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Introduction 

In August 1978, Love Canal, a working-class neighborhood in Niagara Falls, New York, became 

the site of the first federal emergency declaration in U.S. history for a non-natural disaster. When 

Love Canal residents discovered their homes and schools had been built atop 22,000 tons of 

buried toxic waste, they faced dismissive government officials, defensive corporate messaging, 

and a scientific establishment that discredited their concerns. What emerged was a grassroots 

communication campaign that redefined environmental advocacy, validated community 

*Please send correspondence about this article to Christie Kleinmann, College of Liberal Arts & Social 

Sciences, Belmont University. E-mail: christie.kleinmann@belmont.edu 

https://doi.org/10.32473/jpic.v10.i2.p88 

Copyright 2026 Kleinmann. This work is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 

(CC BY-NC 4.0) International License. 

“Useless Housewife Data”: Participatory Communication and 

Environmental Advocacy at Love Canal 

Christie M. Kleinmann 

Belmont University 

Article Information 

Received: December 30, 2025 

Accepted: July 28, 2026 

Published online: August 31, 2026 

Abstract  

This archival case study examines the Love Canal disaster 

(1978–1980) through a public interest communications lens, 

analyzing how competing communication strategies advanced 

or obstructed the public interest and what those strategies 

reveal about effective environmental public interest 

communications practice. Applying participatory 

communication theory, risk communication theory, and the six 

spheres of influence model, the study demonstrates both the 

failures of corporate-controlled communication and the power 

of participatory, community-centered approaches, and it 

illustrates how those dismissed as producing “useless 

housewife data” transformed environmental policy. 
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knowledge, and ultimately led to the creation of the federal Superfund program. Love Canal 

stands as a landmark environmental communication case in which a working-class community 

bore disproportionate health burdens while facing institutional dismissal, and responded with a 

communication campaign that ultimately reshaped federal environmental policy. 

This case study examines Love Canal through the lens of public interest communications, 

analyzing how competing communication strategies shaped public understanding, institutional 

response, and environmental policy. The central research question asks: How did different actors 

employ communication strategies to advance or obstruct the public interest during the Love 

Canal crisis, and what do these strategies reveal about effective environmental public interest 

communications practice? By tracing the communication tactics of Hooker Chemical Company, 

grassroots leader Lois Gibbs, scientist-advocate Dr. Beverly Paigen, and institutional activists 

Sister Joan Malone and Luella Kenny, this study illuminates the dynamics of voice, access, 

stakeholder engagement, and strategic advocacy in environmental justice contexts.  

Love Canal has generated substantial scholarly attention across history, sociology, public 

health, and environmental policy. Robinson (2002) offers the most direct communication-

adjacent analysis, applying frame analysis to examine how competing frames from local 

newspaper coverage, community activists, government, and industry shaped residents’ risk 

perceptions over nearly two decades. This study situates itself within a broader body of 

environmental communication scholarship that has examined the strategic and rhetorical 

dimensions of public engagement in environmental disputes (Cox & Pezzullo, 2022). 

Sociological and historical accounts have addressed the dimensions of community organizing 

and women’s activism (Blum, 2008; Gibbs & Levine, 1982; Levine, 1982; Newman, 2016), and 

the role of investigative journalism in catalyzing public awareness (Brown, 1981). What this 

body of scholarship has not done is examine Love Canal through a public interest 

communications framework. No published study has analyzed how specific actors employed 

strategic communication to advance or obstruct the public interest, how those strategies 

succeeded or failed against the principles established in public interest communications 

scholarship, or what Love Canal’s communication dynamics reveal about effective practice for 

communities facing similar environmental crises today. 

 

Theoretical framework 

Public interest communications offers an important framework for analyzing environmental 

crises because it foregrounds questions of access, voice, stakeholder engagement, and outcomes 

that serve the common good rather than narrow organizational interests. Johnston and Pieczka 

(2018) define public interest communications as fundamentally concerned with enabling public 

debate around contested situations, emphasizing the importance of open discourse among 

different publics within democratic systems. Unlike traditional public relations models that 

prioritize organizational reputation, public interest communications explicitly focuses on the 
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needs and participation of affected communities, particularly those historically marginalized or 

excluded from decision-making processes. Fessmann (2017) distinguishes public interest 

communications from public relations by arguing that while PR seeks to balance organizational 

and public interests, public interest communications places public welfare first, treating the status 

quo not as something to be maintained but as the problem requiring change. Bivins (1993) 

further articulates this distinction through four paradigms of public interest in public relations, 

ranging from assuming organizational interests automatically serve the public (Paradigm I), to 

serving public interest causes alongside client work (Paradigm II), to ensuring universal access to 

the profession’s services (Paradign III), to explicitly prioritizing public welfare even when it 

conflicts with organizational goals (Paradigm IV). These paradigms provide a useful lens for 

understanding the ethical foundations underlying different communication approaches in 

environmental crises. 

This study draws on three interconnected theoretical frameworks, applying them 

strategically to illuminate different dimensions of the Love Canal case.  

 

Participatory communication theory 

Participatory communication theory (Freire, 1970; Servaes, 2003) provides the primary lens for 

this study, centering on how marginalized communities can transform themselves from passive 

recipients of expert knowledge into active producers of knowledge that challenges institutional 

authority. Freire’s (1970) dialogical pedagogy emphasizes that the voices of subjugated people 

matter in political processes. His concept of conscientization, the development of critical 

consciousness through dialogue, describes how communities move from accepting official 

accounts of their circumstances to collectively questioning and challenging those accounts 

(Freire, 1970). This process of critical consciousness is particularly relevant in environmental 

health contexts, where communities must navigate competing expert claims about risk, 

causation, and responsibility. 

Servaes (2003) argues that participatory communication emphasizes the cultural identity of 

local communities and democratization at all levels, with strategies that emanate from—rather 

than merely include—traditional communication receivers. This distinction is important for 

environmental advocacy. Participatory communication does not position community members as 

subjects of research but as designers, conductors, and interpreters of research that can challenge 

institutional conclusions. It also provides a framework for understanding how scientific allies can 

contribute most effectively, not by conducting research on behalf of communities but by 

providing technical support for research generated by communities themselves. 

This framework illuminates the epistemological dimension of environmental advocacy: 

whose knowledge counts, who is deemed credible, and how communities can overcome 

institutional dismissal of their evidence. The analysis examines how participatory research 

methods can serve multiple strategic functions simultaneously, generating evidence, building 
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community solidarity, and validating experiential knowledge in ways that force institutional 

engagement. 

 

Risk communication theory 

Risk communication theory (Covello & Sandman, 2001) provides a supporting framework for 

analyzing why institutional actors fail in environmental crises. Covello and Sandman’s (2001) 

framework establishes that Risk = Hazard + Outrage, recognizing that public perception of risk 

involves not just technical assessments of harm but also emotional factors including fear, anger, 

mistrust, and perceptions of unfairness. This framework suggests that effective risk 

communication relies on transparent acknowledgment of uncertainty and genuine stakeholder 

engagement. It means treating public outrage as a legitimate public health issue rather than a 

public relations problem. Institutional actors who address only hazard while dismissing outrage 

consistently deepen the crises they are trying to solve. 

 

Six spheres of influence 

Developed by the Center for Public Interest Communications at the University of Florida, the six 

spheres of influence model provides the final supporting framework, analyzing how under-

resourced advocates can achieve policy change against institutional resistance. First introduced 

by Christiano (2017) and elaborated in Searight Christiano and Bradbery (2025), the model 

identifies six domains where strategic communication can drive social change: policy, media, 

activism, market/industry, communities of influence, and social norms. The framework uses a 

systems focus to argue that lasting change rarely comes from a single sphere. The strategic 

question is which spheres are most accessible and most likely to create momentum in the others 

given a campaign’s specific resources and context (Searight Christiano & Bradbery, 2025). 

Rather than applying this framework to all actors in the Love Canal case, it is used here to 

analyze the strategic sophistication of grassroots organizing by advocates working with limited 

resources. In the Love Canal case, each sphere is engaged through documented actions. The 

policy sphere was activated through congressional testimony, petitions (also in the activism 

sphere), and sustained lobbying for federal emergency declarations (Gibbs, 1979). The media 

sphere was engaged through tactics to sustain local and national news coverage of residents’ 

evidence (Brown, 1979). The activism sphere was utilized through marches, a tax strike, and a 

standoff in which residents prevented two U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

officials from leaving a building for nearly five hours until their relocation demand was met   

(Love Canal Homeowners Association, 1980). The market and industry sphere was engaged 

through religious shareholder activism and a formal corporate governance resolution (Cook, 

2020; Ecumenical Task Force, 1980). The communities of influence sphere was leveraged 

through alliances with a credentialed scientific advocate and a religious institutional coalition 

whose reach extended beyond the neighborhood (Hay, 2009; Paigen, 1982. The social norms 
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sphere was shaped as residents spoke publicly about stigmatized health experiences, a 

community disclosure that shifted what their neighbors felt they could share aloud (Searight 

Christiano & Bradbery, 2025).  

 

Framework integration 

Together, these three frameworks provide an integrated analytical approach. Participatory 

communication theory anchors the analysis, examining the fundamental question of whose 

knowledge matters in environmental crises. Risk communication theory explains why 

institutional approaches failed, offering cautionary lessons about dismissing community 

concerns. The six spheres model illuminates how strategic coordination across multiple channels 

enabled grassroots success despite resource constraints.  

 

Love Canal case narrative 

Love Canal’s story begins not with crisis but with abandonment. In 1892, entrepreneur William 

T. Love envisioned a model industrial city powered by a canal connecting the upper and lower 

Niagara River. When financing collapsed, he left behind a mile-long ditch that sat unused for 

decades. By the 1940s, Hooker Chemical Company, Niagara Falls’ largest employer, 

transformed this abandoned canal into a toxic waste dump, disposing of more than 22,000 tons of 

chemical waste. In 1953, Hooker sold the site to the Niagara Falls Board of Education for one 

dollar, including a deed clause warning of buried waste and disclaiming future liability. The 

board built the 99th Street School directly on the site and sold surrounding land for working-

class homes and apartments. 

For two decades, families thrived in this close-knit neighborhood. But by the mid-1970s, the 

clay cap covering the waste failed. Black chemical sludge seeped into basements and 

playgrounds. Residents noticed a distinctive odor, and children reported rocks that burst into 

flames and dust that caused chemical burns. Most alarming were the health patterns: epilepsy, 

asthma, birth defects, miscarriages, and childhood cancers at rates far exceeding normal 

populations. 

Hooker Chemical began disposing of waste in the canal in 1942 under government sanction, 

burying drums containing at least 12 known carcinogens, including benzene, dioxin, and 

polychlorinated biphenyls (Levine, 1982). Dumping continued until 1953. By that year, the 

Niagara Falls Board of Education had approached Hooker about acquiring the land for school 

construction. Hooker’s executives were initially reluctant, warning that the site was not suitable 

for development. Their internal communications documented early awareness of the risk. As 

early as August 1946, Hooker’s in-house attorney Ansley Wilcox wrote to company president E. 

R. Bartlett that contamination was visible to an “inexperienced eye” and that neighborhood 

children were swimming in the canal water. Wilcox warned that if the water was contaminated as 
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a result of Hooker’s dumping, the company was “running a real hazard” by failing to prevent 

possible injuries (Glaberson, 1990; United States v. Hooker Chemicals & Plastics Corp., 1994). 

Hooker ultimately agreed to sell in 1953 for one dollar, with a deed clause stipulating those 

terms, and construction on the 99th Street School began in January 1954 (Levine, 1982). 

Residents’ complaints of chemical odors and sludge in basements first reached the local 

press in October 1976, when the Niagara Gazette reported that materials from the chemical 

landfill between 97th and 99th Streets were seeping into neighborhood basements, accompanied 

by reports of illness and injury to humans, animals, and plant life (“Niagara Gazette Love Canal 

Chronology”, 1980). Subsequent Gazette reporting in November 1976 documented chemical 

analyses of the landfill residues and confirmed that toxic chemicals were being carried through 

city storm sewers into the Niagara River (“Niagara Gazette Love Canal Chronology”, 1980). 

After a series of severe winters raised the water table, chemicals further migrated through 

underground swales and sewer systems into the basements and yards of hundreds of homes 

(Levine, 1982; O’Brien, 2022). By September 1977, Congressman John LaFalce and the EPA 

had begun investigating conditions at Love Canal, as the Gazette continued its own reporting and 

urging of governmental action (“Niagara Gazette Love Canal Chronology”, 1980). That year, 

Niagara Gazette reporter Michael Brown joined the paper’s ongoing investigation; his sustained 

reporting brought the crisis to increasing public attention and documented the EPA’s air quality 

testing, which confirmed the presence of benzene and other carcinogens in residential air 

(Brown, 1979). In August 1978, major national outlets brought the crisis to broad public 

attention, including front-page coverage in The New York Times (“Time bomb in Love Canal,” 

1978; “Upstate waste site may endanger lives,” 1978). On August 2, 1978, New York State 

Health Commissioner Robert Whalen declared a public health emergency, ordered the closure of 

the 99th Street School, and advised pregnant women and children under two to evacuate (New 

York State Department of Health, 1978). President Carter approved emergency financial aid on 

August 7, 1978—the first time federal emergency funds were used for a non-natural disaster—

authorizing the purchase of 236 homes closest to the canal (“Niagara Gazette Love Canal 

Chronology”, 1980). 

Lois Gibbs had entered the crisis not as an organizer but as a mother. Her son Michael 

developed seizures after attending the 99th Street School, and when she sought to transfer him to 

another school, she was denied (Gibbs & Levine, 1982). That refusal sent her door-to-door, and 

what she found—a neighborhood saturated with illness—transformed her into the central figure 

of the campaign. On August 4, 1978, several hundred families organized the Love Canal 

Homeowners Association (LCHA), with Gibbs as president (Gibbs, 1979). The LCHA 

represented more than 1,000 families, more than 90 percent of area residents (Gibbs, 1979). 

Gibbs organized community meetings, cultivated media relationships, and wrote to elected 

officials, learning to frame the crisis in terms that generated and sustained coverage. Officials 

continued to minimize the danger to homes in neighborhoods beyond the canal’s immediate 

perimeter, areas excluded from the initial evacuation order. In response, the LCHA escalated 

through coordinated resistance: residents announced a tax strike, refusing to pay property taxes 
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on their contaminated parcels (“Canal residents vow a tax strike,” 1978); demonstrators burned 

effigies of state and federal officials, including Governor Hugh Carey and Health Commissioner 

David Axelrod (Love Canal residents protest, 1981; Retro Report, 2013); and protesters staged 

marches and demonstrations to sustain public pressure (Love Canal demonstrators marching, 

1980; Love Canal Homeowners Association, 1980). On March 21, 1979, Gibbs testified before 

the House Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations, reframing the crisis from a resolved 

local problem to a present emergency in which children continued to live and attend school in 

contaminated areas (Gibbs, 1979). 

With official health studies proceeding slowly and covering only the homes closest to the 

canal, the LCHA organized its own investigation in late 1978 and early 1979. Gibbs reached out 

to Dr. Beverly Paigen, a cancer researcher at Roswell Park Memorial Institute, who agreed to 

help design a door-to-door health survey of 1,140 homes (Paigen, 1982). The data, collected by 

residents themselves, revealed illness clusters concentrated in homes built on old stream beds 

and historically wet areas, a finding consistent with underground chemical migration through 

natural drainage pathways. The state’s response was dismissive. When Gibbs brought her initial 

findings to state authorities in mid-September 1978, officials referred to her efforts as “useless 

housewife data” (Gibbs, 1979, p. 10). The phrase was subsequently documented and circulated 

by the LCHA in its 1979 newsletter (Love Canal Homeowners Association, 1979). Paigen’s 

professional standing at Roswell Park came under pressure as a result of her advocacy; the state 

conducted a review of her research grants and questioned her scientific objectivity (Paigen, 

1982). 

North of the school, on 96th Street, Luella Kenny faced the crisis from a different vantage 

point. Kenny, a cancer research assistant at Roswell Park Memorial Institute, had watched her 

youngest son Jon Allen develop unexplained symptoms and die on October 4, 1978, at age 

seven; his death was caused by cardiac arrest following nephrosis complications, including three 

relapses, convulsions, and a massive pulmonary embolism (Kenny, 1980). Drawing on her 

scientific background, she investigated the link between Love Canal chemicals and her son’s 

illness and concluded the connection was clear. She joined forces with Sister Joan Malone, who 

served on the executive board of the Ecumenical Task Force (ETF) of the Niagara Frontier as a 

representative of the Interfaith Center for Corporate Responsibility—a national organization 

coordinating religious shareholder activism (Ecumenical Task Force, 1980; Hay, 2009). 

Malone’s conviction that institutional channels could be turned against institutional power was 

reflected in her guiding principle: “Pray for the dead, but work like hell for the living.” Working 

with the ETF, the Franciscan Sisters, and the ICCR, Malone coordinated a formal shareholder 

resolution calling on Occidental Petroleum, the corporation that had acquired Hooker Chemical 

in 1968, to accept responsibility for containing the toxic chemicals at the site, relocating affected 

families, and funding a health monitoring and compensation program (Cook, 2020; Ecumenical 

Task Force, 1980). At the May 21, 1980 Occidental Petroleum annual meeting, Kenny addressed 

the shareholders verbally, describing Jon Allen’s illness and death, explicitly linking his medical 

history to chemical toxicity from Love Canal (Kenny, 1980). Immediately following Kenny, 
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when Malone attempted to present the ETF’s corporate responsibility resolution, Occidental’s 

chairman Armand Hammer shut off her microphone and ejected her from the meeting (Cook, 

2020). Though the resolution was rejected, the adverse publicity contributed to a court settlement 

in which Occidental agreed to pay for containment costs and a health monitoring and 

compensation program for Love Canal residents (Cook, 2020). Kenny’s central message that no 

child should die from corporate irresponsibility represents a position she continued to articulate 

publicly for decades afterward (Liu, 2026). 

On May 17, 1980, the EPA announced the results of a pilot cytogenetic study of residents 

living near Love Canal, which found chromosomal abnormalities in 11 of 36 residents tested, a 

finding that generated significant national media coverage despite methodological limitations, 

including the absence of a control group (“Niagara Gazette Love Canal Chronology”, 1980; 

Picciano, 1980). The announcement galvanized the remaining community. On May 19, 1980, 

two EPA officials visiting the LCHA offices were surrounded by angry residents and held for 

nearly five hours as Gibbs demanded a second federal emergency declaration (Barbanel, 1980; 

Given, 1980; “Niagara Gazette Love Canal Chronology”, 1980). 

On May 21, 1980, President Carter declared a second federal emergency, authorizing the 

temporary relocation of approximately 710 families (Barbanel, 1980; “Niagara Gazette Love 

Canal Chronology”, 1980; U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 1980). That December, 

Congress enacted the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability 

Act, CERCLA or Superfund, creating a federal program to fund cleanup of hazardous waste sites 

and hold polluters financially responsible (Comprehensive Environmental Response, 

Compensation, and Liability Act, 1980). 

 

Methodology 

This study employs a document-based case study methodology grounded in archival primary 

sources, with secondary scholarship providing analytical context. Case study methodology is 

appropriate when a researcher seeks to understand a complex social phenomenon within its real-

world context, particularly when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly defined (Yin, 2018). Love Canal meets these conditions. The communication strategies 

examined cannot be separated from the political, scientific, and community dynamics that shaped 

them. To isolate any single actor’s tactics from the crisis would distort rather than clarify the 

analysis. 

Primary sources were drawn from six categories of archival and institutional records held 

primarily at the University at Buffalo Special Collections. Congressional testimony and 

shareholder addresses, including Gibbs’s March 21, 1979 testimony before the House 

Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations and Kenny’s May 21, 1980, address to the 

Occidental Petroleum annual shareholders meeting, provide records of how key actors framed 

the crisis for institutional audiences in their own voices. Organizational records from the Love 
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Canal Homeowners Association Records (W001) and the Ecumenical Task Force of the Niagara 

Frontier Records (MS 65) document community and religious coalition organizing strategies. 

Media reports from the Niagara Gazette, The New York Times, the Courier-Express, and The 

Atlantic Monthly provide independent corroboration of events as they occurred. Legal and 

regulatory documents, including the 1953 deed, federal court records from United States v. 

Hooker Chemicals and Plastics Corp. (850 F. Supp. 993, W.D.N.Y. 1994), and a Securities and 

Exchange Commission comment filing (Cook, 2020), establish the legal dimensions of Hooker’s 

liability and the coalition’s response. Corporate documents, including Hooker Chemical’s 1980 

presentation The Other Side of Love Canal: Facts vs. Fallacies, document the company’s 

communication strategy. Archival photographs from the University at Buffalo Love Canal 

Images Collection (LIB-003) portray community protest tactics. 

Secondary scholarship supplements primary documentation where the archival record is 

incomplete. Levine’s (1982) sociological study, Paigen’s (1982) published account of her 

scientific advocacy, Hay’s (2009) examination of religious coalition activism at Love Canal, and 

Gibbs and Levine’s (1982) first-person account provide context grounded in direct participant 

access and systematic research. 

 

Analysis of communication strategies and public interest  
communications outcomes 

The Love Canal disaster reveals how different communication strategies either advanced or 

obstructed the public interest, offering important lessons for environmental public interest 

communications practice. 

 

Corporate communication failure: Hooker Chemical’s defensive posture 

Hooker Chemical’s communication strategy exemplifies what Bivins (1993) identifies as 

Paradigm I public interest thinking: the assumption that serving organizational interests 

automatically serves the public good. Between 1979 and 1980, as public and congressional 

pressure intensified, Hooker mounted a coordinated multichannel campaign that deployed four 

distinct tactics across different audiences. Each operated from the Paradigm I premise, and each 

made the crisis worse, not better. 

The first tactic was the legal disclaimer as substitute for transparency. The April 28, 1953, 

deed transferring the canal site to the Niagara Falls Board of Education contained a clause 

releasing Hooker from any claim arising from injury or death caused by the buried chemicals. 

Hooker returned to this clause throughout the crisis as its primary accountability defense, treating 

a contractual instrument as evidence of responsible conduct (Hooker Chemical Corporation, 

1980a; Hooker Chemical Corporation, 1980b). The second tactic was defensive messaging that 

engaged hazard while ignoring outrage. Hooker President Donald L. Baeder argued in a 
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September 5, 1979, full-page newspaper advertisement that the company’s 1940s disposal 

practices were “state-of-the-art” and that it would be unfair to judge past decisions by present 

standards (Hooker Chemical Corporation, 1979). The same argument appeared in the June 1980 

Hooker Fact Line newsletter, which framed the crisis as a problem of “misperceptions and 

misinformation” and assembled a “Facts vs. Misperceptions” rebuttal of community health 

claims (Hooker Chemical Corporation, 1980a). The third tactic was blame deflection. Both the 

Fact Line and the July 31, 1980, presentation to financial community representatives at the 

Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, attended by Armand Hammer, Baeder, and Occidental’s legal counsel, 

argued contamination was the fault of the city of Niagara Falls and the school board because they 

had disturbed the canal’s protective clay cap through road and sewer construction (Hooker 

Chemical Corporation, 1980b). The fourth tactic was an employee-centered advertising 

campaign. The “Listen to the People Who Know” campaign, launched the day before Gibbs flew 

to Washington for congressional hearings, ran full-page advertisements in local newspapers 

featuring Hooker employees speaking to the company’s community commitment. One ad 

featured Bruce Davis, Hooker’s industrial chemicals director, photographed at his desk and 

described as someone who knew that “Hooker is an extremely important part of the Falls” 

(Hooker Chemical Corporation, 1979). 

The audience targeting across these four tactics is analytically significant. The newspaper 

advertisements addressed the general public. The Fact Line addressed employees and internal 

stakeholders. The Waldorf-Astoria presentation addressed financial community representatives, 

such as investors and analysts whose continued confidence in Occidental Petroleum mattered to 

the company’s market position. This audience segmentation reflects an understanding of the 

market and industry sphere that Searight Christiano and Bradbery (2025) identify as one of the 

most institutionally insulated from external pressure. Hooker was attempting to protect that 

sphere while managing public and congressional pressure in others. 

Covello and Sandman’s (2001) Risk = Hazard + Outrage framework explains why all four 

tactics failed in their primary purpose. Each addressed only the hazard variable—asserting that 

chemical levels were within acceptable ranges, that disposal practices met the standards of their 

time, that responsibility lay with other actors. None addressed the outrage generated by decades 

of secrecy, a liability clause designed to foreclose community recourse, and public dismissal of 

residents’ documented health experiences. The Waldorf-Astoria presentation made this failure 

clear. Hooker president Baeder acknowledged that “fear and anxiety pervaded the Love Canal 

population” but characterized those responses as the primary driver of the governor’s evacuation 

decision rather than as evidence of a legitimate public health concern requiring engagement 

(Hooker Chemical Corporation, 1980b, p. 7). State health officials compounded this pattern 

through a related failure. Their dismissal of the LCHA’s survey findings as “useless housewife 

data” (Gibbs, 1979, p. 10; Love Canal Homeowners Association, 1979) did not reflect corporate 

self-interest but institutional authority choosing itself over community knowledge. Both actors 

compounded outrage each time they communicated, and each act of dismissal became a resource 

for organizing. The Love Canal case extends Bivins’s (1993) argument beyond ethics. Paradigm 
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I thinking is not only ethically inadequate but self-defeating in practice, producing the 

outcomes—sustained mobilization, legislative intervention, reputational damage—it was 

deployed to prevent. 

 

Grassroots public interest communications success: The Love Canal Homeowners  
Association 

The LCHA’s strategy succeeded because it operated from a different premise. Residents were the 

primary authority over their own experience, and their community-generated knowledge could 

drive change if properly documented, defended, and deployed across multiple channels 

simultaneously. For example, in the door-to-door health survey, residents did not commission a 

study; they conducted one, with Paigen providing methodological support for the residents’ 

research goals (Paigen, 1982). Freire’s (1970) concept of conscientization maps directly onto 

what this process accomplished. Gibbs describes the community’s early posture as one of trust in 

institutional reassurance (Gibbs & Levine, 1982). The door-to-door canvassing broke that 

posture. As residents documented illness patterns across streets and blocks, recognized the 

geography of sickness, and compared what they found with what officials dismissed, they 

developed the collective critical consciousness Freire (1970) describes, moving from passive 

recipients of expert pronouncements to active agents capable of producing, defending, and acting 

on their own knowledge. The survey was simultaneously a community-led investigation and 

movement-building. Servaes (2003) distinguishes communication that emanates from 

community interests from communication that merely includes community members. The 

LCHA’s process was clearly the former. Residents were designers, collectors, interpreters, and 

advocates for their own findings. 

That shift was also strategic. The illness cluster maps gave Gibbs concrete, systematic 

evidence to carry to officials, journalists, and legislators, a record that could not be dismissed as 

individual complaint (Gibbs, 1979). The LCHA’s broader campaign applied the logic Searight 

Christiano and Bradbery (2025) formalized in the six spheres model by using concurrent 

pressure in the policy sphere through testimony and lobbying, the activism sphere through 

marches and the EPA standoff, the media sphere through tactics calibrated to sustain coverage, 

the communities of influence sphere through alliances with Paigen and Malone, and the social 

norms sphere through residents’ public disclosure of their health experiences (Gibbs & Levine, 

1982; Levine, 1982; Love Canal Homeowners Association, 1980. As neighbors spoke openly 

about cancers, miscarriages, and birth defects, their willingness to share shifted what others in 

the community felt they could say aloud, breaking the isolation of private suffering (Searight 

Christiano & Bradbery, 2025). The market and industry sphere, the sixth sphere, was engaged 

not by the LCHA directly but by Malone and the ETF through the shareholder resolution, a 

division of labor that illustrates how multisphere coordination can be distributed across a 

coalition rather than executed by a single actor. The coordination across all six spheres produced 

what no single sphere could: the cumulative pressure that produced a federal legislative response. 
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Love Canal illustrates Searight Christiano and Bradbery’s (2025) framework in practice. The 

case shows that multisphere coordination does not depend on formal strategic communication 

expertise. At Love Canal, it depended on actors who used the resources available to them to 

apply pressure in spheres where they had access and resources to create change. For example, 

while none of them worked in the media, they understood how to tell a compelling story that 

captured the media’s attention. This, combined with protests in the activism sphere, created 

pressure on elected officials to hold the company accountable (Searight Christiano & Bradbery, 

2025). 

 

Scientific advocacy: Dr. Beverly Paigen 

Paigen’s role illustrates what Servaes (2003) means when he argues that participatory 

communication must emanate from community interests rather than professional frameworks. 

Her contribution was not to conduct research on the community but to bring scientific tools into 

the service of a community-defined question: whether illness patterns followed the underground 

drainage pathways that officials denied. The LCHA’s survey process exemplifies what is now 

recognized as community science or participatory science, in which directly affected people 

generate, collect, and interpret data relevant to their own circumstances, a form of knowledge 

production that is increasingly understood as both scientifically valuable and strategically 

significant in environmental advocacy (Servaes, 2003).  

The institutional response to her choice documents a dynamic that Covello and Sandman’s 

(2001) framework suggests but that participatory communication theory does not fully address. 

The state reviewed Paigen’s research grants and questioned her scientific objectivity (Paigen, 

1982; Steegmann, 2001). Steegmann (2001) characterized the outcome directly; “the state had 

killed the messenger” (p. 187). Paigen (1982) described the controversy as “predominantly 

political in nature,” raising questions “that had more to do with values than with science” (p. 29). 

The Thomas Panel—an expert review group appointed by Governor Carey in June 1980 and 

chaired by Dr. Lewis Thomas of Sloan Kettering Cancer Institute—characterized her work as 

anecdotal, lacking controls, and failing to obtain medical verification (Steegmann, 2001, p. 186). 

These criticisms applied laboratory standards to crisis-driven field research conducted with 

resident volunteers and constrained funding, the same standards the state’s own studies failed to 

meet. The issue, as Paigen (1982) argued, was never scientific rigor, but whose interests science 

would serve. The EPA’s subsequent finding of chromosomal abnormalities confirmed that 

discrediting Paigen had deferred, rather than resolved, the challenge her data posed. The Love 

Canal case thus demonstrates a gap in participatory communication theory. Servaes (2003) 

describes how communities can become knowledge producers, but does not account for the 

institutional costs borne by scientific allies who make that transformation possible. Institutional 

retaliation is how organizations protect themselves from the challenge that community-generated 

knowledge poses. 
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Institutional engagement public interest communications: Sister Malone and Luella  

Kenny 

Kenny’s congressional testimony before the House Subcommittee on Oversight and 

Investigations on April 2, 1979, fused personal narrative with a scientist’s structured causal 

argument in a way that resisted the dismissal tactics officials typically used. Officials knew how 

to deflect a grieving mother’s account, and they knew how to dismantle a scientist’s causal 

argument. But used together, officials did not know how to effectively respond (Kenny, 1979). 

Kenny documented Jon’s illness in clinical sequence, named the specific chemicals migrating 

through the stream bed intersecting her property, proposed three distinct hypotheses linking 

those chemicals to her son’s death, and identified the state’s failure to contact the family after 

Jon died as a documented institutional failure (Kenny, 1979). The communication structure—

bereaved mother and working scientist in the same document—could not be easily categorized, 

and therefore could not be easily dismissed. At the May 21, 1980, Occidental Petroleum 

shareholders meeting, Kenny deployed the same dual register in a corporate setting, positioning 

herself as both scientific authority and displaced resident and extending the accountability claim 

from one family’s loss to national self-destruction through distributed toxic contamination 

(Kenny, 1980). As documented in the narrative, Kenny articulated a commitment that no other 

child should die from corporate irresponsibility, a claim grounded in a seven-year-old’s 

documented medical history. 

When Malone then attempted to present the ETF’s corporate responsibility resolution, 

Hammer shut off her microphone and ejected her from the meeting (Cook, 2020). That act of 

suppression is analytically as significant as any speech in the record. By physically removing the 

accountability mechanism rather than engaging it, Occidental confirmed publicly—in front of 

shareholders, journalists, and the corporate record—that the company’s response to institutional 

challenge was exclusion rather than engagement. The adverse publicity was followed by the 

court settlement in which Occidental agreed to containment costs and a health monitoring 

program (Cook, 2020). 

Within the six spheres framework, this subsection reveals something Searight Christiano and 

Bradbery (2025) identify but do not fully elaborate: effective campaigns benefit from trusted 

messengers who have influence with the sphere where they’re trying to create change. Gibbs’s 

credibility derived from community standing but did not translate readily into corporate 

governance settings. Kenny’s scientific background gave her standing in technical and legislative 

domains that Gibbs could not replicate. Malone’s institutional religious identity and the ETF’s 

shareholder mechanism gave the campaign access to corporate governance that neither Gibbs nor 

Kenny could have generated independently. Johnston and Pieczka (2018) argue that public 

interest communications is most effective when diverse actors working across different 

institutional domains coordinate toward common goals. At Love Canal, multisphere coordination 

succeeded in part because actors occupied spheres where their legitimacy was recognized. 
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Implications for public interest communications 

The Love Canal case offers five lessons for environmental public interest communications 

practice and research. First, participatory research functions as both method and strategy. The 

LCHA’s door-to-door survey generated evidence that challenged official narratives while 

simultaneously building community solidarity. It developed collective critical consciousness and 

established residents as credible knowledge producers (Freire, 1970; Gibbs & Levine, 1982; 

Servaes, 2003). The research process was the organizing process. Environmental advocates who 

treat data collection as a technical task to complete before organizing begins forfeit the strategic 

function that participatory knowledge production serves. It converts isolated experience into 

shared analysis, and shared analysis into collective agency. This principle is well established in 

community organizing. For environmental public interest communications practice, the 

implication is that community-led data collection is most effective when designed with both 

functions in mind, recognizing that who collects the data is as consequential as what the data 

shows. 

Second, scientific allies are necessary but not sufficient, and their credibility is vulnerable. 

Paigen served as a trusted messenger for the LCHA’s community-generated data, lending it 

credentialed standing, but her effectiveness provoked institutional retaliation precisely because it 

was working (Paigen, 1982; Steegmann, 2001). The pattern—dismiss the data, discredit the 

messenger—is a predictable institutional response to scientific advocacy that challenges 

organizational interests, and Covello and Sandman’s (2001) outrage framework helps explain 

why. Institutions under pressure redirect outrage toward its amplifiers rather than its sources. 

Public interest communications practitioners working with scientific allies should prepare those 

allies for this pattern and develop communication strategies that anticipate credibility attacks 

before they occur. As Oreskes and Conway (2010) document, when powerful interests cannot 

effectively dispute scientific findings, they attack the credibility of the scientists producing them, 

a pattern that predates Love Canal and has recurred in environmental, pharmaceutical, and 

climate contexts since. The most vulnerable moment for scientific advocacy is not when findings 

are ignored but when they begin to gain traction. 

Third, institutional communication failures create narrative opportunities for communities. 

Hooker’s defensive posture and state officials’ public dismissal of resident data did not suppress 

community narratives. They generated the most durable ones. The phrase “useless housewife 

data” recurred in LCHA communications, congressional testimony, and media coverage for 

years precisely because it had been spoken publicly by the officials whose role was to protect the 

community it dismissed (Gibbs, 1979; Love Canal Homeowners Association, 1979). Outrage 

amplified by institutional contempt is substantially more resistant to reduction than outrage 

generated by hazard alone (Covello & Sandman, 2001). Organizations and agencies that dismiss 

community concerns publicly give communities a more compelling counternarrative than 

residents could construct independently. Genuine stakeholder engagement is not only ethically 

required; it is the only communication posture that does not produce this outcome. 
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Fourth, the Love Canal case suggests that policy change may require sustained, coordinated 

pressure across multiple spheres. The passage of CERCLA resulted not from any single action 

but from the cumulative effect of participatory research, media coverage, congressional 

testimony, scientific advocacy, and institutional confrontation running concurrently over 

approximately two years, from the August 1978 health emergency declaration through the 

October 1980 federal legislation (Gibbs & Levine, 1982; Searight Christiano & Bradbery, 2025). 

Communities that lack the resources to pursue all spheres simultaneously should identify which 

are most accessible and which allies can extend their reach into others. The Love Canal case also 

illustrates that timing matters as much as simultaneity: Media coverage of the EPA standoff 

amplified congressional pressure; congressional testimony gave media coverage factual anchors; 

scientific findings gave both political pressure and media coverage staying power. Coordination 

requires not only concurrent action but sequencing, as actions in one sphere can effect change in 

others.  

Fifth, the Love Canal evidence suggests that multisphere campaigns may benefit from 

attention to those who hold legitimacy in a given sphere. The Love Canal campaign succeeded in 

the corporate and legislative spheres not because Gibbs extended her reach but because Kenny 

and Malone were credible messengers in the spheres where they were trying to create change. 

They were recognized for their scientific expertise, institutional religious standing, and their 

ability to leverage the legal mechanism of share ownership.  

Limitations  

This study carries two limitations. The analysis is retrospective, and the documentary record 

reflects what actors said in formal public contexts—testimony, shareholder meetings, corporate 

presentations, organizational reports—rather than private deliberation. The full record of state 

health officials’ internal communications was not accessible for this study. Where this gap 

affects the analysis, the study relies on secondary accounts. These constraints define the study’s 

scope. This analysis examines what the archival and documentary record reveals about public-

facing communication strategies, not the full private record of any actor’s decision-making. 

 

Conclusion 

Love Canal was, among other things, a communication crisis, and the communication choices 

made by each actor between 1978 and 1980 determined not just how the story was told but 

whether families were evacuated, who bore legal responsibility, and what federal law now 

governs hazardous waste. This study asked how different actors employed communication 

strategies to advance or obstruct the public interest, and what those strategies reveal about 

effective environmental public interest communications practice. The case answers that question 

at two levels. 
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At the level of specific actors, Hooker Chemical’s multichannel communication campaign 

was legally defensible, audience-segmented, and sustained across eighteen months. Yet, it made 

the crisis worse by engaging only the hazard dimension of public risk while generating 

maximum outrage through secrecy and dismissal. State health officials repeated the pattern 

through different means. The LCHA, Paigen, Malone, and Kenny succeeded by doing the 

opposite: generating knowledge from inside the community rather than delivering it to the 

community, sustaining pressure across multiple institutional spheres simultaneously, and 

matching actors to spheres where their legitimacy in that setting is recognized. 

The case also produces three findings that extend existing public interest communications 

theory. First, Love Canal confirms Bivins’s (1993) argument that Paradigm I thinking is ethically 

inadequate, and it extends it to strategy. The outcomes Hooker’s campaign was designed to 

prevent were precisely the outcomes it produced, illustrating that Paradigm I thinking fails not 

only in principle but in practice. Second, the case identifies a gap in participatory communication 

theory. Servaes (2003) describes how communities become knowledge producers but does not 

account for the institutional costs borne by scientific allies who make that transformation 

possible. Paigen’s experience demonstrates that those costs become the mechanism through 

which institutions resist the challenge that community-generated knowledge poses. Third, the 

Love Canal case offers one refinement for the six spheres model’s multisphere coordination. At 

Love Canal, effective coordination relied on actors who brought different forms of legitimacy to 

different spheres. Gibbs, Kenny, Malone, and Paigen succeeded together precisely because each 

held a form of credibility that the others could not replicate. Future research should consider 

similar patterns of evidence in other movement contexts, specifically whether the alignment of 

actor legitimacy with sphere is a consistent feature of effective multisphere campaigns. The 

extent to which LCHA’s organizing tactics align with Alinsky’s (1971) principles of community 

organizing also warrants dedicated historical and theoretical examination. 

The conditions that produced Love Canal—industrial contamination of residential 

communities, institutional dismissal of lay knowledge, corporate communication strategies 

designed to minimize liability rather than protect public health—remain active features of 

environmental communication. Communities confronting pipeline construction, petrochemical 

facility siting, agricultural chemical exposure, and legacy contamination face communication 

dynamics similar to those documented here (Robinson, 2002). The strategic communication 

lessons this study draws from Love Canal are therefore not historical curiosities but working 

tools. What residents of a working-class neighborhood in Niagara Falls learned about 

participatory knowledge production, multisphere organizing, scientific advocacy, and 

institutional engagement between 1978 and 1980 remains applicable to environmental advocates 

today. Not because the context is identical but because the fundamental dynamics of institutional 

power, community knowledge, and public interest communications endure, and because the 

lesson of Love Canal is that those dismissed as producing “useless housewife data” can 

transform environmental policy. 
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