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Abstract. External actors often advocate for organizations to address a wide range of societal concerns,
such as diversity, equality, and sustainability, and organizations have frequently responded by establishing
new positions to oversee these demands. However, calls to address social problems can be broad and
unrelated to an organization’s primary objectives, so the external mandates that underpin these new
positions do not easily translate to clear task jurisdictions inside organizations. Furthermore, previous
studies have found that the tasks that are pursued by occupations established through external pressure often
diverge from what external groups had envisioned for these new roles. This study addresses the question of
why this divergence occurs. It does so by examining the formation of the occupational group of
sustainability managers in higher education. Through fieldwork, interviews, and analyses of longitudinal
archival data, this paper uncovers the dynamics of jurisdictional drift and shows how jurisdictional drift
unfolded first through sustainability managers’ confrontation of their jurisdictional ambiguity, and then
through their efforts at performing neutrality, in particular by trading external Politics for internal politics
and trading values for standards. Additionally, it uncovers how the sustainability managers attempted to
partially realign their jurisdiction with their external mandate, but did so in a concealed manner. This study
illuminates the process of how jurisdictions can come to drift away from mandates, highlights the
importance of studying how mandates are translated into jurisdictions, and also furthers our understanding
of the formation of externally mandated occupational groups.
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Organizations face ongoing pressures to respond to societal concerns, such as those related to
equality, safety, and climate change, and one response that has been taken in the face of these pressures is
the creation of new roles that have theoretically been established to address these concerns. In fact, external
pressures has laid the foundation for the creation of numerous occupational groups, including affirmative
action officers (Edelman et al. 1991), diversity officers (Dobbin et al. 2007), ethics officers (Chandler
2014), recycling managers (Lounsbury 1998), and corporate social responsibility managers (Risi and
Wickert 2017). However, despite external groups’ hopes that these occupations will become agents of
change within their organizations, most studies of occupations that have originated in this way have found
that their pursuits frequently fall short of what external groups had envisioned for their work (Berrey 2015,
Edelman 1992, Edelman et al. 2011, Edelman et al. 1991, Kalev et al. 2006). Consequently, organizations
often fail to address complex social problems, such as diversity, equality, and sustainability, even when

they establish roles centered on these concerns.

In this regard, there is often a divergence between the mandate that underpins these types of
occupational groups and their ultimate jurisdiction (i.e., the set of tasks that are under their purview (Abbott
1988)). While a mandate is the shared understanding of the purpose for an occupational group (Hughes
1958), I define an “external mandate” as one that has been articulated primarily by individuals or entities
outside of an organization. These mandates can be founded on regulatory changes (Dobbin, 2009, Dobbin
& Kelly, 2007, Edelman, 1992, Kellogg, 2009), but they often originate from external groups such as social
movements that call on organizations to alter their policies and practices to address social problems (Briscoe
and Gupta 2016, Briscoe and Safford 2008, King and Soule 2007, McDonnell et al. 2015, Soule 2012,
Weber et al. 2009). While an external mandate establishes the justification for a new role, it does not specify
the day-to-day work of the resultant occupation group; that is, it does not define an occupational group’s
jurisdiction. Thus, the boundaries of these groups’ jurisdictions need to be negotiated across and within
organizations in order to translate external pressures into internal pursuits. Exactly how this translation

occurs, however, remains unclear; most previous studies of occupational formation have focused on



3
mandate construction (Fayard et al. 2016, Nelsen and Barley 1997) rather than on how mandates translate
to jurisdictions. For instance, Dobbin’s (2009: 3) study of personnel managers, whose positions were
established from the civil rights movement and ensuing legislation, describes the transition between the
articulation of the personnel managers’ mandate and their work as a brief handoff, writing that the new
occupational group took “the baton and were running the next leg of the relay on their own.” Describing
this transition as a momentary baton pass obscures what is likely a much more complex process. Therefore,
the question remains of how external mandates are translated into an occupational groups’ daily pursuits
and why their resultant jurisdictions often come to diverge from what external groups had envisioned for

their roles.

This paper investigates the above question through the case of sustainability managers in higher
education. This setting provides a revelatory case (Ragin and Becker 1992, Yin 1994), as sustainability
manager positions in colleges and universities were established largely due to external pressure to expand
organizational “responsibilities” in this area. Without a clear idea of their tasks and responsibilities, the new
sustainability managers engaged in a years-long process to define their jurisdiction. Through examining
data from participant observations, interviews, and extensive longitudinal archives, | find that the
sustainability managers experienced what | term “jurisdictional drift,” whereby their jurisdiction diverged

from their mandate.

Importantly, in this paper | identify the processes that underpinned this jurisdictional drift:
confronting jurisdictional ambiguity and performing neutrality. Through the latter process, of performing
neutrality, sustainability managers cut a substantial number of tasks from their early conceptualizations of
their jurisdiction. They justified these cuts through two activities: 1) trading external Politics for internal
politics, and 2) trading values for standards. The tasks that they eliminated were primarily related to social
justice issues. In the eyes of the movement that had advocated for the sustainability manager positions,
social justice was seen as equally as important as environmental concerns. But sustainability managers were

concerned with being labelled as politically-motivated or subjective, and therefore they included elements
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in their jurisdiction that they judged to be neutral (such as efficiency measures, building standards, and
changes in energy sources), while cutting task areas such as same-sex partner benefits, faculty racial and
gender diversity, pay equity, and endowment transparency. These cuts resulted in a jurisdiction that drifted
substantially away from the sustainability managers’ external mandate. However, | also find that after
jurisdictional drift had largely occurred, the sustainability managers attempted to realign elements of their
work with their mandate; they did so, however, in a covert fashion, and therefore the final process that |

observe in this study is concealing jurisdictional expansion.

In uncovering the processes that resulted in jurisdictional drift and attempted realignment, this
paper details how occupational groups that are established from external mandates, which are often based
on calls to address broad and endemic social problems, translate those mandates into practicable work inside
their organizations. As such, this research helps to explain how and why the resultant jurisdictions for these

types of occupations often fall short of what external groups had envisioned for their roles.

OCCUPATIONAL CREATION AND EXTERNAL MANDATES

Mandates and Jurisdictions in Occupational Creation

Most studies of occupational groups have focused on how established groups navigate change—
for example, when they encounter technological shifts (Barley 1986, Nelson and Irwin 2014), regulatory
change (Kellogg 2009, 2011a,b; Wiedner et al. 2020), or peer-driven pressures (Howard-Grenville et al.
2017). While questions of change within established occupations are fundamental to understanding
occupational evolution, the question of how occupational groups form in the first place has received much
less attention. This is despite the fact that, as Nelsen and Barley (1997: 619) aptly asserted, “no question

could be more central to the study of work than how new occupations arise and acquire jurisdictions.”

Within those studies that have answered this call to examine occupational formation, the concepts
of “mandate” and “jurisdiction” have been central to their theorizing and analyses. A mandate provides an

occupational group with “the proper conduct with respect to the matters that concern their work” (Hughes,
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1958: 287). Mandates justify why a new occupational group should be created to carry out work that is not
being attended to, thereby establishing what Abbott (1988) termed a “vacancy” for a new group.
Furthermore, mandates provide the appropriate “modes of thinking and belief” (Hughes, 1958: 287) that
are embodied by those doing the work. In this way, they serve as the basis of a group’s ability to stake a

claim over a certain domain of tasks (Nelsen and Barley 1997).

Scholars have identified numerous sources for occupational mandates (Anteby et al. 2016),
including regulatory change (Edelman et al. 1991), technological shifts (Elias 2007, Kahl et al. 2016),
jurisdictional conflict (Kellogg 2014), and the establishment of paid work that was previously carried out
by volunteers (Nelsen and Barley 1997). Past studies have also focused on how individuals in nascent
occupational groups can shape their mandate. For example, Nelsen and Barley (1997) found that early
emergency medical technicians (EMTs) worked to change the culture surrounding the provision of
emergency response services from a primarily volunteer-staffed service to one based on an emerging
occupational group that was seen as deserving of remuneration and role formalization. Fayard et al. (2016)
argue that service designers constructed a mandate for their group by distinguishing themselves from other
occupations not only in terms of offering a different skill set, but also by emphasizing that they held a
different set of values. Overall, scholarship on mandates has tended to focus less on what, exactly, an

occupational group does, and more on the justifications for why a group should exist.

The concept of jurisdiction, on the other hand, refers to the day-to-day work of professions or
occupations, or the set of tasks that are within a group’s purview. As Abbott (1988:64) observes, a
“jurisdiction is a simple claim to control certain kinds of work.” The literature also emphasizes that for
professions, jurisdictional claims, or the legitimate claim to control an area of work, are seen as arising
from the abstract knowledge and expertise that a profession has built over time. Under these circumstances,
as Abbott (1988:64) further notes, “there is usually little debate about what the tasks are or how to construct
them.” However, with occupational groups, which tend to rely less on claims of possessing abstract

knowledge, it is less clear how tasks come to fall within their jurisdiction. This is especially true for new
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occupational groups. And, one can argue, jurisdictional claims would potentially be even more unclear for

occupations that are created to attend to social, rather than organizational, problems.

The general approach to studying jurisdictions has been to focus on “who” controls certain task
areas by investigating the relationships between different groups in order to understand how they come to
dominate certain areas of work (Anteby et al. 2016, Bechky 2003, Chown 2020, DiBenigno 2018) and leave
others by the wayside (Huising 2015, Kellogg 2014). Yet, for new occupational groups, and especially
those asked to address social problems, there is ambiguity regarding what tasks they should even attempt
to pursue. As these new groups set about the process of developing expertise in response to new mandates,
they need to determine which tasks should be associated with their nascent occupation. This process has
less to do with the “who” and more to do with the “what” of jurisidictions—the content and boundaries of
jurisdictions for new occupations. Thus, it requires examining how new occupational groups translate their
mandates into jurisdictions. Furthermore, it is important to consider how this process unfolds at the field
level. While many studies have highlighted how key elements of occupational construction are negotiated
within organizations, where individuals in new roles craft identities, carve out jurisdictions, and structure
tasks on-the-ground (Bechky 2003, 2011, Huising 2015, Kellogg 2014, Nelsen and Barley 1997), there are
also essential processes that occur at the field level (Fayard et al. 2016, Kahl et al. 2016), whereby
occupational group members interact with one another across organizations. Examining processes at this
level has been an invaluable approach to understanding the evolution of occupational groups such as service
designers (Fayard et al. 2016), chemists (Howard-Grenville et al. 2017), and production planners (Kahl et
al. 2016). Hence, in this study | take a field-level approach to understand the process of translating mandates

into jurisdictions for sustainability managers.

Despite the theoretical centrality of mandates and jurisdictions in studies of occupational formation,
these two concepts have rarely been examined in relation to one another. Moreover, a common assumption
is that new occupational groups mainly focus their efforts on shaping their mandate, which then sets the

direction for their jurisdiction. For example, in Nelson and Barley’s (1984) aforementioned study on EMTS,
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the authors stress that mandates are essential for gaining the institutional resources that then enable
occupational groups to compete in jurisdictional battles. Similarly, although Fayard et al. (2016) recognize
that “gaining an occupational mandate,” and “legitimizing and solidifying an occupational jurisdiction” are
two different “stages” of occupational emergence, their study focuses exclusively on how service designers
constructed their mandate. They then describe the jurisdiction as flowing from the mandate rather than
investigating it as a process of translation: “once a mandate is established, practitioners’ sense of solidarity
and identity gives them moral authority to claim that their ways of conduct and thinking related to the work
are appropriate and relevant” (Fayard et al. 2016: 272). While a mandate may indeed do these things—
bring about institutional resources, provide a sense of solidarity and identity, legitimate a mode of thinking,
and define how a new occupational group should act—it does not mean that it defines what, exactly, an

occupational group should do, or the set of tasks that is within their jurisdiction.

There are reasons to question the assumed innate connection between mandates and jurisdictions,
and the idea that there is little work required to connect the two together. For instance, when mandates are
ambiguous or based on loosely defined terms that are under construction themselves (e.g., mandates to
manage “diversity,” “equality,” or “sustainability”), it may be unclear what tasks the occupations built on
these mandates can claim. Furthermore, as noted, there are numerous cases where jurisdictions diverge
significantly from mandates, as has been found with roles like affirmative action and diversity officers
(Edelman et al. 1991, Kalev et al. 2006); to date, there is no comprehensive explanation of how or why this
is the case. Therefore, this paper goes beyond questions of mandate construction to investigate processes
of mandate translation. In the following section, | describe how previous work provides the theoretical

foundation for considering the role of external mandates in the creation of new occupational groups.

External Mandates in Occupational Creation
Although external mandates are a common route for occupational creation (see, e.g., Dobbin
(2009), Edelman et al. (1991), and Lounsbury (2001)), organizational theory has not sufficiently

problematized how this type of origin might affect occupational construction. Indeed, even though Abbott
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(1988) recognized that both technological and social changes can create openings for new occupations,
numerous studies have examined the role of technological change while relatively few have focused on
social changes, which are often brought to the fore through pressure on organizations from external groups
(Margolis and Walsh 2003).
In two prominent studies of occupations created from external mandates, Edelman et al. (1991) and
Dobbin (2009) find that the occupational groups they study—affirmative action officers and personnel
managers, respectively—faced an extreme amount of ambiguity regarding their jurisdictions. Both
occupations were founded largely in response to legal changes; nevertheless, it was unclear what, exactly,
individuals in these new positions were supposed to do in their day-to-day work to remedy inequality in
their organizations. Dobbin (2009) notes that most personnel managers ended up pursuing prototypical
professionalization ambitions, engaging in practices that did not always align with their mandate but which
furthered their professional goals. Edelman et al. (1991) find that the affirmative action officers’
jurisdictional boundaries were unclear and that they often lacked authority over tasks that conformed to
their external mandate. Yet, these authors attributed the variation in the degree to which affirmative action
officers implemented mandate-aligned work to individual-level differences. The scholars emphasized that
differences in the degree of fidelity to the mandate could be understood through individual strategies and
attributes such as personal ambitions and appetite for conflict. As such, their study importantly highlights
the challenge of ambiguity that is brough about from external mandates. However, its focus on the level of
the individual obscures processes that may have also been unfolding at the field level, across organizations,
that would have resulted in entire occupational jurisdictions constructed around a similar set of tasks. In
fact, over time the occupational groups of affirmative action officers and diversity managers eventually
came to pursue a similar set of activities in their work, including implicit bias training and mentoring
programs (Kalev et al. 2006). It is worth noting that past studies’ neglect of the role of field-level processes
is probably due not to a lack of interest among researchers but rather to a lack of suitable data (i.e., data

that enable one to trace the construction of jurisdictional boundaries over time across organizations).
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While affirmative action officers and personnel managers were established in part through
regulatory change, it is likely that new occupational groups established mainly via an external mandate
without a legal underpinning face even more ambiguity regarding how to translate external demands to
internal practices. Therefore, it is also worth considering external mandates that arise in the absence of legal
changes, which | recognize as originating primarily from social movements. Although Abbott (1988:149)
briefly touched on this idea, noting that “social movements often identify problems, which later become
potential expert work,” this research agenda has not been sufficiently pursued. Social movements work
largely outside of institutional systems to change existing practices that they view as contributing to wider
social problems (McAdam and Snow 1997). Movements have played and continue to play a fundamental
role in the creation of new occupational groups such as recycling officers (Lounsbury 1998) and corporate
social responsibility managers (Risi and Wickert 2017), which are not underpinned by regulatory changes

but have become commonplace in many organizations.

In sum, in order to understand why occupations formed in response to external mandates often
diverge from, or fall short of, the hopes that external groups had for their roles (see, e.g., Kalev et al. (2006)
and Edelman (2016)), we must clarify the processes by which their jurisdictions become established in the
first place. Given the lack of existing scholarship on external mandates and on the relationship between
mandates and jurisdictions in general, in the following | examine the case of sustainability managers in

higher education to further our understanding of these processes.

RESEARCH SETTING: SUSTAINABILITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION

In the late 1990s, college and university students in North America worked alongside non-profit
organizations in what they termed the “campus sustainability movement” to advocate for higher education
organizations to address an array of social, environmental, and economic concerns (Eagan and Orr 1992,
Lounsbury 1998). The movement’s efforts ultimately resulted in the creation of new positions to manage

this so-called “sustainability.” In 2004, the first sustainability coordinators were hired by Dartmouth
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College and Oregon State University. The following year, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology hired
a sustainability director, as did Yale University, and numerous schools soon followed suit. Over the next
decade, the occupational group of sustainability managers grew substantially within higher education. By
2016, there were an estimated 2,000 sustainability professionals in the sector in the United States and
Canada. This growth was marked by major milestones, such as the creation of a professional association in

2005, the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE).

AASHE became the central organizing body for sustainability managers in higher education,
hosting online conversations and annual conferences and facilitating the creation of a standardized
assessment tool called the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment and Rating System (STARS). The STARS
tool guided sustainability managers’ work and gradually became the standard for practicing and assessing
sustainability in higher education. By 2016, STARS was being used by over 400 colleges and universities,
and the data collected through STARS were being fed into green school rankings published by The
Princeton Review and the Sierra Club. In the following sections, | present and then examine multiple
sources of field-level data that enable me to trace the process by which the jurisdiction of sustainability

managers (as reflected through changes in STARS) was constructed and changed over time.

DATA AND METHODS

I adopt a field-level approach that combines data from observations, interviews, and archival
sources. Table 1 outlines a chronology of the key developments within the occupational group of

sustainability managers and the contours of the data that support the analyses for each period.

-- Insert Table 1 about here

Observations
I first sought to identify the specific tasks that sustainability managers carried out in their day-to-
day work. Hence, | started my data collection with participant observation (Emerson et al. 2011). | observed

a sustainability manager at a private university in the United States, spending 50 hours in the field over four
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months in 2015. After each interaction, which lasted between 2-6 hours, | recorded field notes.
Observations included participating in a waste audit, attending faculty meetings to discuss integrating
sustainability into the curriculum, observing trainings with student “eco-reps” who encourage their peers
to adopt sustainable living habits, and witnessing discussions of how to add sustainability requirements to
a contract for a new food supplier. Each week | also wrote memos to begin the iterative process of
understanding and analyzing the observations while continuing to gather data (Emerson 2001, Emerson et
al. 2011). In addition to this participant observation, | attended the 2016 AASHE conference, the largest
regular gathering for sustainability managers in higher education.

Based on these observations and in conjunction with examining the literature on occupational
formation, | began to question how the sustainability manager positions first came about as well as how
these managers ultimately focused on the task areas that comprised their work. In particular, there were
some issues that seemed, from an outsider perspective, to be “sustainability issues,” that the managers were
not engaged in formally, while others that seemed less aligned with sustainability formed a key focus of

their work. | therefore decided to gather interview and archival data to help me understand these processes.

Interviews

Between 2015 and 2017, | conducted 29 semi-structured interviews with sustainability managers
in higher education in North America in order to understand the history of their roles and task areas. |
recruited participants through a purposeful sampling strategy (Strauss and Corbin 1998) to comprise a
diverse group of colleges and universities that varied based on geography, student body size, and school
type (e.g., private, public, religious, vy League, etc.). The interviewee characteristics are shown in Table
2. | received a 69% response rate and all but one of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. Two-
thirds of the interviewees were women and one-third were men, which aligns with the gender identity of
survey respondents in AASHE’s biannual occupational group survey. On average, interviewees had been
working in campus sustainability for eight years.

-- Insert Table 2 about here
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The interviews lasted an average of one hour each and were semi-structured, enabling me to capture
consistent information across participants but also encouraging interviewees to share information beyond
the questionnaire. The interview questionnaire focused on five areas: (1) participants’ background; (2)
history of their position and the occupational group; (3) individual and occupational identity; (4)
organizational structure and task areas; and (5) efforts and strategies for change. When | asked participants
why they engaged in certain task areas and not others, they frequently brought up how STARS guided their
work. For example, interviewees reported that they followed the tasks outlined in STARS, that their
committees were structured according to the areas in STARS, and that they set goals by first consulting
STARS. STARS had also been an important resource in guiding the work in my participant observation
setting. Through these accounts, | recognized the disciplining nature of STARS in defining the jurisdictional
boundaries for sustainability managers. | therefore set out to collect archival data that would enable me to
trace how STARS was created, including the process by which decisions were made about what would fall

within and beyond this occupational group’s jurisdiction.

Archival Data

Based on sustainability managers’ accounts of the role of STARS in reflecting and shaping their
work, | gathered archival documents on the creation of STARS, as outlined in Table 1. Importantly, | was
able to retrieve previous versions of documents and websites through the Internet Archive, a large-scale
non-profit digital library that captures websites and their contents over time. Like all archives (digital and
physical), the Internet Archive is not comprehensive, but it was an essential tool for accessing documents
during my period of interest, as websites and online activity facilitated the development of STARS but
these sites have been dismantled or updated over time. The creation of STARS began in 2006 and the first
full version of the tool was released in 2009. As shown in the chronology in Table 1, between 2006 and
2009, there were three drafts of STARS, with two periods for comment. Every time a new version of
STARS was drafted, there was a round of review whereby hundreds of nascent sustainability managers

gave anonymous feedback on the proposed task areas that would be in their jurisdiction. Through this
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process they negotiated 122 proposed indicators to determine what should be added, what should be
eliminated, and what should be changed. A committee of sustainability managers and AASHE
representatives then took these reviewer comments into consideration, made changes to the draft, and
released an updated version for comment. This process was repeated until the occupational group finally
settled on an operational version of STARS in 2009. | collected all of the versions of STARS as well as the
full archive of 1,347 comments from sustainability managers on the drafts. The STARS data are unusually
valuable in that they enable me to trace jurisdictional change longitudinally at the level of the occupational
group, uncovering processes that clarify how work gets structured but that have proved challenging to study

to date.

Analyses

I began my analyses by reconstructing the historical trajectory of the establishment and evolution
of the occupational group of sustainability managers through the archival documents, following the tenets
of organizational archival research as outlined by Ventresca and Mohr (2002). | first read all of the archival
material in chronological order to understand the full temporal arc of how the occupational group was
established and how its jurisdiction was defined over time. Throughout this process, | paid particular
attention to actors, settings, and contestation in the texts.

After seeing this historical trajectory, I returned to the archival documents that allowed me to trace
the development of sustainability managers’ jurisdiction through the multiple iterations of STARS and the
comments on each draft. | then coded the 1,347 occupational group reviewers’ comments, classifying each
one according to the following considerations: (1) whether it suggested adding, eliminating, or changing a
task area in STARS; (2) if yes to the first consideration, the task area that it addressed; and (3) the
justification that was given for making the change. Next, | applied a second round of coding to the
justifications, classifying them according to the various ways by which the occupational group members
argued for drawing jurisdictional boundaries to determine what should be “in” and what should be “out.”

After coding the comments, | examined the result of the occupational group members’ comments, coding
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each proposed task area in the drafts of STARS to see if each one was ult