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SUMMARY 
My project identifies new materialist methods for interdisciplinary response to complex problems by examining the Scott 
County, Indiana HIV outbreak. By tracing how needle exchange policy emerged in response to the outbreak, and continues to 
be negotiated as the policy is implemented throughout the state I will use needle exchange in Indiana to better understand 
emergent practices and the circulatory nature of technical communication.   

The Scott County outbreak is a generative site for conceptualizing new materialist frameworks for technical communication 
research for two reasons:  

1. The outbreak is representative of the deeply entangled problems that new materialist and technical communication 
scholars have taken up as a pressing area for research where new methods are required for responding to technical, 
social, political and environmental concerns. 

2. Crisis makes visible the embedded, often invisible infrastructure through which technical communication and 
professional practice circulates.  

Cooperation to address complex problems is about technical communication, but not only about technical communication. 
These problems are interdisciplinary and call for attention to the infrastructures that emerge to support collaborative response. 
I am interested in mapping the assembled respondents, human and non-human, expert and non-expert, in order to consider 
what sustained, collaborative response to wicked problems might look like. I hope my research will help scholars and 
practitioners work more closely and communicate more effectively with more interdisciplinary and diverse audiences, 
contributing to our ongoing disciplinary commitment to critical scholarship that builds better communities.  

MOTIVATIONS AND GUIDING INTERESTS 
Like this project, and my questions about research methods, my motivations and guiding interests for this project are deeply 
entangled. They include my approach to rhetoric as ethical response (Davis) and as the energy that moves us to action 
(Kennedy). I am also concerned with the increasingly complex and divisive problems to which our political, social and 
technological moment must respond. I see new materialist theory as a way to make sense of this complexity, and I find in it a 
method for study that stays with the difficulty of complexity without allowing that difficulty to prevent cooperation and action. 
I’ve found my home in technical communication not only because I believe it operates in the intersections between kinds of 
knowledge and practice, but because I see it as the media, the energy, the material practices and ontological frames that make 
work, and world making possible. My background in management operations makes me keenly aware of infrastructure and 
procedure, and my rhetorical training helps me understand the mundane infrastructure of operational decision making as 
deeply responsible for our capacities for acting in the world.  

New materialist theory, as I employ it in this project, begins with the idea that response to complex problems is both required, 
and situated in rhetorical invention and ethical praxis. Diane Davis describes this, in part, as a judgement that “aims for 
justice.” She says, “Judgement with an eye toward justice could have no illusions of finality or universality…A judgement 
aiming for justice would necessarily take place as a tentative gesture, offering itself without clarity or certitude, both as a test 
and an invitation” (2010, p. 127). It is at this place of both test and invitation where I think we must clear a space and work 
together to build ways for responding to the seemingly insurmountable. I believe technical communication should be integral 
to that work. Our research can and should be a site for participating with our communities and with other scholars and 
practitioners to both respond to immediate needs and develop more ethical, sustainable plans for addressing complex 
problems.  



RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
1. How do needle exchange laws and needle exchange policy implementations in Indiana work as a boundary object?  
2. As boundary objects are stratified into processes and policies, which stakeholders are silenced or elided? What 

evidence of new boundary object formation or evolution can be seen by tracing Indiana needle exchanges as 
assemblages with emergent capacities? 

3. What methods make visible the “tacking back and forth” between tacit practices that allow for cooperation without 
consensus, and the stratification of policies without framing out the messiness of complex problems? 

4. How can my research help develop frameworks for ongoing, collaborative research which allow technical 
communication researchers and practitioners to participate in interdisciplinary responses to complex problems? 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
This study will be conducted in four phases: 

1) Data collection and analysis of publicly available documents 

2) Interviews with public health workers and scholars studying the 
opioid epidemic. 

3) Integrative analysis of archival and interview data resulting in 
tentative findings which can be reviewed with participants in follow-up 
interviews.  

4) Member-checks to approve data analysis and conclusions with 
participants. 

PHASE ONE: DATA COLLECTION AND DOCUMENT ANALYSIS 
I have collected publicly available documents related to the outbreak 
in Scott County, and the subsequent development of needle exchange 
laws and policies, from news sources and public health agencies. These 
data are being analyzed using an iterative coding method (Johnson, 
2018; Clarke, 2003) to describe the relationships between groups and 
the negotiation of boundary objects among stakeholders. 

PHASE TWO: SEMI-STRUCTURED INITIAL INTERVIEWS 
I will conduct between three and six semi-structured interviews with experts who have responded to the exigencies of needle 
exchange in Indiana, either as practitioners or researchers. This will help determine how collaborative methods might allow for 
different kinds of research questions and response. Community engagement and participatory research (Moore and Elliot 
2015; Flowers, 2008; Cushman 1996, 1999, 2002) sees participants as partners who have voices in and potential to benefit 
from further analysis and sustained collaboration that creates effective results. Participants will be encouraged to help set the 
parameters of interviews, and will be consulted regarding how information they share is included in the study.  

PHASE THREE: SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS AND FOLLOW UP INTERVIEWS 
The third stage builds on the stage two interviews with a reflexive review of analysis from stage one to identify gaps, overlaps, 
and points for further discussion between practitioners and interdisciplinary researchers. I will develop research assemblage 
maps (Angeli, 2018) which show the relationships between the multiple perspectives, methods and constraints that develop in 
different fields of inquiry and between the practitioners engaged in public response to problems. Mapping our varied needs, 
approaches and constraints will help to determine tentative methodological frameworks for collaborative research questions 
and models for collaborative response. I will then conduct follow up interviews that include questions about methodology 
derived from this analysis.  

PHASE FOUR: MEMBER-CHECK INTERVIEWS 
Because reciprocal and ethical partnerships with research participants are central to developing sustainable research 
collaborations and cooperative community response, conversations about what data is included and how it is interpreted for 
publication is integral to the success of this project. While this discussion will be embedded in all stages of the project, it will 
be especially important to include participants in the discussion and conclusions related to data, rather than simply asking for 
them to approve “completed” research (Alsup, 2010). Effective member checks make it more likely that this work will 
ethically address the broad and complicated nature of research that addresses and contributes to the response to complex 
problems like the opioid crisis. 
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