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• Discourse Corpus based on May 2013, Year 1 

Conference, and April 2014, Year 2 Conference

• Corpus data:

• 2013: 11 Breakout sessions*

• 2014: 11 Breakout sessions* 

• Talk was video-taped and transcribed

• Corpus: 74,481 words (2013)

59,243 words (2014)

*These do not include the plenary sessions



• Compare topical foci of 2014 to 2013 breakout session 

discourse

• Focus on how INSS members position themselves in the 2014 

discourse



Frequency raw frequencies of particular word types in a 
discourse suggest topical salience. 

Frequency counts across corpora of different sizes need to be 
normalized to be meaningful

Keyness or Key words  words that have a statistically 
significant higher or lower frequency of occurrence in a 
discourse compared to what one would expect. 

-I compared the focus corpora to a normed reference text.

The higher the keyness value of set of words, the greater their 
topical salience. 



AntConc software used to conduct corpus 
analysis (Anthony 2010)

I used the Corpus of American 
Contemporary English (COCA) 100,000 
word list as the Normed Reference List.

COCA is the “Largest, carefully-corrected, 
frequency-based word list of English” (Davies 

2010). 

http://www.wordfrequency.info/100k.asp

Antconc calculates Keyness values using 
a  log-likelihood test to compare frequency 
of words in INSS corpora to COCA

Keyness values over 30 or 40 show that 
words (and related topics) occur more 
frequently than one would expect to find; 
they point to foci in discourse.

Below is a good example of how keyness points to 
topical salience. We expect  words like 
“sustainability” and “social”  to be salient at a social 
sustainability conference. Their extremely robust 
keyness values confirm that INSS members stayed 
on topic. 

Word Token

2013 
Raw 
fre-

quency

Keyness
Value

2014
Raw 
fre-

quency

Keyness

value

Sustain-
ability

424 4910 219 2384

Sustainable 108 772 33 178

Social 381 1330 203 578

Socially 24 102 7 17

http://www.wordfrequency.info/100k.asp


Word Token
2013 Raw 
frequency

Normalized 
Value –

100,000 wds

2014 Raw 
frequency

Normalized 
Value –

100,000 wds

Sectors 80 107 3 5

Grid 40 54 7 12

Domains 31 42 0 0

Column 17 23 0 0

Pillars 5 7 1 2

Water 96 64 12 20

Cultural 42 28 19 32

Transportation 26 18 5 8

Economics 11 7 6 10

Shelter 9 6 0 (Housing   9) (15)

Food 43 29 7 12



Word Token
2013

Normalized Value 
(keyness)

2014

Normalized Value 
(keyness)

definition 106 (388) 66 (160)

definitions 7 37 (119)

define 36                     37

assessment 28 100 (228)

tools 42 64 (132)

metrics 11 32 (176)

indicators 23 29

measure 31 8

measures 12 32



Word Token
2013

Normalized Value 

2014

Normalized Value

Problem 39 91

Needs (noun) 51 27

Challenge 21 47

Obstacles 3 12

Barriers 3 14

Solution 9 34

Solutions 4 17



Word Token
2013

Normalized Value

2014

Normalized Value

(keyness)

wiki 3 51 (362)

Facebook 2 39 (124)

Twitter 2 22

YouTube 7 25

blog 0 42



Word Token
2013

Normalized 
Value (keyness)

2014

Normalized Value 
(keyness)

Community 156 (207) 186 (237)

Communities 48 34

Urban 51 10

Cities 43 12

City 55 0



Word Token
2013

Normalized 
Value

2014

Normalized 
Value

2014 
Keyness
values

Values 17 17 3

Justice 28 30 14

Injustice 1 7 11

Equality 5 24 53

Inequality 5 19 55

Access 35 34 20

Accessible 7 8 9

Diversity 7 12 7

Happiness 4 12 15

Engagement 15 19 31

Ethics 11 10 8

Increased talk on 

(in)equality is an 

exception



Word Token
2013

Normalized 
Value

2014

Normalized 
Value

Well-being 47 20

Quality of life 39 20



Word Token
2013 Raw 
frequency

Keyness
Value

2014 Raw 
frequency

Keyness

value

I 1985 1215 1361 678

you 1286 595 1082 628

we 1280 1455 1076 1389



3 to 4 - word cluster Frequency

We want to (do) 40

We need to 38

We are going (to) 19

We have to 18

We are trying (to) 17

We talked about 9

We can do 8

We could get 7

We could do 6



3 to 4 - word clusters involving 

“together”

Frequency

To work together 4

Like this together 3

(A) team like this together 5

Disciplines to work together 2

Be brought together 1

Bring people together 1

Get communities together 1

Get people together 1

Interdisciplinary teams together 1

Network work together 1

Slap something together  1



In examining how “trust” was used in this session, I found suggestive patterns in  
pronoun choices (i.e. “they” vs. “we”) that point to how INSSers see their position 
in the public arena.

I selected three quotations from this discussion to illustrate this positioning:

1) One of the main things that’s a barrier is they don’t trust you. And they don’t 
trust you because you’re from XXX* State, right?

2) You know, if you go to a contractor and you say, I know I’ve got a PhD in 
XXX* you gain actually zero trust from that guy. You go out in a pickup truck 
you’re gonna get his trust.

* Redacted for anonymity



• 3) The issue of trust is actually essential to any audience and often times we 
talk with other researchers who make recommendations and that’s the first 
thing we do. First you have to learn your audience and what their values are. 
Second you have to establish their trust. And until you do that you can’t move 
forward. And there may be groups where that trust is established easier than 
others

After looking at these examples, I then explored all of the 2014 
corpus to see how “they” and “them” and other generic reference 
terms (“the public”, “people”) are used to refer to non-INSS 
members.



Word Token
2013 Raw 
frequency

Keyness
Value

2014 Raw 
frequency

Keyness

value

they 449 22 324 10

them 127 -- 171 44

the public 26 N/A 14 N/A

people 315 182 309 279



• 1) …and the other thing is we need to figure out ways to 
empower them as well

• 2) I think the problem is defined not as one as putting people 
on bicycle or getting people out of cars and putting them on 
bicycles but breaking patterns of automobile dependency 

• 3) Once they realize that I’m there to help them (inaudible) it 
just takes a little time to interact. Takes a little time to educate
them. Education and (inaudible) help them, education. That is the 
right thing. Communication. Understanding and communication

• 4) Under “powerless” I have, provide information and provide 
tools skills, and the other thing is we need to figure out ways to 
empower them as well 



• 1) …figuring out how to work with them basically requires a lot 

of community building activities

• 2) I think in terms of connecting with the public connecting with 

them emotionally so they change their behavior, because even 

we environmentalist are still flying to conferences, our behavior 

isn’t exactly modified very well either, so I think if it’s the 

masses,  that we really have to have a message that is concise 

and fun … 



• 1) …so I think that what this is saying is we’re smart and we have solutions. the public 

is dumb and there are barriers to them hearing us. We need to overcome those 

barriers so they can learn from us and act appropriately which is I think a very 

common way that interactions between academics and the public has been framed, 

but I think that might be part of the issue, right, that this idea that we create 

knowledge and then we need to disseminate that knowledge as a package for other 

people to use is itself problematic

• 2) …cause these tools and tactics are all externally directed right to the general 

public … it depends on what you define as the public and if,  you know, one of the 

goals is to bring the public in …



• The frequent use of “generic” references to Others, while unavoidable to  

some extent, suggests the position of INSS more broadly: 

• Members want to reach out to Others

• Members want to work together to plan solutions to problems that Others 

experience

• But members are still identifying these Others in somewhat broad strokes 

• This pattern in the discourse points to the continuing efforts by INSS to define 

their outreach mission



Decreased talk about “the grid”

Decreased emphasis on definitions and “social sustainability” as a term 
requiring explicit mention

Increased talk about assessment, social media, and more problem-
solution talk

Maintained focus on community, -ies. Less talk about urban sites and 
cities

Maintained amount of talk on human values, but this emphasis remains 
only minimally salient



• Frequent use of “we” helps to create common cause and joint 

engagement

• Frequent use of “together” in action verb phrases points to 

members’ desire to accomplish things jointly and with ‘the 

public’, part of the problem-solution emphasis

• Identifying who INSS will engage with remains ambiguous

• Frequent positioning of “we” as agents (helping them, getting 

them to do things, educating them, empowering them) is 

something to be cautiously mindful of.  
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