpose of the blog, 
purpose of comments, recent comments, and future ability to make comments: “I 
want to warn people that there may come a time where comments might have to be 
removed, and I would hate for that to happen: there have been some good questions 
and concerns raised in the comments, and overzealous individuals should not be able 
to take away a public discourse. So, let’s all work together to restore a bit more order 
to the comments; I think we’d all be better off for it.” By the next day, contributions 
had resumed a reasonable tone and the blog hit rate continued to grow. 
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Several days after the strike came to an end, the ASU Blogger wrote his farewell: 

Thank you to all of the parents, community members, and even faculty 
and administration who visited the site on occasion. The ASU might  
directly represent students, but it was our goal to exclude no  
“stakeholder”. We were proud to have all of you visiting, and thank you 
for offering your voice to the proceedings. 

Thank you to everyone who commented on the site over the past three 
and a half weeks. There’s been some ups and downs, but even through 
secret talks and flame wars I believe that the comments provided a way 
for students to have their own voice. This isn’t my website, but your  
website: those of you who helped reflect that ownership through  
commenting, including parents and alumni and the unfairly maligned 
education students, were an integral part of this site’s success. 

Thank you to every person who has stopped me on the street, sent me 
a Facebook message, or done any other gesture of thanks towards me. I 
didn’t really intend to become a pseudo-celebrity through this process, 
but being consistently humbled by the support and appreciation of the 
Acadia community is certainly a fantastic feeling. 

The ASU Blogger deserved his celebrity; he did a great job representing the majority 
student position.  During my interviews after the strike, most non-activist students 
told me they shared his neutral stance.  Further, his voice was consistent throughout 
the strike. He began his farewell by noting the goals he laid out in his first entry and 
how well – to his own surprise – the blog had met the challenge.  Last, he was authen-
tic and generous – a current Acadia student, brother to an alumnus, loyal to the 
school, involved in campus life, literate, technologically adept, considerate of others, 
wry – exactly how most Acadia students think of themselves. He didn’t need to spend 
three weeks writing blog entries and responding to comments, but he did it for the 
sake of the school. His last word were: “This is your accomplishment just as much as 
it is the accomplishment of myself or the ASU, so thank you from the bottom of my 
heart.” He completely understood how to develop ethos in the 21st century. 

The Facebook Activists:  
Monday, the first morning of the strike, two Sociology honours students walked down 
Main Street to watch the faculty walk the picket line. Sociology faculty had talked 
about the strike a lot with their students; one professor was the chief negotiator for the 
union and several others were picket captains.   

Both students wanted to support their professors’ claim that the strike was for the 
benefit of students.  They set up a Facebook group and decided to organize a rally for 
Wednesday. By 10:20 am, they had their first response: “Great idea guys – but you 
need a picture! Maybe take a picture of your AUFA pin…? I invited everyone still at 
acadia who hadn't already been invited. I suggest everyone do the same.” By evening, 
they had more than 80 members. 

The rally was held two days later.  By that time, they had gotten permission from 
the RCMP to march through town, spent the morning at AUFA headquarters making 
signs, and enlisted a volunteer to video the march.  (AUFA also taped the march and 
posted it to You-Tube.) Two other students worked all night to write rally songs and 
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off they went – students, signs, guitars, cowbells, and dogs – singing about the Uni-
versity President’s trip to China. (She had left on a trip to visit business partners and 
provincial education ministers the night before.)  

The first rally was a lot of fun and the students who participated were very enthusi-
astic. Some made a point of baking cookies for faculty walking the picket line and 
others came down to entertain us with more songs when they were free.   

The next rally was picked up by the broadcast media and both leaders were inter-
viewed for the evening television news. There were fewer students because many 
people had left the campus, but AUFA’s videography was more professional and it 
looked like more participated in the march. The Facebook posting said: 

Come out and have your voice heard - let's show solidarity! Wear red 
or yellow, bring noise makers, instruments, a good yelling/chanting 
voice, anything brightly coloured, and lots of energy. Coffee may also be 
neccessary. We are being covered by the media, so let's use this  
opportunity to come together and have an impact. Given permission, we 
will be marching down mainstreet. Otherwise, we will join in the AUFA 
picket line in front of U-Hall. If this is successful, we will be organizing 
weekly marches.     

Both student organizers took a clear political stance from the beginning. They ran into 
some difficulty working with the ASU, which initially refused to announce their 
marches, but eventually the ASU Blogger gave them a supportive write-up: 

Student Strike Walk - This is one of the reasons that the student-led 
AUFA support rally was such a success last Wednesday. Facebook  
offered the organizers a great opportunity to bring students together. 
They're planning on holding another rally on Wednesday, and Facebook 
gives them the ability to message the membership of the group and to 
create that type of information stream more powerful than emails or 
word of mouth could ever be. For the type of student activism that many 
students are choosing to take part in, this is certainly a great way to  
organize. 

The two student organizers had a great time and, much their surprise, were honored 
by their department when they completed their honors theses later in the year. One 
told me she was amazed how successful the Strike Walks had been; she now felt  
more empowered to speak her mind and act on her principles. In addition, she had 
developed an entirely new relationship with faculty that made her feel like a peer.  

The You-Tube Videographer 
The last student voice belongs to the videographer who woke up the first morning and 
decided to examine the strike through three simple questions to stakeholders (with a 
few additional probes): 

• What do you think of the strike? 
• Do you think it was ethical for the faculty to have gone on strike? 
• Any last thoughts about the strike in general to whoever might be listening? 
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In the course of three weeks, he posted over 30 videos on You-Tube as a personal 
project of ACE-Acadia (the local branch of a Canadian entrepreneurial organization 
for students).  

The You-Tube Videographer deliberately kept his own voice quiet, always asking 
the same set of questions to students in different faculties, domestic and international 
students, student leaders, staff in other unions, cafeteria workers, parents attending a 
football game, faculty on the picket line, and residents of the community. He received 
access to AUFA leaders and the administration spokesman. After the University 
President returned from China, the administration spokesman arranged for her to 
speak with the You-Tube Videographer to explain her position.   

Most people made cogent statements of their feelings and views of the morality of 
the strike. The last question, addressed to “whoever might be listening,” elicited hopes 
for a quick and just end that would prevent future labor disruptions at Acadia.   

Interestingly, the You-Tube Videographer’s choice of media brought a wider vari-
ety of people into the conversation than the ASU blog.  He actively sought out stake-
holders, such as the cafeteria workers and administrative staff, who were in imminent 
danger of being laid off as a result of the strike. Most of these respondents had little 
ability to make online contributions, but were comfortable speaking on the record 
with a familiar, friendly student.   

Thus, the You-Tube videos filled an important void missed by the blog and social 
networking sites. Not all new media are equally available and written postings cannot 
capture all the non-verbal and interpersonal information available in visual media.   

5   Discussion 

In comparing the two strikes, the administration spokesman told me:  

I was here in the strike of 04.  At that time, Facebook wasn’t what it is 
today, if at all.  Blogging was not used.  There was email messaging and 
you’d have messages flying back and forth but not blogging.  There was 
very, very little participation by parents; the parent group was a different 
group in terms of their use of new media.  And so it’s vastly different  
today even than it was in 2004.   

My previous experience with labor disruptions goes back even earlier 
in the century, just after 2000… If you just think of the evolution of  
media, even during the past ten years, we can see tremendous change 
within perhaps the last two years of that ten year period, more so than 
the first eight. 

It is not just the media that has changed; the generation that uses new media is differ-
ent as well. Millennials have been described as “diverse, pressured to perform, ambi-
tious/achievers, team-oriented, connected, service-oriented, excellent time managers, 
structured, and protected.” [9] They generally deal well with gender, sexual orienta-
tion, ethnicity, and immigration. They are often only children and best friends with 
their parents; consequently, they have been given opportunities to perform and can 
display a wide range of accomplishments. They have wide experience working in 
teams – in their family, in organized sports, and through their personal posse of 
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friends. They believe in service, both giving to community as volunteers and receiv-
ing care as consumers; as a result, they see education as both a calling for their pro-
fessors and a commodity for themselves. They follow the rules. And, they have been 
protected by parents, school systems, and society at large. 

Like the new activists of the Obama campaign [10], this group of students uses the 
Internet to create social networks through a dialogic process of identity assertion and 
attribution. Face-to-face, they can seem less articulate than they are online. But, for 
many, life is online and face-to-face relationships often develop after establishing 
hyperpersonal online personas. [11]  

Acadia students had many of these characteristics and were particularly well posi-
tioned to take advantage of new media at the time of the strike. In 1996, Acadia was 
one of the first universities in Canada with a laptop program; by 2000, all students 
were participating in the Acadia Advantage. Students might complain that the Dell 
computers were too slow, too unreliable, or too much trouble, but everyone was on 
the network and practically everyone was on Facebook. New media gave them the 
ability to play new roles in a crisis.  

This case study shows that stakeholders no longer must wait passively for others to 
settle conflicts; they can now take an active role gathering information, debating re-
sponsibility, and building communities to resist the decisions others would try to 
impose upon them.  
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