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The discourse of renewal is an established strategy for crisis recovery. The current

analysis examines the role that place plays in postcrisis communication, in general,

and the discourse of renewal, specifically. We describe the extent to which place-

bound crises affect the ability of an organization to enact a discourse of renewal.

We propose a modification of renewal discourse to include place as a condition that

may make the successful enactment of renewal rhetoric more likely. Specifically, we

argue that the place of the crisis can be a decisive element in whether or how

renewal is enacted. We analyse the case of the Sandy Hook School shooting to

explicate the opportunities and challenges of dealing with a place-bound crisis.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Organizational renewal provides a theory-based approach from the

lens of an optimistic, prospective vision for moving beyond crises

instead of a retrospective focus on matters such as determining legal

liability or blame for the crisis (Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015). The

discourse of renewal rhetorically emphasizes opportunities for learn-

ing and improving in response to crises. Little is known about the

role of location in renewal discourse, especially in emotionally evoca-

tive events for which tragedy and human loss occur, such as an

intentional mass casualty. The axiom that all disasters are local indi-

cates that the place where a crisis event occurs is often highly rele-

vant (Col, 2007; Fugate, 2009). Existing work suggests the type of

crisis can affect the likelihood of renewal discourse but has not

directly explored how place and the subsequent destruction or

removal of structure may relate to renewal. The shooting incident in

Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newton, Connecticut, USA, is an

example where place played a central role in the renewal process. A

lone gunman forced his way into the school and killed 20 children

between the ages of 6 and 7 years before taking his own life. In

such cases of extreme violence occurring in public places considered

safe, addressing place in postcrisis communication is highly relevant.

In fact, we argue that addressing place in these situations is central

to the discourse renewal.

In this study, we extend the framework of organizational renewal

to include consideration of the extent to which crises are sometimes

place-bound, thereby influencing the conditions under which renewal

occurs. We contend that explicating the specific effects that place

can play in postcrisis communication reveals a series of audience

expectations that are central to the renewal process. Our analysis

begins by situating the discourse of renewal and relevance of place

in the postcrisis literature. We next review the Sandy Hook case and

apply the renewal framework, emphasizing the relevance of place in

our analysis of the case. We end with conclusions and implications

for applying the discourse of renewal in cases where place is a sub-

stantial factor. Adding consideration of these expectations of place

to the discourse of renewal can allow crisis communicators to more

fully account for the emotional complexity some crises, particularly

acts of violence, create for postcrisis communication and recovery.

2 | POSTCRISIS COMMUNICATION AND
THE DISCOURSE OF RENEWAL

Considerable research has focused on understanding the dynamics

of a crisis and the role communication plays in responding (Heath &

O’Hair, 2009; Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). Crisis communication, how-

ever, entails far more than an immediate response to a threat. In

fact, precrisis planning and the often protracted postcrisis period of

recovery demand considerable time and attention (Fink, 1986). The

postcrisis period is a critical time for comprehending the failures pre-

ceding the crisis and seeing the opportunities for taking “proactive

steps” to avoid repeating such failures in the future (Somers, 2009,

p. 13). Thus, in many ways, postcrisis communication and precrisis
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communication are linked. As an organization seeks to recover from

a crisis, the lessons learned become part of both organizational

change and a revised precrisis planning process (Crichton, Ramsay, &

Kelly, 2009). This postcrisis period of discovery and change need not

be restricted to blame, punishment, or compensation. Robert and

Lajtha (2002) contend that organizations learn and adapt better dur-

ing the postcrisis period if they “develop a positive polarity to crisis

management” (p. 185). Doing so better enables the organization to

recognize and capitalize on “unusual opportunities” created by the

crisis (Robert & Lajtha, 2002, p. 185).

The discourse of renewal is a well-established form of postcrisis

communication that provides a sequence of strategies for establish-

ing the positive polarity recommended by Robert and Lajtha (2002).

Simply stated, enacting a discourse of renewal requires organiza-

tional leaders to take a prospective outlook that emphasizes positive

change during the postcrisis period (Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, 2007;

Ulmer et al., 2015; Toelken, Seeger, & Batteau, 2005). The discourse

of renewal has four distinct features: organizational learning, ethical

communication, prospective vision, and effective rhetoric (Ulmer

et al., 2015). Crises represent “an opportunity for an organization to

confront its problems or deficiencies” (Ulmer et al., 2007; p. 305).

When novel crises emerge, an organization, as well as society, is

forced to adapt and learn from the experience. School shootings are

an evolving threat, requiring schools to determine the best ways to

protect schools from further violence. The strength of renewal dis-

course is that it is not limited to focusing on recovering from a crisis,

but also encourages us to view a crisis as a challenge to improve

through change. Crises are a result of a failure, but failure can be

seen as a part of a larger process of learning about and adapting to

risks (Sitkin, 1996).

Within the renewal framework, ethical communication is value-

driven and refers to acting in a manner consistent with general social

values before, during, and after the crisis (Ulmer et al., 2015). During

these moments of emotional intensity and heightened scrutiny, peo-

ple expect organizations to act in responsible ways and to address

ethical shortcomings. Crises expose the core values of an organiza-

tion, which can lead to changes in behaviours that are more consis-

tent with general social expectations. The child molestation crisis

with the Catholic Church is an example of the importance of ethical

conduct as a factor in building goodwill. The Catholic Church

devoted considerable resources trying to shield the public from a

torrent of molestation accusations. These tactics appeared to be pro-

foundly unethical and made stakeholders less likely to trust the orga-

nization moving forward.

Prospective vision refers to an optimistic and future-orientation

outlook and is arguably the most important aspect of renewal dis-

course. Following a crisis, organizations that look forward rather than

fixating on past issues of blame and fault are much more likely to

renew. Looking back at the past and trying to assess blame may

have some learning or legalistic value but may also prevent an orga-

nization and its stakeholders from working towards a common vision

for the future. The prospective view necessary for renewal generally

requires an organizational leader to serve as a model for

stakeholders and followers. The leader encourages followers to view

the crisis as a challenge that can be overcome if they commit to

working together (Ulmer et al., 2007). For stakeholders to participate

in the renewal process, a compelling, prospective vision must exist.

Such a vision can motivate individuals to work towards rebuilding.

Such recreation is best achieved when leaders establish themselves

as credible sources (Ulmer et al., 2007). Similarly, provisional commu-

nication is more likely to foster renewal than strategic communica-

tion. Provisional communication requires an immediate, usually more

honest response based on the values and virtues of the

leader (Ulmer et al., 2015) and refers to the spontaneous, honest

responses to a crisis as opposed to a strategic or planned response.

After the Malden Mills factory burned down, near Boston, in the

United States, for example, CEO Aaron Feuerstein showed his dedi-

cation to the company by continuing to pay his employees while the

plant underwent reconstruction. By immediately responding, and

doing so in a way that came across as genuine, he reinforced the

values of responsibility and loyalty to employees and was able to

rally the organization.

Finally, effective rhetoric addresses the need to shape reality to

inspire stakeholders and other publics to hold a prospective vision.

Ulmer et al. (2007) revealed that having a leader who has the ability

to change stakeholders’ rhetorical frame of a crisis is predictive of

success in renewal discourse. Bostdorff (2003) examined US presi-

dent George W. Bush’s attempt to use this technique after the

attacks on 9/11. Bush used elements of covenant renewal in his dis-

course in an attempt to focus blame on an external enemy rather

than focusing on internal mistakes. Ineffective rhetoric by leaders

resulted in a failure to create a discourse of renewal in the wake of

Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans (Ulmer et al., 2015). Without a

leader who is able to reframe or refocus a crisis and create a com-

pelling vision of the future, renewal is unlikely to emerge. Renewal

failed to take hold in New Orleans in part because leaders focused

on shifting blame rather than encouraging stakeholders to focus on

the future.

2.1 | Conditions for renewal discourse

We see renewal, not as a strategy to be utilized, but rather as a nat-

ural or provisional process that is more likely to emerge under some

conditions. Several conditions apply to the processes whereby

renewal emerges. The first condition is crisis type. Some types of

crises are more conducive to renewal than others (Ulmer et al.,

2007). Natural disasters may be more conducive to renewal (Benoit,

2015). In part natural disasters fit the renewal model well because

they “often clear away physical impediments to renewal, creating a

physical space where renewal can occur” (Ulmer et al., 2007, p. 133).

The destruction of infrastructure represents an opportunity for

renewal, as an organization can build newer more contemporary and

resilient facilities that embody the organization’s response to the cri-

sis. Destruction of infrastructure also allows for the application of

commonly understood metaphors, such as “rising from the ashes” or

“a fresh start.”
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The second condition is the strength of organizational relationships

with stakeholders prior to the crisis. Organizations with strong support

from stakeholders before a crisis are more likely to be able to suc-

cessfully employ renewal discourse (Ulmer et al., 2007). Crises dis-

rupt operations and require an adjustment period before the

organization is able to regroup. During this adjustment period, main-

taining stakeholders’ support is pivotal to emerging from the crisis. If

key stakeholders abandon the organization following the crisis, then

it will be difficult for the organization to craft a rhetorical stance

suggesting that the organization can emerge from the event stron-

ger. In some cases, the crisis itself may create opportunities to

strengthen relationships.

The third condition is the degree of observable corrective action in

response to the crisis. An organization that has taken steps to illus-

trate good faith attempts at learning from the crisis and has taken

action to reduce the likelihood of the crisis occurring again will have

a more successful chance at renewal (Ulmer et al., 2007). If an orga-

nization seeks stakeholder support through postcrisis, it must pro-

vide a compelling and convincing portrayal that it is serious about

making changes and learning from the crisis. For example, when the

murder of a college freshman occurred in a dorm room, Western

Kentucky University took major steps during the event and into the

postcrisis stage to convince parents that the campus was safe and

that a similar event would not occur again.

The fourth condition concerns the ownership and control of the

organization. Privately owned organizations appear more likely to

renew than publicly held organizations (Ulmer et al., 2007). One rea-

soning is that “there is often more of an entrepreneurial spirit and

greater autonomy exercised by private owners of companies” (Ulmer

et al., 2007, p. 133). In addition, privately held organizations appear

to have more flexibility in these circumstances because there are

fewer independent shareholders focused on and impacted by the

bottom line.

While previous research has shown that organizational renewal

has been an effective form of postcrisis response, the conditions of

renewal have not been fully explored. We argue that in addition to

the aforementioned four conditions, the place of the crisis can serve

as a decisive element in whether or not renewal discourse is suc-

cessfully enacted. The condition concerned with the type of crisis

indirectly coincides with our argument as some types of crises are

more likely than others to be location-based and cause destruction

of physical infrastructure. We suggest the more relevant the location

of a crisis is, the more likely it is that renewal can take place.

Place-bound crises offer an organization the ability to physically

demonstrate that they have learned from their past mistakes. In

some cases, existing infrastructure serves as a boundary to the

enactment of organization learning. Older buildings, for example, are

generally built to different levels of safety standards and can often

be quite difficult to modify so as to satisfy current codes and prac-

tices. Installing a modern sprinkler system, for instance, in a building

may not be possible, despite the organizational knowledge that more

modern fire prevention techniques are available and desirable.

When given the chance to rebuild completely, an organization

can more broadly apply the lessons learned. A factory that burns to

the ground can be rebuilt in line with state of the art fire prevention

techniques, which, in turn, can demonstrate to stakeholders that the

organization has learned from its mistakes or vulnerability and is

committed to making sure they are not repeated. A factory rebuilt in

this way may be more efficient and profitable (Seeger & Ulmer,

2002). A community that was flooded can remove damaged homes

in low-lying areas creating buffer zones in flood plains (Sellnow, See-

ger, & Ulmer, 2002). These responses include tangible aspects that

illustrate that the organization has learned from previous mistakes

and is dedicated to preventing them from happening again. Organi-

zations are given the chance to not just say how they have learned,

but to put it into action and prove it to stakeholders.

This overlaps with the condition about organizations needing to

take observable corrective action, as they have fewer options in

terms of possible observable corrective actions that they can take. A

location-based crisis allows for the organization to handle the loca-

tion in a way that is highly observable. In cases where location is

not relevant, like those involving corporate malfeasance, it can be

difficult for organizations to observably demonstrate that they have

learned from a mistake, especially when their credibility has been

damaged in the crisis. They can take actions like firing employees

and rewriting policies, but these actions alone may not demonstrate

enough observable correction action to persuade stakeholders that

the organization has learned from its mistakes.

Location is also important because it provides organizational

leaders with another rhetorical tool which they can use. The follow-

ing section outlines the rhetorical functions of location and how they

can be used to enact renewal.

2.2 | Renewal as place-bound

We argue that renewal discourse in some crisis contexts is place-

bound. Place can be more or less relevant to renewal discourse

depending on the crisis situation. In cases such as the Tylenol poi-

soning in the United States or the contamination of milk and milk

products with Melamine originating in China, for example, place was

far less relevant because the crises were not rhetorically identified

with one specific site. In other crises, however, such as the shooting

incident at Sandy Hook Elementary School, the place where the cri-

sis occurred is central to the postcrisis recovery period.

To understand what is meant by place, we must first explain that

the idea that space and place are often used to distinguish between

how physical environments are situated and experienced. Place is a

“bordered, specified, and locatable” use of physical environment,

while space is an “undifferentiated and undesignated” use of physical

environment (Dickinson, Blair, & Ott, 2010; p. 23). The two are not

in opposition, but rather conceptually interdependent, as space is

viewed as a free, open, undefined area in which place, a contained

and defined area, exists. By interdependent, we mean that aware-

ness of place is deployed by the freedom and openness of space
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and the recognition of space is stationed in the distinction and bor-

derness of place.

Second, Dickinson et al. (2010) contend that particular place are

more closely linked with public memory than others and they term

those places memory places. Memory places are recognized as special

and receive unrivalled resources towards their development. For

example, the Twin Towers in New York City received unmatched

donations, architectural reconceptualization, and design because it is

considered a memory place. All memory places are located, meaning

that thoughtful consideration goes into planning, designing, and pub-

lically commemorating a place.

Both place and memory are rhetorical. That is, “They assume an

identity precisely in being recognizable—as named, bordered, and

invented in particular ways,” and both place and memory can be

contested (Dickinson, 2010, p. 24). Thus, renewal is an intervening

rhetorical demonstration of learning, growing, and healing postcrisis.

This conceptualization of location enables us to capture both the

permanence of place and the ephemeral nature of structure, as well

as to understand the sometimes contested discourse in the renewal

process as to which of those to commemorate.

Rhetorical analysis has revealed how place can be constructed

and reconstructed as part of social movements, as well as the differ-

ent ways in which place can function rhetorically. Endres and Senda-

Cook (2011) noted three different ways that place can act rhetori-

cally. We can build on pre-existing meanings associated with a place.

We can also temporarily reconstruct the meaning of a place. Most

street protests fall into this category, in that they take city streets

and temporarily convert them into a vehicle for promoting aware-

ness of an issue. Third, place can serve rhetorical functions via

repeated reconstructions over time. Endres and Senda-Cook noted

that, with enough repeated reconstructions, a place can develop a

new meaning.

In crises, we often seek to engage in this third type of rhetorical

action and hope to bring new meaning to the location of the crisis.

Renewal discourse is an informative framework for viewing the

reconstruction of place. To enact renewal discourse, the place that

existed prior to the crisis must be rhetorically reconstructed in a way

that is congruous with a leader’s or leaders’ prospective vision. The

most common type of reconstruction of a place following a crisis is

a memorial; however, a place can also be reconstructed to remind us

of the organizational learning that took place as a part of the

renewal process. The organizational learning that took place can be

physically enacted in a new building that has new features to miti-

gate future crises, for instance, enhanced fire-safety systems,

improved security and monitoring systems, or a design that is better

able to withstand such natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes,

tornadoes, or hurricanes.

Crisis events involving major destruction in a location can also

destroy the meaning once associated with a space. If a building has

been completely destroyed, so has the meaning associated with that

space. In such cases, organizations or communities must develop

new meanings for the location. This condition helps us to understand

why crises that involve physically destructive elements are often

better suited for engaging in renewal discourse. Changing the mean-

ing of an existing place left standing after a crisis may require many

reconstructions of meaning over a long period of time to be effec-

tive. When a structure is removed from a place, the location makes

new rhetorical meaning easier to demonstrate.

3 | CASE STUDY: SANDY HOOK
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL SHOOTING

To explore the role of location in crisis renewal, we used an instru-

mental case study approach. Instrumental case studies are effective

when the researcher intends to use a case to facilitate understand-

ing of a theory (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In this scenario, we are using

the case of the Sandy Hook crisis to explore location in the enact-

ment of renewal. This instrumental case study was developed

through qualitative in-depth interviews with key leaders of New-

town, Connecticut directly connected to the renewal of Sandy Hook

Elementary School. These leaders were identified through Google

searches. The researchers also stayed up to date on the latest devel-

opments in the handling of the crisis through review of Connecti-

cut’s 2013 official report on the Sandy Hook shootings, the

community’s online local newspaper, “The Newtown Bee,” and the

official project website for the design and construction of the new

Sandy Hook school.

3.1 | Participants and data collection

We identified participants for the study via a Google search by typ-

ing in strategic terms such as “Newtown Connecticut Leadership” to

help identify town leadership. Through the Google search, we were

able to identify organizations in the small town of Newtown, Con-

necticut that were involved in the deliberation and decision-making

of the restoration of the Sandy Hook Elementary School. The

researchers called the organizations and identified their motives and

sought to speak to the decision-makers. Once the researchers nego-

tiated access with the gatekeepers (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011) which

usually came in the form of the sought after leader’s secretary or

assistant, the researchers scheduled interviews with the desired key

leaders. As the researchers’ Google search was limited to only one

or two helpful “hits,” the researchers employed snowball sampling to

recruit additional participants, totalling interviews with four key lead-

ers of the small town representing various sectors (i.e., faith-based

organization, governance, and education). Interviews were semi-

structured and allowed for follow-up questions to probe for specific

details and information when necessary. Questions related to how

the individuals, organizations, and the community responded to the

crisis. Questions included ones such as “What lessons did you learn

from the incident?” and “What communication channels did you

employ and why?” Interviews were each 30–90 min long and yielded

a total of 22 pages of transcripts. The interview protocol can be

found in Appendix A. To protect the identities of the interviewees,

we refer to them as figurehead 1, 2, 3, and 4.
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In the process of collecting interview data, the researchers took

in-process memos. In-process memos are ones written while the

researcher is collecting data and are useful in helping the researcher

remember his or her thoughts during the interview. The researchers

did so to help them capture location relevant components of the

renewal process from the interviews for when they entered data

analysis. Lindlof and Taylor (2011) suggest that “a memo usually

develops a theme or issue from several incidents” (p. 246). Unlike

asides and commentaries, the researcher writes memos with the

vision of her or his audience and the frame of context in mind

(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; p. 103).

3.2 | Data analysis

Once all interview data was collected, two of the researchers of this

study employed thematic coding to identify themes in the dataset

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). This process first involved reading and re-

reading the interview transcripts and writing notes in the margins

where location relevant themes were present. The researchers then

compared their thematic coding notes with one another, noting com-

monalities and differences. The overlapping themes were noted, and

the researchers then went back through the transcripts to note any

themes they may have missed. In this process of comparing and con-

trasting their thematic coding findings with one another along with

their interview memos, the researchers gained validation of the data

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2011; Olesen, Droes, Hatton, Chico, & Schatzman,

1994). This coding process resulted in the validation of two major

themes related to the role of place in renewal.

3.3 | Ethical consideration

Every crisis evokes emotions among victims and sympathizers to

some degree. School shooting events have the potential to evoke

greater than usual emotional turmoil because they are intentional

mass causality events and have some of the most vulnerable victims,

namely students. We were aware of the sensitive nature of this

topic and, thus, we employed caution and mindfulness in designing

interview questions to ensure that we asked them in an appropriate

manner sensitive to the interviewees’ feelings.

4 | THE SANDY HOOK CASE

Before beginning our analysis, we provide a summary of the Sandy

Hook case. On 14 December 2012, Adam Lanza committed mass

shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecti-

cut, which resulted in the deaths of 26 people, 20 of whom were

young children. Lanza began his spree early in the morning and

ended up killing himself at the end of the shooting spree. The recov-

ery efforts of Sandy Hook Elementary and the corresponding com-

munity began immediately following the crisis. In June 2014, the

Newtown community received 7.1 million dollars devoted to recov-

ery efforts from the US Department of Justice’s Office for Victims

of Crime (Jones, 2014). In September of 2014, the US Department

of Education granted the Newtown Public School district another

3.1 million dollars towards continued recovery efforts and to specifi-

cally focus on students and staff directly affected by the crisis (US

Department of Education, 3 September 2014). Other recovery

efforts included creating a memorial, providing counselling services

to victims and community members, acquiring Lanza’s home and

demolishing it, investigating Lanza’s mental health, and discussing

appropriate ways to memorialize the victims of this event. While the

Sandy Hook event occurred in 2012, the renewal and recovery

responses were ongoing during the time of data collection ensuring

timeliness of research.

5 | ANALYSIS

Location has not yet been identified as a key component to renewal

discourse although it is certainly present in all renewal contexts

where crises are tied to specific locations. Our case analysis of the

Sandy Hook mass shooting provided evidence that location is an

important component of the renewal process. There are two key

considerations involved in the supporting evidence. The first is the

manner in which location is redefined and reclaimed in the renewal

process. The second consideration is the balance between practical

and humanistic approaches involved with location in renewal

discourse.

5.1 | Place is redefined and reclaimed in the
renewal process

In the process of seeking to manage the aftermath of the crisis, key

community leaders appeared to understand how the crisis event rede-

fined their community and sought to reclaim how Newtown was per-

ceived and discussed. They did this in two ways. First, they sought to

reclaim how Newtown was perceived by the state of Connecticut and

by the nation at large. Second, the community leaders engaged in

many discussions regarding the physical structure in which the crisis

took place, namely the Sandy Hook Elementary School. The discus-

sions centred on whether a new school should be built in the same

place as the previous one or in a new place. One of the main consider-

ations revolved around whether or not the community would allow

the event to define it. Key figurehead number 3 stated:

There is debate and struggle over tear down old school,

rebuild in same place. How do you kind of recognize and

respond with does this define us? Do you have a space

you tear down and don’t use? Does that mean that the

act of violence defines us or has victory? Part of that

was listening to Columbine and having other people

come in and how they responded and why? And then

thinking for yourself as a community. (Personal commu-

nication, 86-88)
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Ultimately, after many community discussions, the governance

decided it would be best to build the new school in the same place.

In this sense, said key figurehead number 1, the school will be built

in the same place, but it will look different from before to symbolize

that the event will not define the Newtown community and they

can move forward stronger than they were before the crisis.

It is important to note that the option to demolish the existing

building and rebuild is a privilege (Littlefield, Reierson, Cowden,

Stowman, & Feather, 2009). The opportunity to rebuild was

afforded to the community in part because of the outpouring of

financial support in the wake of the crisis and resulting media cover-

age. Had the city of Newtown not received external funding, the

decision to demolish and rebuild may not have been made, and the

ability to enact renewal discourse likely would have been hampered.

In some crises, constraints such as available space or money limit

renewal efforts. In situations in which significant constraints on how

to deal with the place are present, enacting renewal may be more

difficult.

5.2 | Practical vs. humanistic approaches

Understanding the balance between emotional and practical ele-

ments in dealing with a postcrisis place can most easily be explicated

in how two key different decisions came about: (i) to demolish the

existing school and build a new one and (ii) the site on which the

new school should be constructed. In making these two decisions,

community leaders worked to attempt to strike a balance between

practical concerns, like cost and place, and more humanistic con-

cerns, like the potential emotional impact on students, parents, and

the families of those who lost their lives. Striking a balance between

these two approaches meant making decisions that could be feasibly

implemented, but that would not cause further pain or suffering

whenever possible.

5.2.1 | Decision to demolish and rebuild

As the place of the massacre became a symbol of the pain, suffering,

and atrocity that occurred, one of the first decisions was what to do

with the existing school building. The decision was made that the

school building would be completely demolished and all traces of it

would be removed. The official website devoted to the rebuilding

project addressed several questions about this decision to demolish

the existing building.

In response to the question of why the building was being

demolished, the website had the following statement:

The Sandy Hook school was built in 1956. During that

time Asbestos, PCB’s and lead were part of the construc-

tion process. While children were not exposed to these

materials prior to the demolition, by law, these materials

must be removed and properly disposed of for public

and environmental safety. (The New Sandy Hook School,

2014)

This explanation focuses exclusively on practical elements in jus-

tifying the demolition and makes no mention of any emotional reper-

cussions associated with sending children into a building that had

been the site of a massacre.

In discussing how remnants from the old school would be dealt

with, information on the website stated:

Hazardous materials will be removed to authorized land-

fills, as required by health and safety regulations. Con-

crete and other building materials that can be processed

on site will be used to provide site fill material. Some

building components are being reduced to construction

waste and properly disposed of. Steel will be melted

down and recycled. (The New Sandy Hook School, 2014)

This statement focuses on practical and legal obligations for

removing every element of the previous building and does not men-

tion any concerns about elements of the building being taken as tro-

phies or souvenirs.

Following the decision to demolish the existing building came a

decision relating to whether or not to build a new school. In describ-

ing the decision to rebuild, key figurehead number 3 described this

balancing process:

So now we are finding ourselves in this situation where,

wait a minute, we don’t really need all this. But, then on

the other hand, that community, Sandy Hook, that

school is a symbol for them and it is an important part

of their healing to get their children back to that school.

So, I mean there are two sides to that one and I think

that is what we are seeing. (personal communication)

He explained that the town of Newtown would most likely have

to close another school once the rebuilt Sandy Hook Elementary

reopened and questioned whether it made sense to build a newer,

bigger school when there was not the demand to support it. These

practical concerns were overlooked when decisions were made on

the basis of emotion.

5.2.2 | Where to rebuild

In determining where to rebuild the school, decision-makers were

able to strike more of a balance between practicality and emotional

sensitivity. Key figurehead number 3 said:

When you look at our town that’s where the sewer and

public water are. Some of the other locations they

looked at, there were still wells and septic, and it would

not have worked good. So, I think realistically it’s proba-

bly the best place. (personal communication)

The idea of sending children into the same building came across

as too insensitive, whereas the idea of rebuilding the school at a
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completely different place presented logistical challenges that made

doing so impractical. Consequently, the community settled on erect-

ing a new building at the same site.

One question addressed on the official project website for the

school rebuilding project specifically mentions the decision to rebuild

on the same site rather than renovating the existing building:

Analysis of the renovate versus build new by the Advi-

sory Committee showed that costs to renovate this

56 year old building, bring it up to code, eliminate the

portables, make it energy efficient, provide necessary

safety features, and more, generated a cost almost at

the same level of new building construction. (The New

Sandy Hook School, 2014)

This information focuses solely on practical elements and

does not include any discussion of the potential emotional trauma

of sending students back into a building where children were

killed.

The effort to balance practical concerns with emotional sensitiv-

ity has also made it difficult to select a place for a memorial. As key

community figurehead number 3 said:

The place for that memorial is a big issue right now

because you obviously don’t want it on the site of the

new school. Parents don’t want it on one of our parks

because they feel that is just going to remind the chil-

dren. (personal communication)

The fear was that placing the memorial in a prominent area

would serve as a constant reminder of the tragedy, but placing the

memorial in an area that was too remote could be seen as an

attempt to hide it.

Efforts to balance practical concerns with emotional sensitivity

have been evident in responses to many different crises. We can see

this in the choices made in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attack on

the World Trade Center. Using the entire place formerly occupied

by the World Trade Center as a memorial would have meant losing

the income potential of some of New York City’s most valuable real

estate. On the other hand, rebuilding in a way that focused only on

maximizing revenue would likely have been seen as cold-hearted.

These two opposing forces resulted in a compromise that both

memorialized the events of 9/11 and the lives lost in a respectable

manner, but also allowed the space to be used in a way that would

generate income.

6 | IMPLICATIONS

Depending on the nature of a given crisis, the renewal process can

have high, moderate, or low space dependence. In the case of natu-

ral disasters or violent acts, as we have analysed here, the place is

central to both the crisis and recovery process. In response to such

disasters and tragedies, place often cannot be separated from recov-

ery and renewal. In natural disasters, the degree to which communi-

ties are rebuilt, particularly if they are rebuilt in a manner making

them more resilient, serves as visual testimony of renewal. This

visual dimension may, if sufficient resources are available for rebuild-

ing and renovation, make the renewal process easier to enact than it

is in cases in which a visible, tangible place is not central to the cri-

sis.

As this study indicated, a visible, tangible place that is central to

a crisis can also be a detriment to the renewal process. For the par-

ents, children, teachers, administrators, and staff affiliated with

Sandy Hook Elementary School as well as the residents in Newtown,

the school was a symbol of tragedy. The renewal process became

largely incumbent upon deconstructing this place both literally and

figuratively. Removing the school building and precluding any access

to its remnants made sense both symbolically and practically for the

community.

Clearly, space and place are important symbolic and rhetorical

aspects of a postcrisis context. In some cases, such as explosions (in-

tentional or unintentional) and natural disasters, the structures in

place prior to the crisis are gone and leave communities with no

other options than to rebuild in the same space, rebuild the structure

in a new place, or forego whatever activities were previously hosted

by the structures. In cases of violent tragedy, a choice must be made

whether to demolish, preserve, or memorialize the space. Even in

crises with lower spatial dependence, structures such as the offices

of leaders engaged in malfeasance are often subject to stigmatiza-

tion. For example, the stigma associated with defunct corporations

such as Enron can, for a period of time, make the space previously

owned or occupied by the organizations’ leadership difficult to lease

or sell (Calvo, 2003). Thus, the symbolic nature of the space affected

by a crisis creates a context that must be considered in the renewal

process.

When a crisis occurs, media coverage creates an awareness that

brings widespread attention to the events and their place, often cre-

ating an image of the place that is synonymous with the crisis. The

goal, from a renewal perspective, is for community or organizational

leaders to reclaim the space in which the crisis occurred and to

redefine it with a forward-looking view that emphasizes lessons

learned and a brighter future. Those undertaking the renewal pro-

cess have a choice between practicality and a more humanistic

approach that is sensitive to human emotion. Demolishing a struc-

ture in which a terrible incident occurred may not be practical for a

community. In the case of Sandy Hook Elementary School, commu-

nity leaders were able to achieve a balance between practicality and

humanism.

Those who hope to engage their community or organizations in

the renewal process are likely to face challenges in these and other

areas related to place. On a practical level, organizations should be

encouraged to identify the degree to which the crisis is entangled

with a particular place. The initial response made by the organization

or community may need to focus on redefining or reclaiming the

place. This initiative is fitting with the prospective focus expected in
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a discourse of renewal. Similarly, the expectations for an ethical,

stakeholder-focused response that is central to the renewal process

aligns with the need for communities and organizations to consider

both the practical and emotional aspects attached to a particular cri-

sis place. Even in instances in which the crisis has a low spatial

dependence, there are likely to be sensitivities in these areas for an

organization’s diverse stakeholders. Thus, organizational and commu-

nity leaders should make place a primary consideration in their

renewal efforts.

At this point, there is a need for research applying these ideas to

other crises. This will be helpful in determining if issues of place are

best conceptualized as a continuum between practical and emotional

aspects. Work has already looked at how renewal theory can be

incorporated into the memorializing process (Veil, Sellnow, & Heald,

2011), and further work on understanding the importance of place

might help us better understand how memorials should be planned

and constructed. Place also offers a different concept for under-

standing how organizational learning is applied. In seeing how a

place is utilized following a crisis, researchers can see how organiza-

tional learning is applied to the site. Research can also reveal how

place enters in the construction of renewal rhetoric, whether it be

through the use of visual rhetoric or other means.

7 | LIMITATIONS

Our study is not without limitations. The primary limitation of our

study is the number of interviews conducted. Having additional

interviews with people who played different roles in the community

would have provided additional data. While all of our interviewees

shared fairly similar views on how the community had recovered, it

is possible that there are members of the community who view the

situation quite differently. Interviewing people who were intimately

involved in the crisis, teachers in the school or parents of students,

could have also provided a different perspective.

8 | CONCLUSION

Although the concept of organizational renewal has been explored in

many contexts, involving various crisis types, limited attention has

been devoted to space and place in renewal discourse. As this study

indicates, when crises involve human loss in a place that endures lar-

gely untouched by the crisis event, space and place play a primary

role in the renewal process. Failing to recognize and respond to the

emotional as well practical considerations of place can hamper all

aspects of postcrisis recovery—particularly if the organization or

community wishes to reach the level of renewal. Ultimately, our

hope is that this study will serve both to extend our theoretical

understanding of renewal discourse and to help practitioners to

recognize and respond to the complexities of place in postcrisis

recovery.
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APPENDIX A

Interview quest ions

1. What lessons did you learn from the incident?

2. How did the response to the incident change the organization?

3. How did you seek to communicate those changes to the public?

4. What communication channels did you employ, and why (e.g.,

social media)?

5. What were the successful messages, what messages would you

have changed?

6. What recommendations do you have for other orgs facing similar

incidents?

7. May we contact you again for follow-up questions?
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