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Abstract

Starting in January of 2021, I worked as an Event Assistant for the Vice President of

Alumni & Community Relations, Mindy Benson. With direction and guidance from Mindy, my

main task was to plan and execute Lunch on The Main and Founders Festival for Southern Utah

University. Objectives and goals were set for the overall internship experience. This portfolio

exemplifies that experience, reporting on my daily tasks and responsibilities, giving examples of

my work, and portraying the experience and knowledge gained.

Keywords: Symbolic Convergence Theory, Event Planning, Event Management,

Communication, SUU
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Symbolic Meaning found in SUU Founders Week: An Event

Internship with SUU Alumni

As a growing college student, when people would ask me what I would want to do after

graduation, I would usually answer with, “I am not really sure right now.” Today, when I am

asked the same question, I am way more excited and confident to give my answer with, “I want

to be an Event Planner.” I was excited to learn a lot about it during my bachelors degree, but to

gain a better knowledge and understanding and better prepare myself for the working world, I

attended graduate school at Southern Utah University. The next stimulating step was reaching

my goal and getting an internship with event planning.

Searching for an internship was a long process. Even though the market is tough, it does

not mean that selecting whatever is available is the best idea. It was important that I found an

internship that was a good match for myself. This included several different variables, such as a

strong and fun company culture, an accomplished website and social media presence, and an

established internship program where I could learn and gain knowledge in the field of event

planning. One opportunity was discovered locally through a Southern Utah University professor.

While taking Mindy Benson’s event management class, the students participated in multiple

events across campus from Homecoming Forever Red, Presidents Gala, Christmas Concert,

Founders Week, Graduation, and Larry H. Miller Opening Ceremonies. While taking this course,

it offered me a better look into the event planning world, which gave me the motivation to help

out with anything assigned in the class. With all that hard work and dedication, she offered me a

student position/internship with the alumni house at Southern Utah University as the new Event

Assistant. This event assistant position began the first week of August in 2019, and I was given

specific tasks. Mindy discussed I would help with countless events during the 2 years of my
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graduate program. The main events I would be working on were: Founders Week ‘Lunch On The

Main’, and the Founders Festival. Each event is very different, but tied together with founders

week in 2021. Mindy and I set up a work schedule for 10-20 hours a week, which would

fluctuate depending on how much workload was required and the extra time I would need to

spend during the weeks of the events. My main focus would be the Lunch On The Main. Mindy

informed me that she would let me take on plenty of planning and execution for this event. The

internship would consist of brainstorming with members in the alumni house, SUUSA, and suu

student programming board. Other tasks consist of planning events, running errands, writing

emails and other word documents necessary to the completion of the events, and working

alongside Mindy Benson to ensure the events were coordinated correctly.

I knew, with this internship and working the founders weeks events, I would excel

academically, professionally, and personally throughout the experience. Later, found in the

appendix, you will find lunch on the main history guides, information sheets, and photos from

the events.

Literature Review

Entering any organization requires specific knowledge of the field as well as both

interpersonal and organizational communication knowledge. To prepare for this opportunity, an

understanding of research and the theory of Symbolic Convergence was needed.

Symbolic Convergence

Symbolic Convergence Theory (SCT) is increasing in popularity and proposes that the

holding of fantasies in common, transforms collections of individuals into cohesive groups

(Bormann, 1994).  SCT offers an explanation for the appearance of a group’s cohesiveness,

consisting of shared emotions, motives, and meanings. (Bormann, 1994). Research from
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Bormann (2001) focused on SCT’s attendant qualitative method which is called fantasy theme

analysis (FTA). The fantasy theme is the basic analytical unit when conducting an FTA. The

fantasies a researcher is searching for are rhetorical in nature. One knows a rhetorical fantasy by

its qualities.

First, the substantive theme is the actual content of a theme, type, cue, or sage. It uses a

rhetorical vision as a composite drama that unifies people in a common symbolic reality

(Kobiruzzaman, 2019). A structural theme is a rhetorical vision that unifies a group of people

around a symbolic reality (Cragan & Shields,1992). It is a drama that includes the elements of

“dramatis personae,” or the actors who make up the group. The plotline, the scene, the

sanctioning agent and the master analog all help to shape and give life to the rhetorical vision

(Cragan & Shields, May 1992). Stylistic, is the “linguistic dress of a fantasy theme, such as an

animate boisterous, chaining fantasy in a small-group communication or an embellished,

repeated, or reconfigured fantasy in public communication” (Cragan & Shields,1992, p. 205).

Ernest Bormann established Symbolic Convergence Theory in 1972 and proposed it in

the Quarterly Journal of Speech in 1972. Bormann and his colleagues at the University of

Minnesota introduced SCT as a framework for discovering, describing and explaining the

dynamic process by which humans come to share symbolic reality. (Bormann, 2001). SCT offers

the appearance of a group’s cohesiveness, consisting of shared emotions, motives, and meanings.

(Bormann, 2001). Through the Symbolic Convergence Theory, members of the group can build a

community or group consciousness which grows stronger if they share a cluster of fantasy

themes. When a dramatizing message is presented, a chain reaction forms around a topic as

people chime in and keep the conversation about the story going (OSU, 2013).  Although this

theory allows theorists and practitioners to anticipate or predict what did happen and what will
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happen, it does not allow for control of human communication (OSU, 2013). Kobiruzzaman

(2019)  analyzed the crisis response using Symbolic Convergence Theory to shed light on the

social media practices used in reputation management, specifically among religious celebrities.

The researcher used fantasy theme analysis to reveal the shared rhetorical vision on the event as

it progressed through different crisis communication phases (Kobiruzzaman, 2019).  For example

Kobriuzzamn, in 2019, found a fantasy type when Richard Nixon was campaigning through his

home state of California in 1952 (Kobriuzzaman, 2019). A fund was put together by some

wealthy Southern California businessman on behalf of Nixon. The purpose of the fund was to

help Nixon pay for expenses that he could not otherwise pay for out of his income.

(Kobiruzzaman, 2019). The fantasy theme that emerged from this story was Nixon presenting

himself as the American dream. (Kobiruzzaman, 2019). This is an appropriate fantasy theme

because it developed a response to the allegations that he is not a rich man who is getting money

from everyone, but a hard-working man who started from the ground and worked upwards

(Kobieruzzaman, 2019).

Ball (2001) focused on the fantasy theme that artistry prompts one to judge the rhetorical

novelty, consistency, and creativity of fantasy themes, symbolic cues, fantasy types, and sagas of

the event. This shared group consciousness reminds those using SCT to check for the occurrence

of convergence by identifying fantasy themes that are created, told, embellished, reconfigured,

and reiterated by the members of a rhetorical group (Ball, 2001). Fantasy theme-reality links tie

rhetorical visions and rhetorical fantasies to the objective reality of the authentic record and

material facts. Such links remind us of using SCT to assess the sensemaking capacity of fantasy

themes and rhetorical visions present in group or public communication (Ball, 2001).

A good way to describe Symbolic Convergence Theory is, “A dramatizing message is
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presented, a chain reaction forms around this topic as people chime in and keep the conversation

about the story going known as a fantasy chain, they create a trigger word, or cue because it can

be any type of signal, that helps them return to the fantasy chain they previously shared, and this

in turn strengthens the bond and cohesion between the group members.” (OSU Communications,

2013).

Generally the dramatizing message is best described by OSU Communications. Which

states:

When a group is working on a project you think their focus should strictly remain on the

task at hand. Disruptive comments about irrelevant outside events can seem

counterproductive. But, in some cases when the comment, such as a joke or story,

resonates with the other group members and a conversation starts to be had there actually

are some large benefits for the group. (OSU, 2013)

To be dramatizing messages the group member must use descriptive language to paint a

picture and show emotion within a joke or story they are sharing. The story can’t be related to the

work aspect of the group, it has to be regarding an outside event about the group member’s past

experiences or future plans or fantasies (Cragan, 1992).

A fantasy chain occurs after a dramatizing message is shared by a group member if the

other group members embrace and acknowledge the comment, or story, and enthusiastically start

to interact and agree about the original dramatizing message. This dramatizing message becomes

the definition of “fantasy” and sparks a chain reaction of communication about this fantasy

(Kobiruzzaman, 2019).

Lastly, symbolic cue is an agreed-upon trigger that sets off group members to respond as

they did when they first shared a fantasy (Cragan, 1992). This can range from code words or
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nonverbal signals to any kind of shorthand that the members of a group recognize as having a

specific meaning which comes all together with symbolic convergence (Cragan, 1992). This

overlapping is a shared fantasy.  The symbolic cues surrounding it, and the commonality of

wordage that forms, helps to bring the group members together (Cragan, 1992). Instead of

thinking about themselves, they start to think in terms of we and ours (Cragan, 1992).

Event Planning

Planning and managing events can be a challenging yet very rewarding process, which

can lead to a whole range of positive outcomes for the individuals and organizations who host

them and for the venues and locations in which they take place. However events do not simply

just happen, they require careful and considered planning from start to finish. An event planner

must also be clear on what the event is and who it is for. Understanding the target audience and

their needs is critical to effective event design and long term success, which can only be achieved

through building events around all of their needs (Beaven & Wright, 2006).  Depending on the

type of event being planned, the event planner may need to conduct some research beforehand.

Research and goal setting is a crucial step and if missed, it can mean disaster for the success of

the event. An event planner’s research needs to be conducted to understand all the elements of

the event and its main target audience. Even though an organization has held events a certain

way in the past, there might be an enhanced or different way to do things in the future that can be

discovered through research. (Beaven & Wright, 2006).

Event design includes the master plan for the event. It starts with finding a venue that

accommodates the theme of the event, number of guests, and the purpose of the event. Once a

location has been chosen for the event, a team of people can be built to help with the remaining
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design tasks. Goals and objectives identify what the host of the event wants and what the guests

are expecting. A successful event with clear goals and objectives should be easy to brand.

“Day of” planning is very important because everyone on the team needs to be involved

with the event to know what is expected of them and how important their role is to the event's

success. While the team members each have their role, event planning also takes a certain level

of flexibility. Things don’t always go perfectly, but an event planner learns how to think on their

feet and adapt to changing situations.

Event planning is a growing career choice as more organizations see the need for having

an event planner. It is important for the event planner to understand the fantasy themes of the

organization for which they are working. Leveraging these themes will enhance the success both

short-term and long-term of the event outcome.

Discussion

The main project and finale to my internship was the Lunch on The Main and Founders

Festival. This discussion section will help illustrate how I connected the concepts within the

literature review to the work during these main events. To show this clearly, I will show the

connections with the Symbolic Convergence Theory mirroring the literature review and the

events I help plan and execute.

In helping to plan the Lunch on The Main, and Founders Festival, I knew that I had to

help create and leverage SUU’s fantasy themes that would appeal to all the students and faculty

here on campus at SUU. We used a variation of a well known SUU symbolic cue, “Old Main” to

name the event, “Lunch on The Main.”  Founders week at SUU is used to show the rich history

of the stories that were told about each founder. In creating that experience, it was decided that

“Lunch on The Main” would focus on all of the different famous locations, and tie them to a
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founder or significant faculty member from SUU. For example, Gerald R. Sherratt’s connection

to the library plaza was linked together to help remind people of SUU’s history while shining a

light on the vision for the future. We identified each location and connected a founder to that

location with one of SUU’s many fantasy themes that have been created, told, embellished,

configured, and reiterated over the years by SUU presidents, films and documentaries. For

example, the story of Old Sorrel is first introduced to prospective students as they tour the

campus.  Founders Monument (Old Sorrel) is a statue of miners, ranchers, and farmers back in

1897 who put their lives on the line to go up Cedar Canyon to retrieve the lumber to build Old

Main. These founders relied on a horse named “Old Sorrel” to break through the snow and pull

the lumber down.  This fantasy theme has been embellished by documentaries and told at

graduation to remind students of the struggle that built the campus and still lives today. Founders

week and Lunch on The Main were used to connect these types of fantasies once more for the

students, faculty and alumni.

In designing the Lunch on The Main and Founders Festival, I knew that I had to utilize

an overarching fantasy theme that appealed to faculty and students and would exemplify the rich

history of Southern Utah University. In creating this experience, a “Country” theme was born.

Country life is the lifestyle associated with those who live in rural areas, like Cedar City, as

opposed to living in cities or suburbs. Associating the various SUU’s fantasy themes with an

overarching country theme would help create group cohesion and identity while connecting the

links to the founders at Southern Utah University. We wanted students and faculty members to

come together as a whole and feel like they belonged to the greater SUU. Although cohesion is a

multi-faceted process, it can be broken down into four main components: social relations, task

relations, perceived unity, and emotions. (OSU, 2013). It was important that Lunch on the Main
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included these key elements in planning these events. Building on SCT, the event needed to be

something that faculty and students could participate in and remember. Social relations was

accomplished with food and the music playing in the background at all the historic locations on

campus. Task relations included having participants collect stamps at each location to fill a card.

The hope was that participation would create an emotional attachment to SUU’s fantasy themes

thus creating a perceived unity. The candy centerpieces and various presidential booths on

display would have all the attendees go home with an experience that was different but involving

and showing them their connection to SUU’s rich heritage. Lunch on The Main maps would

remind them of the event long after they had gone home. The main attractions for students to

come enjoy at Lunch on The Main and at Founders Festival are below. (See Appendix)

Listed below are the general goals created for the internship experience.

The general goals were as follows:

● Develop a better understanding and capability for working at the Alumni House.

● Apply the Symbolic Convergence Theory during the internship experience.

● Produce quality work that assisted the alumni house in reaching their goals and producing

events.

● Ask superiors for more projects and tasks in areas where knowledge is not as strong to

build underdeveloped skills in the field.

● Continue learning and growing in my understanding and skills in Event Planning.

● Exert more confidence to my superior and the people I work with.

● Learn new skills specific to event planning that I did not know before.

● Build connections with everyone I worked with and beyond for personal and business use

in the future with event planning.
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Conclusion

Throughout the semester, the internship aided in developing needed skills and

information for a future career field. Working with everyone in the alumni house, and being in

charge of the event interns in Mindy Benson’s class was a great way for the future tailoring of a

resume and examples to show employers in a potential interview. Overall, the experience was

extremely beneficial for the future. Not only did I learn a lot about what it takes to put together

an event, I challenged myself through my objectives and grew in much needed areas.

When I started the internship, I was fairly timid and unsure what my jobs and tasks were

in the alumni house. I wasn’t sure how I was going to be able to work with others in the office, as

well as other students/interns that were assigned to me. As time went on, I gained a lot of

self-assurance and learned the importance of having confidence in this position. I also learned

that to get things done, I needed to be more assertive in my position.

As I examined the happenings and doings of the office, I noticed how symbolic

convergence theory directed the office and the planning of events. I saw that the office, and how

we planned events, socially constructed the meaning of symbols. In other words, “We are symbol

creating creatures.” Words have no meaning in themselves, all are socially constructed symbols.

As visual communicators our job is to take symbols or images and connect them to influence the

thoughts and feelings of a group of people.

Mindy let me have free reign in a lot of my projects which led me to push myself to think

of new ways to do things, leading me to accomplish my goal of producing quality work. I did my

very best in researching and asking questions to bring something to the table that could have

been produced by a professional in the business, like Mindy Benson. I also reached a better

understanding of becoming a leader and executing events. I was extremely organized throughout
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the process, keeping track of every detail, and attending every zoom meeting to make sure we

were all on the same page. At the end of the day, I wanted the students and faculty to come to

Lunch on The Main and Founders Festival to connect with and remember the incredible

founders of this great institution that we call Southern Utah University.

By engaging in these types of opportunities, students generate and foster other skills

sought after by employers. To improve graduate employability, these types of opportunities

should be provided in the curriculum. Not only did I take Mindy Benson’s event management

course, but I had this real-world experience, through the internship, that will assist me in the

skills needed for a job after graduation.

I believe it is clear from reading this paper, and all the photos in the appendix that I

worked hard to complete my goals to perfect these events. I truly am so appreciative that I was

given this opportunity to learn and grow. This internship has prepared me for the workforce in a

way that I would not have been able to gain anywhere else.
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Appendices

Appendix A. Lunch on the Main Sheets
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Appendix B. Lunch on the Main Stations, Cutouts, Faculty, and Students
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Appendix C. Founders Festival Booths
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