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Gabel, Haley, M.A., December 2021 Communication Studies

Discourse of Renewal: A Qualitative Analysis of the University of Montana’s COVID-19 Crisis
Communication

Chairperson: Dr. Joel Iverson

The COVID-19 pandemic has proven to be a public health crisis that has affected lives and
impacted organizations across the world. The pandemic has interrupted student learning and
threatened universities nationwide. Crises are trying times for organizations, and when faced
with a crisis, an organization has an obligation to keep its members informed; therefore, it must
carefully choose how to respond and communicate about the crisis. This study uses discourse of
renewal theory as a lens to analyze the University of Montana’s communication about COVID-
19, studying 37 pages of university emails and documents on the university website. Results
indicate that messages did not explicitly reflect renewal elements, but rather revealed themes that
connect to features of renewal theory.
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Introduction

The purpose of this project is to understand how universities are communicating about
the COVID-19 pandemic to their communities. Crises can cause many struggles but also hold a
potential site of growth for an organization. This paper uses the discourse of renewal theory as a
lens to examine the University of Montana’s public-facing communication of the COVID-19
crisis. This study of discourse of renewal analyzes documents sent by the University of Montana
(UM) during the initial 8 months of the COVID-19 pandemic in the US to help identify places

where the university can grow in terms of its crisis communication and as an organization.

The data will seek to help answer the following research questions:

1. How does the University of Montana’s COVID-19 crisis communication reflect the

discourse of renewal and its four subcomponents?

2. Moving forward, what recommendations can be made for the University of Montana to

engage in discourse of renewal when dealing with the COVID-19 crisis and future crises?

Rationale

In the last decade, the United States has battled a wide variety of public health crises,
from opioid abuse and gun violence to the 2014 Flint water crisis. Unquestionably, however, one
public health crisis has emerged to become the most memorable of all. As of August 21, 2021,
COVID-19 had taken the lives of roughly 700,000 Americans; in the year 2020, it was the third

leading cause of death in the United States (CDC, 2021d).

The COVID-19 pandemic has proven itself to be an unprecedented global crisis that has

affected nearly every aspect of the world we live in, from how we work, to how we learn, to how
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we travel, to even how we interact. Strict physical distancing measures have morphed our
existence into a more virtual one, encouraging “tele-everything”, including “telework,
telemedicine, virtual schooling, e-commerce and more” (Anderson et al., 2021). National border
shutdowns and state-to-state travel restrictions haven’t just kept people from going on vacation;
these shutdowns, restrictions, and quarantines have even kept loved ones apart (Fitzgerald,
2020). Not only has COVID-19 impacted our day-to-day life; its impacts have had consequences

on businesses and have even disrupted world trade and movements (Hidalgo, 2020).

The socio-economic implications of COVD-19 are endless, affecting agriculture,
manufacturing industry, finance industry, healthcare and pharmaceutical industry, food sector,
family dynamics, and more (Nicola et al., 2020). The pandemic has also posed a major
disruption to higher education. “The pandemic threatens to significantly alter nearly every aspect
of college life, from admissions and enrollment to collegiate athletics. These concerns extend to
the financial future of higher education institutions in a time of considerable financial instability,
both in the form of unexpected costs and potential reductions in revenue” (Smalley, 2021, para.
1). Universities were not prepared for these increased costs, considering their budgets already
fluctuate from year to year based on student enrollment. Many universities across the United
States, including the University of Montana, were already struggling before the pandemic, and
the increased costs associated with running a university during COVID-19 (i.e., online
instruction and proper cleaning of facilities) puts many universities on an uncertain financial
path. In spring, 2020 semester alone, officials estimated that coronavirus would cost Montana

University Systems $18 million dollars before the end of the school year (Neuman, 2020).

Unfortunately, infectious diseases are a part of human history, and if history is any

indicator, they are not going away anytime soon. A crisis such as a pandemic can have



DISCOURSE OF RENEWAL: A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

devastating effects on students and greatly threaten a university’s financial situation (Booker Jr,
2014). During outbreaks of infectious diseases, a university has a financial and organizational

imperative to control the narrative regarding the outbreak on their college campus.

Universities have an imperative to control the narrative during a crisis for two reasons.
First, in times of crisis, those connected to a university (students, faculty, staff) look to the
university's administration for guidance about how to respond to the crisis. Second, by
controlling the narrative, a university can potentially avoid bad press, which can tarnish the

university's reputation.

Although it is difficult to prevent any emerging infectious disease from impacting an
organization, we can change our responses to such crises as they emerge and create better
responses to help support the members of an organization and the communities they serve.
Colleges were hit especially hard by coronavirus and are eager to return to normal operations
(Nietzel, 2021). However, students and faculty are hesitant to return to such operations when
COVID-19 is still killing people across the world (Hartocollis, 2020; Lumpkin, 2020). By
understanding how one university handled this crisis, it is possible to understand how other
universities can handle these types of crises, which is vital considering that we may have more
waves of COVID-19; furthermore, coronavirus likely won't be the last global pandemic that will

threaten college campuses.
Literature Review

In order to understand how COVID-19 impacted college campuses across the United
States, it is essential to know what the disease is and how it quickly became a crisis that has

threatened public health and college institutions nationwide.
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COVID-19

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), “The coronavirus disease (COVID-
19) is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus.” (World Health
Organization, n.d.). A “novel” disease is a new disease that has not previously been identified.
The coronavirus disease, a name officially given by the WHO on February 11, 2020 is
abbreviated “COVID-19”; CO’ standing for ‘corona,” VI’ for ‘virus,” and ‘D’ for disease
(World Health Organization, n.d.). The WHO first became aware of the new virus in 2019,

which is the reason for the “19” in the name.

Many different types of coronaviruses exist, such as ones that cause common colds,
which typically include mild upper-respiratory symptoms (National Institute of Allergy &
Infectious Diseases, 2021). Like other contagious respiratory infections, COVID-19 is mainly
spread through exposure to respiratory droplets in the air when an infected person coughs or
sneezes; however, it has a much higher mortality rate than other respiratory illnesses (Maragakis,
2021). When compared with influenza, for example, COVID-19 has a mortality rate
approximately 10 times higher than most flu strains (Maragakis, 2021). Those most at risk for
severe illness, including hospitalization or death, include people aged 65 or older, and those with
underlying health conditions such as diabetes, heart disease, chronic respiratory disease,
overweight or obesity, pregnancy, cancer, other immunocompromising diseases, and more

(CDC, 2021b).

Becoming a Crisis

When China first reported news of an outbreak of a “novel” dangerous virus on

December 30th, 2019, it became clear that this disease had definite potential to impact the entire
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world. Afterall, the outbreak began in Wuhan, China, a city with a population larger than 11

million and with one of the largest transportation hubs in China (Levenson, 2020).

At the time of the CDC’s first update on the then-new coronavirus outbreak in January
2020, China had just 45 cases and two deaths. Two cases in Thailand and one in Japan were
directly linked to travel from Wuhan. That day, the CDC began screening passengers on direct
and connecting flights from Wuhan at New York, JFK, and San Francisco airports in the United

States; unfortunately, this action was too late.

Just weeks later, the first case of COVID-19 was confirmed in the United States, on
January 21, 2020, and was linked to direct travel from Wuhan. In mid-February, 2020,
community transmission in the US was confirmed. By mid-March, all 50 states, the District of
Columbia, New York City, and four U.S. territories had reported cases of COVID-19 (CDC,

2020).

By the end of 2020, the United States surpassed 20 million infections and more than
346,000 deaths from COVID-19. Globally, cases rose to 83,832,334 and 1,824,590 deaths

(American Journal of Medical Care, 2021).
COVID-19 Vaccine Rollout

With a global pandemic taking the lives of people around the world daily, the FDA began
to expedite clinical trials on developing vaccines to help protect people from the coronavirus.
(FDA, 2021a). Fortunately, in just a little under one year after COVID-19 was first detected, the
Pfizer/ BioNTech vaccine was approved via emergency authorization from the FDA on
December 11, 2020 for people aged 16 and older (FDA, 2021a). One week later, on December

18, Moderna received emergency use authorization (EUA) for its vaccine against the disease in
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adults ages 18 and older (FDA, 2021a). The Johnson & Johnson vaccine received EUA on

February 27, 2021, for indication in adults ages 18 and older (FDA, 2021a).

On May 10", 2021, the FDA expanded its EAU for the Pfizer vaccine to include
adolescents aged 12-15 (FDA, 2021b). The Pfizer vaccine became the first to receive actual FDA
approval on August 23, 2021 (FDA, 2021c); just a couple months later, on October 29, 2021,

Pfizer received EUA for use in children ages 5-11 (FDA, 2021d).

On November 19, 2021, the FDA approved the use of booster shots for Americans 18 and
older after 6 months past receiving their second Pfizer or Moderna vaccine (CDC, 2021f). As of

December, 2021, there is no vaccine authorized for use in children under age 5.

Montana Bans Vaccine Requirements. While many corporate companies such as
Google, Facebook, United Airlines, and Walmart began requiring vaccines for employees to
return to work in-person, Montana businesses became unable to do so when Republican
Governor, Greg Gianforte, passed a state law banning vaccine mandates by employers (Samuels,

1., 2021).

The law, which took effect in the summer of 2021, states that vaccine requirements for
employees are considered discrimination and violate human rights. Montana House Bill 702
“prohibits an employer from refusing employment, barring a person from employment, or
discriminating in any term, condition, or privilege of employment based on vaccination status or
whether the person has an immunity passport” (NBC Montana, 2021). The exemption includes
long term care, and healthcare facilities where compliance would result in violtating regulations
or guidance set by Medicare or Medicaid services or the centers for disease control and

prevention. (Montana State News Bureau, 2021).



DISCOURSE OF RENEWAL: A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 10

Such a law makes it difficult to control the spread of disease in an area where it's illegal for

businesses to mandate vaccines for employees.

Amidst a global pandemic killing off people by the thousands and threatening lives of
everyone in its path, universities have had to adapt to life in a pandemic. Because the illness is
airborne, college campuses are a breeding ground for the virus. Socializing, dorm life, meeting or
studying with friends, attending in-person classes or events, and use of public transportation are
all activities that involve prolonged personal contact; these activities make college campuses a

high-risk environment for spreading the virus (CDC, 2021e).

Impact of COVID-19 on College Campuses

COVID-19 has wreaked havoc on colleges and universities across the United States. The
pandemic has affected universities, as well as students, on many different levels. The crisis has
impacted universities on a financial level and has also caused major disruption to student

learning (Garcia & Weiss, 2020).

Following CDC recommendations on COVID-19 responses such as social distancing to
reduce spread, college campuses across the United States have had to adapt to new ways of
learning. As of September 9, 2020, only about four percent of colleges were conducting fully in-
person and 23% primarily in-person instruction, with the remaining using hybrid models or
teaching primarily or fully online (Walke, et al., 2020). University of Montana president, Seth
Bodnar, noted that during Fall 2020 semester, roughly 4,000 of the university’s courses were
pushed online, hundreds of indoor classrooms were rearranged, and approximately 12 outdoor

classrooms were set up on the Missoula campus.
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The abrupt switch away from traditional learning to online has led to student concern
over the quality of remote instruction, as well as increased anxiety about their progress in their
education (Hawley, et. al., 2021). In one survey, 20% of students reported that the pandemic

impacted their ability to graduate on time (Polikoff, et al., 2020).

In addition to education concerns, students have struggled with their mental health,
safety, finances, and relationships during the pandemic (Hawley, et. al., 2021). The coronavirus
outbreak has led to increased rates of stress, anxiety, and depression among college students

across the United States (Wang, et al., 2020).

Furthermore, international students were affected by travel restrictions, both in terms of
being unable to return to their home countries or being in their home countries at the time
restrictions were placed, making them unable to return to campus (Martel, 2020). In addition to
travel-related stress, shutting down campuses and moving to online has further challenged
international students, because many of them rely heavily on campus facilities for support; the
added stress of being unable to freely travel to see family further complicates their situation

(Sahu, 2020).

Aside from the pandemic’s effects on students themselves, the outbreak has also made a
significant financial impact on universities. For starters, fall 2020 post-secondary enrollments in
the United States overall saw a 2.5% drop compared to 2019 (Sedmak, 2020). Undergraduate
enrollment alone decreased over 3.6%, or over 560,200 students, compared to 2019 (Sedmak,
2020). The University of Montana itself saw a 4.5% enrollment drop in Fall 2020. Dave Kuntz,
UM director of strategic communications, attributed this decrease directly to the pandemic. The

restriction of international students further contributes to declining enrollments (Cardoza, 2020).
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In addition to enrollment declines, universities have faced financial hardship due to
reduced state funding, as some states begin to cut higher education funding (Whitford, 2021).
The pandemic also created unexpected costs. One survey found that 62% of business officers
reported that their institution had spent under two million dollars in "unanticipated budget
expenses related to COVID-19” (Inside Higher Education, & Gallup, 2020). About 23% noted
spending between two and five million dollars, and 18% said they spent over five million dollars.
The greatest expenses included disinfecting and cleaning campus facilities, instituting remote

instruction, and COVID testing and contact tracing.

COVID-19 has affected universities on many different levels, affecting both the students
and the universities themselves. The pandemic has forced college institutions across the United
States to have to face this crisis and learn how to share essential information about their crisis

response to their audiences.

Crisis and Crisis Communication

Communication scholars have placed great emphasis in the study of crisis
communication, seeking to understand and explain how crises impact organizations and how

organizations respond to and communicate about them.

A crisis, as defined by Seeger and colleagues (1998), is “a specific, unexpected, and non-
routine organizationally based event or series of events which creates high levels of uncertainty
and threat or perceived threat to an organization’s high priority goals” (p. 233). A crisis has three
characteristics that differentiate it from other negative experiences: (1) surprise, (2) threat, and
(3) short response time (Hermann, 1963). These three characteristics are what brings a mere

“troubling event” to a “level of crisis” (Ulmer et al., 2015, p. 6).
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As further explained by Coombs (2007), the uncertainty and unpredictability of crises, as
well as the threats created by them, prompt quick responses from organizations and can have the
potential to create great harm, thus impacting the post-crisis outcomes of the organization. An
organizational crisis evokes “unwanted visibility on the organization and is likely to endanger
health or environment, or seriously impact reputation or ability to do business” (Jacques, 2014, p.

10).

According to Ulmer and colleagues (2015), crises are commonly divided into two
categories: intentional and unintentional. Intentional crises are purposely initiated with an
attempt to harm an organization; some examples include terrorism, workplace violence, and
sabotage. Unintentional crises, however, are “unforeseeable or unavoidable” (Ulmer, et al., 2015,
p. 12). Natural disasters, disease outbreaks, unforeseeable technical interactions, product failure,

and downturns in the economy are five types of unintentional crises.

Crisis Communication Theories: Corporate Apologia, Image Repair Theory, & Situational
Crisis

Crisis threatens public safety, economic loss, and reputation loss. Crisis communication
is a broad range of research that explores the organization-stakeholder relationship, studying the

organization’s communication before, during, and after a crisis. Researchers have developed a

variety of crisis communication theories to help understand and manage these unpleasant events.

Corporate apologia, image repair theory, and situational crisis communication theory are
three theoretical approaches to managing organizational crises. These theories argue that
organizations that utilize effective crisis communication can succeed in protecting and repairing

their image before, during, and after a crisis.
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Corporate apologia focuses on managing the threat created by an attack on an
organization, featuring defensive communication strategies used with the intention of
apologizing for wrongdoing (Hearit, 2006). Image repair theory builds upon corporate apologia;
it contains a list of communication strategies aimed at taking responsibility for actions of
wrongdoing, with a goal of repairing the organization’s reputation (Benoit, 1997). Situational
crisis communication theory “evaluates the reputational threat posed by the crisis situation and

then recommends crisis response strategies based upon the reputational threat level” (Coombs,

2012, p. 138).

As Ulmer, Sellnow, and Seeger (2015) go on to explain, the previous three
communication strategies focus on one aspect: managing the threat to the organization’s image
during the crisis. While these theories are commonly used crisis communication theories, they

have some limitations.

These theories are limited by focusing on the crisis response stage rather than the post-
crisis stage. Renewal theory shifts the focus to a more future-based approach and addresses the
post-crisis stage, focusing on how the organization will rebuild after the crisis. As Ulmer and
colleagues (2015) argue, “reputation and image are important organizational concepts, but they
do not always play a central role in resolving organizational crises" and “rebuilding, learning,

and opportunity” can be more important (p. 29).

Furthermore, as Xu (2018) argues, focusing on only reputation has another downfall; an
organization only focused on image restoration in the aftermath of a crisis can create the
appearance that it only cares about its own success and shows little concern for its stakeholders
or the community it serves. Studying a crisis from a renewal standpoint is a much more effective

organizational communication strategy (Ulmer et al., 2015). Renewal theory is beneficial to an
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organization, because it creates a focus for organizations to strive for in the aftermath of crises,
while also increasing stakeholder confidence. To expand, “what makes renewal responses so
effective is they mobilize the support of stakeholders and give these groups a vision to follow to
overcome the crisis” (Ulmer et al., 2015, p. 31). Afterall, as Ulmer and colleagues (2015) note,
narratives of “blame, culpability, image, or reputation”, are never dominant themes that arise

after the crisis (p. 31).

In fact, not only do crisis responses emphasizing threat and reputation lack those qualities
of providing a vision and supporting stakeholders; focusing on threat can actually lengthen the
life cycle of the crisis (Ulmer, et al., 2015). Organizations that see crises only as threats, rather
than potential opportunities, are likely to communicate with defensive or manipulative strategies,
which can intensify the crisis (Nathan, 2000). Recognizing threats, while simultaneously
recognizing opportunity for renewal, manifests into an organizational approach that includes
rhetorical sensitivity, ethical communication, organizational learning, and a focus on the future

(Ulmer, et al., 2015).

Image repair theory, corporate apologia, and situational crisis communication are not
entirely inappropriate theories for studying crisis, as crises can cause great harm to an
organization’s reputation. However, although crises can threaten an organization’s image, they
can also create opportunities for organizational change, opening the potential for renewal and

growth in the post-crisis phase, as detailed in the discourse of renewal theory.

Discourse of Renewal Theory

The discourse of renewal theory (DRT) describes how crises create important

opportunities for organizational growth, transformation, and renewal. DRT focuses on crisis
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communication that emphasizes “learning, growth, ethical communication, transformation, and

opportunity” (Heath, 2013).

Seeger, Sellnow, and Ulmer (1998) were the first scholars to study crises as opportunities
for renewal. This changed the way scholars think about, and study, crisis response, focusing on
the effectiveness of crisis communication, rather than the failures of it. Their initial research was
advanced, and in the next few years, more research emerged that examined crisis response in

terms of effective communication and renewal.

In 2001, Ulmer studied Malden Mills’ CEQ’s post-crisis communication after a fire
destroyed the plant. Rather than focusing on fault, blame, and saving the reputation of the
company, Aaron Feuerstein communicated about values and stressed his appreciation for, and
dedication to, his employees and the community. One year later, Ulmer and Seeger then
compared the crisis response of Mr. Feurstein to that of CEO Milt Cole after the 1998 Cole
Hardwoods fire. They found that both CEOs cared deeply about their employees and the
communities they served, made it clear in their responses, and stressed a commitment to
rebuilding. Themes of “strong commitment to stakeholders, an immediate and unequivocal
commitment to rebuild, and crisis as an opportunity for renewal” much contrasted to previous

crisis communication that stressed issues of blame or image (Seeger & Ulmer, 2002, p. 1).

Following those initial ideas of positive change resulting from crisis, scholars continued
to develop and define their idea of renewal, learning how renewal rhetoric can increase support
from stakeholders and the general public (Seeger, et al., 2003; Ulmer et al., 2006; Ulmer, et al.

2007).
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While continuing to study crisis as opportunity, the scholars found four features of DRT
that effectively aid in organizational rebuilding: provisional communication arising from
necessity, prospective communication envisioning a sounder future because of the crisis,
optimism about the organization’s ability to respond and improve as a result of the crisis, and
leader-based communication, as opposed to traditional spokesperson communication (Ulmer et
al., 2007). They found these elements can effectively guide an organization’s crisis response,

helping it communicate in a way that increases the likelihood of renewal after a crisis.

Through a variety of case studies, the scholars refined these ideas to propose four key
theoretical components of DRT: organizational learning, ethical communication, prospective vs.

retrospective vision, and organizational rhetoric.
Organizational Learning

As previously mentioned, crises create important opportunities for growth and learning.
Because crises are organizational failures, organizations must learn from the crisis in order to
emerge stronger and to be able to better prepare for potential future crises (Simon & Pauchant,
2000). In organizational learning theory, Huber (1991) detailed a synthesis of processes and
kinds of organizational learning. Learning involves four basic processes: 1) acquisition of
knowledge; 2) distribution of information among various sources; 3) interpretation of
information when commonly understood interpretations are available; and 4) storing knowledge
for future use, in organizational memory. Organizational learning encompasses learning from

failure, vicarious learning, organizational memory, and unlearning.

Learning From Failure. As Bazerman and Watkins (2004) argue, learning from failure

is a vital component of organizational learning; if an organization fails to learn from failure, the
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organization can be put in a devastating and vulnerable position to re-experience future crises.
“Simply experiencing a negative event is not sufficient for learning...learning requires
individuals to change their beliefs and attitudes so that, in turn, their behaviors are altered”
(Ulmer et al., 2015, p. 186). This change in attitudes, values, and beliefs can allow for positive

organizational change (Fuller et al., 2019).

An organization should communicate learning as soon as it can after the crisis (Ulmer et
al., 2015). Both internal and external communication about learning should take place (Ulmer &
Sellnow, 2020). Internal communication involves making organizational change based on
“correcting ineffective practices that could have led to the crisis” and communicating about those
changes throughout the organization (Ulmer & Sellnow, 2020, p. 167). Once internal
communication is accomplished, external communication should take place; this involves
informing stakeholders, the public, and communities the organization serves about how the
organization has learned from the crisis. When stakeholders see an organization talk about
learning, it heightens their confidence that the organization has settled the crisis (Ulmer et al.,

2015).

Vicarious Learning. While learning can occur because of direct experience, learning can
also stem indirectly, or vicariously, such as observation. Not only should organizations aim to
learn from their own failure; they should also learn from failures of similar organizations, as
doing so can help organizations avoid crises (Fuller, et al., 2019). Examining both good and bad
crisis responses from other organizations allows organizations to engage in vicarious learning,
which can help leaders avoid making the same mistakes as other organizations in their industries

(Ulmer, et al., 2015).
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Organizational Memory. When organizations learn from their own mistakes, as well as
the failures of others’, they must retain the knowledge they gained through a process called
organizational memory; this helps prevent crisis from recurring, as “learning is of little use if the
knowledge is not retained” (Ulmer, et al., 2015, p. 190). Organizations must continuously retain
and process information through organizational memory. One way organizations can ensure
learning is retained is to regularly talk about operations and lessons learned (Novak & Sellnow,

2009).

Unlearning. Aside from learning from failure, vicarious learning, and retaining the
lessons learned, organizational learning can also stem from a process of unlearning (Ulmer, et
al., 2015). This involves an organization unlearning bad habits or practices. For example, past
strategies may not be appropriate for a current situation, in which case, the old strategy must be

forgotten. Unlearning can be a vital tool in effective crisis management.

Organizational Learning in Deepwater Horizon Spill. In the case of the Deepwater
Horizon Spill, Ulmer and Pyle (2021) use DRT to examine the communication of personal
information officers (P10s), or organizational spokespersons, during the crisis. They found
multiple themes consistent with organizational learning. One example is that the organization
had no crisis communication plan in place, and there were many ineffective practices identified
that lead to troubles in the crisis response. PIOs even admitted that their formal communication
training was limited. They admitted that their lack in effective crisis planning caused them to
have a more reactive response, rather than proactive. They noted their reactive response as being
one of the biggest failures in their crisis response and communicated about their efforts to be

better prepared going forward, recognizing the benefit it would have on their stakeholders, as
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well as future PIOs, noting “proactive stance and engagement is vital to building trust with

stakeholders and working toward renewal” (Ulmer & Pyle, 2021, p. 47).

Furthermore, the P10s exemplified willingness to unlearn in the way they changed public
meetings. Initially, meetings were held between locals and the media. Locals were desperate for
information, concerned about their families, homes, futures, etc. These anxieties lead to out-
lashes and bashing. Recognizing the ineffectiveness of the meetings, members changed the
meetings to be more informal, encouraging open dialogue and exchange of ideas. The attendees,
which included locals and community members, said that they felt much more heard, and were
also able to get more information, than they had in the previous setting. This willingness to
unlearn led to stakeholder approval. Consistent with organizational learning, the PIOs identified,
and admitted to, their mistakes and oversights, giving them the opportunity to unlearn ineffective

practices, and to learn from their mistakes.

In sum, organizational learning is a process that involves prompt internal and external
communication. When organizations are able to see failures as opportunities, learn from their
own failures and those of other organizations, retain the wisdom gained through the learning

process, and unlearn bad habits, they are more likely to experience renewal after a crisis.

Aside from organizational learning, ethical communication is the second essential

element of discourse of renewal.

Ethical Communication

Organizations must practice ethical communication before, during, and after a crisis

(Ulmer et al., 2015). Ethical crisis communication constitutes three main areas: strong
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organizational values, positive stakeholder relationships, and providing significant choice for

stakeholders.

Organizational values. Ethical communication requires an organization to determine
what values should guide its crisis response; after all, “crises do not build character; they expose
the character of the organization” (Ulmer et al., 2015, p. 29). As such, organizations that already
practice ethical values such as honesty, trust, accountability, and responsibility before a crisis are

more likely to create renewal post-crisis.

Anderson and Guo (2020) discuss the important role leaders play in this process, arguing
that ethical communication in DRT stems from leaders “who set positive tones for post crisis
communication and model ethical behavior including caring for employees, engaging the

community, and designing organizational change for a better future after crises” (p. 215).

Stakeholder Relationships. Aside from instituting strong organizational values, it’s also
important for organizations to have stakeholder support. Ulmer and colleagues (2007) stress the
importance of investing in stakeholder relationships at all times, even before a crisis occurs.
Building strong, positive relationships with stakeholders helps organizations to respond to a crisis
in a provisional, rather than strategic, manner. A provisional response is one that is authentic and
realistic, rather than dishonest or manipulative (Ulmer & Sellnow, 2020). A provisional focus
derived from ethics is more inspiring to stakeholders, thus leading to increased stakeholder
support. A provisional response is more effective than a strategic one, because “instead of
developing responses designed to achieve some strategic outcome such as protecting the
organization's image or escaping blame, renewal discourse is a more natural and immediate

response to an event” (p. 131).
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Provisional communication stems from a leader’s character and is often built over time
(Ulmer & Sellnow, 2020). Honest and ethical leaders that have already established trust from
stakeholders are more likely to succeed in renewal when faced with a crisis. If a leader has
already-established trust and support from stakeholders, he or she will be able to communicate
positively from values that are already grounded in ethics, rather than having to strategize with
tactics focused on blame or responsibility. In ethical communication, being honest involves
admitting uncertainty, telling stakeholders what you do not know, and communicating about
what you do know (Ulmer & Pyle, 2021). An ethical leader is able to communicate authentically
about the crisis in provisional communication, allowing them to engage in significant choice,

which is another component of ethical communication.

Significant Choice. An organization should give stakeholders the opportunity to make
significant choices (Ulmer et al., 2015). Significant choice entails “communicating the essential
information about what is best for the stakeholders, while never manipulating information”
(Ulmer et al., 2015, p. 231). Nilsen (1974) explains that humans must receive honest and
unbiased communication in order to make rational decisions, and that dishonest or unclear
communication can rob stakeholders of their ability to make rational, informed decisions. Giving
stakeholders the opportunity to make significant choices increases the organization’s likelihood

of renewal following a crisis (Ulmer, et al., 2015).

Ethical Communication in the Deepwater Horizon Spill. In the case of the Deepwater
Horizon Spill, there was evidence of failure to provide significant choice, which led to increased
frustration from reporters. The PIOs reported difficulty with getting messages out in a timely
manner. A delay in crisis messaging leads to a decrease in significant choice, which can interfere

with stakeholders’ ability to make sense of the crisis and their understanding of how the
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organization is recovering. This shows how important ethical communication, which includes

values such as timeliness of messaging, is to effective crisis communication.

Aside from examples where the P1Os negligence affected them, evidence of effective
ethical communication was also prevalent in their communication during the oil spill (UImer &
Pyle, 2021). Specifically, their response focused on meeting stakeholder needs and focusing on
what’s best for them. The aforementioned example of reforming the meetings to suit stakeholder
needs is one such example that shows how their commitment to stakeholders and upholding

values was effective in gaining stakeholder support.

In sum, ethical communication includes a provisional response that is leader-centric,
stems from good character, and focuses on what’s best for stakeholders and the community

(Ulmer et al., 2007).
Prospective vs. Retrospective Vision

In addition to providing stakeholders with honest, ethical communication, effective
communication should also be forward-thinking, which includes having a prospective focus

(Ulmer et al., 2015).

Ulmer and Sellnow (2020) define prospective vision as “forward-looking communication
that includes what the organization has learned through the crisis, it emphasizes ethical
communication, and the communication has an optimistic quality” (p. 168). It encompasses both

organizational learning and ethical communication.

As explained by Ulmer, Seeger, and Sellnow (2007), most post-crisis theories, such as
image restoration, are concerned with what has happened. These theories tend to focus more on

the past, looking back on the crisis to try and pinpoint what went wrong, or who was to blame, in
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attempts to deflect responsibility, hoping this will help repair the organization’s reputation. A
mindset that focuses on the past has a retrospective focus; however, renewal discourse takes a
more future-oriented, or prospective, approach with a goal of rebuilding, rather than dwelling on
the past (Ulmer et al., 2015). Rather than having a retrospective focus, DRT is a more forward-

thinking orientation.

Instead of emphasizing communication focused on blame and denial, DRT moves past a
retrospective focus to a more prospective one, highlighting how the organization will grow after
the crisis. DRT “seeks to go beyond the parameters of image restoration to address the
communication exigencies associated with rebuilding, recovery and revitalization” (Seeger &

Padgett, 2010, p. 132).

This future-oriented approach makes DRT a more ethical, aspirational, and normative
crisis communication strategy when compared to traditional ones, because it allows
organizations to focus on correction rather than fault (Ulmer, 2012). Organizations that have
created renewal after a crisis focus on building in the future, which also involves being

optimistic; maintaining a prospective focus requires organizations to communicate optimism.

As Ulmer and colleagues (2015) note, “the discourse of renewal is inherently an
optimistic form of communication and focuses on the ability of the organization to reconstitute
itself by capitalizing on the opportunities embedded in a crisis” (p. 218). Organizations are more
resilient to a crisis when their leaders remain positive and focus on the potential opportunity for
renewal, rather than engaging in pessimistic discourse that dwells on potential threats created by

the crisis.
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Prospective Vision in the Deepwater Horizon Spill. In the case of the Deepwater
Horizon Spill, Ulmer and Pyle (2021) found that P10s had a difficult time maintaining focus on
the future, because they didn’t have a crisis communication plan in place. They PIOs admitted

that their lack of planning caused them to have a more reactive response.

Although the P10s had difficulty having a proactive response, they did report some
evidence of successful prospective vision, mentioning that they succeeded in staying optimistic
and focusing on renewal, rather than blame. They acknowledged the potential level of damage
that could be created by the spill and were honest about it to their stakeholders, while also
showing them how they were preparing and planning for future disasters. Members also made

contingency plans for future scenarios.

In sum, DRT takes on a prospective, or forward-thinking, focus to crisis communication.
Prospective communication ties directly into the third component of DRT, effective

organizational rhetoric.

Effective Organizational Rhetoric

Cheney and Lair (2005) define organizational rhetoric as “drawing attention to issues and
concerns in contemporary organizational life with a focus on issues of persuasion and
identification” (p. 75). The goal of effective organizational rhetoric is to keep stakeholders, as
well as the general public, informed about the organization’s crisis response and help them make
better sense of the crisis (UImer & Sellnow, 2020). When stakeholders feel aligned with the
organization’s efforts, it can lead to increased support from stakeholders, making them more
likely to stay with the organization (Ulmer, et al., 2015). Leaders play an important role in this

process.
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As Ulmer, Seeger, & Sellnow, (2007) note, because organizational leaders are in the
spotlight and act as representatives for the organization, they play a powerful role in effective
organizational rhetoric. Leaders are credible, “instrumental forces for overcoming crisis” (p.
131); therefore, communication about the organization’s crisis response should be delivered by

the leaders.

Ethical communication should take place both internally and externally. Internally,
members or an organization should engage in free flow of ideas and sharing of information
(Ulmer, et al., 2021). Externally, organizations need to do more than simply communicate
information with stakeholders; they should also aim to inspire them. Leaders should inspire
stakeholders and motivate them to stand by the organization through the crisis and provide them
with a vision for rebuilding after the crisis (Ulmer, et al., 2015). By communicating hope and a
commitment to stakeholders, leaders engage in effective organizational rhetoric, which increases

an organization’s likelihood for renewal.

Effective Organizational Rhetoric in the Deepwater Horizon Spill. During the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill, P10s reported that they had excellent internal communication,
mentioning having a “one-team mentality” (Ulmer & Pyle, 2021). They described their internal
dialogue as being open, honest, and professional, and productive. Externally, the PIOs were able
to provide stakeholders with their vision for the future by informing them of hope for the future,

detailing plans they had made for future operations and in case of other crises.

In summary, the discourse of renewal is a crisis communication theory that offers means
to analyze organizational learning, effective crisis communication, prospective vision, and
effective organizational rhetoric. Specifically, in the case of the University of Montana,

analyzing the university’s communication with stakeholders through a renewal lens will help to
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assess the university’s crisis communication efforts, while helping to offer suggestions for
improving future crisis communication. I accomplished this through exploration of following

research questions:

1. How does the University of Montana’s COVID-19 crisis communication reflect the

discourse of renewal and its four subcomponents?

2. Moving forward, what recommendations can be made for the University of Montana to

engage in discourse of renewal when dealing with the COVID-19 crisis and future crises?
Methods

This project was conducted using a qualitative thematic analysis. The research question
was answered through analyzing communication materials per the four components of the
discourse of renewal theory. Key communication components from the perspective of discourse

of renewal theory were examined.
Data Collection

The data for this study includes emails sent by the University of Montana, as well as
documents posted on the university’s website, between May, 2021 and October, 2021 that
pertain to COVID-19. At the time of analysis, this range of dates was chosen to analyze the most

recent months of communication about the pandemic.

In order to analyze emails specific to the pandemic, emails were examined using a
University of Montana student email account. Emails were filtered according to the dates
included in the timeline and were searched using keywords “COVID-19,” “coronavirus,”

“covid,” and “pandemic.” The emails were then separated into their own folder. Since this
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project studies the university’s response to the more general population it serves (students,
faculty, community, etc.), all emails that were specific to certain groups (i.e., graduate students)

were then deleted from the folder and not included in the analysis.

Next, the university’s website contains a section where all relevant COVID-19
information is updated, titled “Coronavirus Information.” This webpage contains different tabs,
such as “COVID Operations Plan, Vaccine Information, Mask Policy, and FAQs.” Within the
coronavirus information webpage, there is a specific section, titled “Coronavirus Information.”
This subsection contains the university's communication materials specific to its pandemic
response; therefore, this specific webpage was the one used for this analysis. Within the
coronavirus information section, messages from the university that pertain to COVID-19 are
listed in sequential order, starting with January, 2021. There are separate folders for
communication sent during Spring, Summer, and Fall of 2020; however, after fall, 2020
semester, the university quit organizing the communication within each specific semester, and

began listing each communication in consecutive order by date sent.

Data Analysis

The discourse of renewal theory was used as a lens to help answer the research questions,
with a goal of understanding what lessons can be gained from the University of Montana’s crisis
response. The discourse of renewal theory was selected due to the university’s responsibility of
communicating to its audiences during such a pivotal moment of uncertainty. The university's
students, community, faculty, and staff rely on the university to provide them with reliable and
honest information, and to help guide them through the crisis. This situation is not a matter of
simply deflecting blame and protecting reputation. The pandemic is still ongoing; therefore, the

university has an obligation and duty to continue to evolve and make appropriate choices, in
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order to suit itself as an organization, as well as its students, faculty, staff, and community that

support it.

Specifically, the data was examined using a thematic analysis involving two different
coding processes: open coding and axial coding. Coding allows a researcher to explore how data
relates to a theory. Coding through a lens of renewal theory helped develop themes consistent

with the theory’s four characteristics.

First, the data was analyzed to identify patterns of meaning within the messages. Open
coding of the data allowed for the development of initial themes. Manual, hand-written notes of
the documents were taken (Charmaz, 2006). Open coding helped to identify initial elements that

fit within the recommendations of DRT.

After open coding, axial coding of the data took place. Axial coding helps a researcher to
refine and narrow categories (Tracy, 2013). In axial coding, codes that resemble one another
were merged to one category. In the process of axial coding, each theme was analyzed for
messages that reflected each of the four components of discourse of renewal theory:
organizational learning, ethical communication, prospective vision, effective organizational

rhetoric.

Coding allowed for the development of themes that connect to renewal discourse. The
themes were then used to help determine when the university’s communication was either
consistent with the theory, or in opposition to the theory’s four components. Communication
identified as being out of line with DRT’s recommendations can be used as a lesson for the

university’s future, as well as for other organizations in future crises.
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Specifically, the data was analyzed according to the theory’s four elements:
organizational learning, ethical communication, prospective focus, and effective organizational
rhetoric. First, evidence of organizational learning could include changes the university has made
to policies throughout the time-period analyzed. Ineffective practices identified and changed
would exemplify unlearning, for example. Second, ethical communication from the university
would include messages that are honest, open, and stress the institution’s responsibility during
the pandemic. Regarding the pandemic, ethical messages could include being honest about the
threat posed by the virus, responding in a timely fashion, and providing a goal to help protect the
safety of students, faculty, and staff. Afterall, the university has an obligation to help protect the
people it serves, especially during a public health crisis; therefore, it should communicate that
commitment to its people. Third, when coding to help identify messages and language consistent
with prospective focus, the analysis coded for future-based language. Messages that mention the
university’s goals and provide the reader with hope and an insight into what the university hopes
to look like after the pandemic will fit within the element of prospective vision. Finally,
examples of effective organizational rhetoric within the university’s crisis response would
include messages that are inspirational and optimistic in nature. Providing the stakeholders with

a vision encourages them to stick with the organization.

Findings

Analysis of messages from the University of Montana reveals the ways a renewing
response to crisis requires organizational learning, ethical communication, prospective focus, and

effective organizational rhetoric, as detailed in the discourse of renewal theory.

Studying the University of Montana’s “Coronavirus Information” page, and using key

words to search through email communications sent between May and October, 2021, resulted in
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a total of 37 pages worth of data communicating about COVID-19. The 37 pages of data
revealing recent communication were analyzed in order to answer the following research

questions:

1. How does the University of Montana’s COVID-19 crisis communication reflect the

discourse of renewal and its four subcomponents?

2. Moving forward, what recommendations can be made for the University of Montana to

engage in discourse of renewal when dealing with the COVID-19 crisis and future crises?

The analysis revealed one significant argument: While discourse of renewal theory has
four distinct categories, some overlap exists between them. This analysis brought to light the

notion that messaging is not always easily categorized by renewal.

First, categories are not discreet. A message can justifiably fit with more than one
component of renewal theory. For example, Seth Bodnar states, “At the heart of our mission here
at UM is an ethic of service, an abiding respect for others and a commitment to the common
good.” This quote provides one example of how messaging can connect with multiple notions of
renewal theory. This message stems directly from a leader, provides an optimistic outlook and
vision, and represents the university’s ethics; these features overlap and tie into different renewal

elements.

Second, much of the COVID-19 messaging did not contain a specific component of DRT
but gave a message of overall renewal. As a result, rather than coding for specific components, |
analyzed the messages for themes. The themes were then studied for elements of the four
components and reflect the notion that renewal rhetoric can represent multiple categories. Each

of the themes identified through this analysis connects with multiple notions of renewal theory.
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Three primary themes emerged from this qualitative analysis: stressing COVID-19

vaccination, collective action, and adapting through the pandemic.

Research question 1: How did the University of Montana communicate within 4 elements of

renewal?

The themes that emerged from the analysis show consistent attempts at engaging in
renewal theory. Within each theme, multiple elements of renewal theory are present. Although
the components of DRT did now show up explicitly in the messages, they do represent the four

separate elements of renewal theory through each identified theme.
Theme 1: Vaccinations as a Path to Renewal

Encouraging and promoting COVID-19 vaccines was the first primary theme revealed.
The university promoted, and encouraged, the COVID-19 vaccine throughout the entire period
analyzed; messages stressed the importance of vaccination on a consistent basis. All messages
regarding vaccines cite reliable sources, such as the WHO and CDC, to provide science-based
facts and distribute up-to-date information on the vaccine. Communication was timely; messages

were sent or posted each time the CDC updated guidelines for vaccinated individuals.

Not only did the university consistently provide up-to-date facts on the vaccine; it went a
step further to encourage vaccination by incentivizing it for students. One email sent on May
10th is titled “earn a gift for getting a vaccine,” using the headliner “pump up your immunity;
pump up your wallet.” Through June 14th, UM rewarded students with $20 in Town Pump gift
cards for receiving a COVID-19 vaccine. The email goes on to state, “The COVID Response

Team continues to explore creative ways to incentivize vaccination for students.” This
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messaging shows renewal, because the university is trying to incentivize vaccinations in hope of

overcoming the pandemic and moving forward with renewal.

Messages continued to encourage vaccination as the analysis progressed; further emails
read “need more reasons to get the COVID-19 vaccine? Read on:,” and “Once you are fully
vaccinated, you can start doing more.” A July email reminds the reader that “there is still time to
vaccinate before fall classes.” When encouraging students to get vaccinated, messages state facts
such as “The COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective,” “Once you are fully vaccinated, you
can start doing more,” and ““Vaccines offer a safter way to build protection (versus simply
recovering from COVID-19.” Furthermore, the messages consistently remind campus members

that vaccines are free at the Curry Health Center on campus.

Again, these messages encompass the theme and connect to the general notion of
renewal. The university is using vaccination as a tool in hopes of achieving renewal and
overcoming the crisis. Incentivizing and promoting vaccination against COVID-19 alludes to an

overall approach of renewal.

It is also important to recognize how the university is responding within the constraints of
the law. Because of Montana House Bill 702 banning vaccine requirements for employers, the
university cannot mandate the vaccines. Although unable to legally require the vaccine, the
university remains determined to convince members to get vaccinated anyway. This approach to
promoting, encouraging, and incentivizing the vaccines show how the university is acting as

safety as it can within the legal constraints created by the governor.

UM’s communication consistently stresses the importance of vaccination throughout the

entire timeframe studied. Occurrences of vaccination change emerged throughout the entire
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analysis, with a steady stream of consistent messages pertaining to the value of getting
vaccinated. This theme connects with all components of renewal theory: organizational learning,

ethical communication, prospective vision, and effective organizational rhetoric.

Organizational Learning

Organizational learning requires an organization to acquire and interpret information, to
store it through memory, and to distribute it to stakeholders. Part of responding to the crisis

required UM to study evolving information regarding the pandemic and vaccine information.

Because the vaccines were made available to the public after a short period of research,
vaccine rollout came with a lot of misinformation and hesitancy. Deception and rumors
regarding the COVID-19 vaccine ingredients, safety, and side effects circled the internet.
Various myths had to be addressed and debunked by the CDC: the vaccines contain microchips;
the vaccines make a human sick with COVID-19; covid vaccinations alter a person’s DNA

(CDC, 2021g).

The university had to interpret vaccine information.; in this process, it ultimately made
the decision to support and motivate its members to get vaccinated against the coronavirus,
offering reminders and eventually adding incentives to vaccinate demonstrates learning. Sorting
through evolving data and taking vaccine encouragement and incentivization into its crisis
strategy is representative of organizational learning. The university consistently emphasized
vaccination as the best way to prevent COVID-19 and decrease likelihood of severe illness or
death, using messages such as, “The science behind the efficacy of the COVID-19 vaccines is
clear: Individuals are at a far lower risk of developing severe complications, being hospitalized

or succumbing to the coronavirus if vaccinated.” Not only does this rhetorical strategy represent
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organizational learning; it also connects with another component of discourse of renewal theory:

ethical communication.

Ethical Communication

Evidence of ethical communication can be found through multiple points identified
within the primary theme of vaccine encouragement and promotion. Seth Bodnar, UM President,

hints at vaccines being an ethical choice when he states,

“Of course, the way out of this pandemic is widespread vaccination, and there is no
question that the best course of action is for all members of the UM family to get
vaccinated now. The science is clear: The COVID vaccine is safe, it’s effective, and it’s
the way to defeat this pandemic. So if you haven’t yet rolled up your sleeve and done
your part, please do so now. And if you know people who still haven’t been vaccinated,
talk to them about it. Encourage them to take this simple step to protect themselves and
our community. Yes, getting vaccinated is a personal decision, but it’s a decision that
benefits us all, and it’s a tangible act of service to our community in a time of need.”

Furthermore, ethical communication represents an organization’s values and requires crisis
communication to be honest, ethical, and clear. The university made the communication choice
to motivate its members to get vaccinated against COVID-19. This decision represents UM’s
organizational values, as being open, honest, and clear can illustrate value positions within an

organization.

Messages encouraging vaccination provide clear, honest, up-to-date, and reliable
information. The university backed-up communication regarding vaccine information by citing
reliable sources, such as the CDC, WHO, and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). New
information provided direct links for the reader; for example, a link is provided when an August
27,2021 update informs that “the FDA approved the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine” for
ages 16 and older. The link directs the reader to the FDA’s website, which provides more

information on vaccine ingredients, the agency's process for evaluating and reviewing safety of
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products, clinical trials on the Pfizer vaccine, effectiveness on the vaccine, and more. This update
was sent the same week the FDA approved the Pfizer vaccine, and demonstrates just one

example of how UM's crisis communication was timely.

Not only did UM advocate for widespread COVID-19 vaccination among the campus
community; its messaging is honest in admitting that the vaccines are not entirely foolproof. One
message explains that, particularly regarding the Delta variant, vaccinated individuals can still
contract, and spread, COVID-19. These “breakthrough infections” (cases where a fully-
vaccinated individual contracts the disease the vaccine was designed to prevent) also mean that
vaccinated people can asymptomatically spread the disease. The COVID-19 vaccines are not
100% effective at preventing infection; however, the university addresses the positive facts,
again stressing importance of getting vaccinated: vaccinated individuals with breakthrough

infections have far less chances of severe disease, hospitalization, or death.

Not only was vaccine information reliable and up to date; it was clear. The university not
only provides direct information and links here to go to find out more; it clearly states where
individuals can go to get vaccinated. Messages mention several different places offering
vaccinations: Curry Health Center on campus, Missoula Health Department, Southgate Mall, and
various mobile clinics around town. The messages provide phone numbers, hours, and links to
these various sites, making it very simple for someone to schedule their vaccination or to learn

more information.

The first theme reflects multiple elements of ethical communication; the university shows
attempts at communicating ethically by providing reliable, clear, honest, and up-to-date
information. In addition to connecting with organizational learning and ethical communication,

the vaccine promotion theme also connects with the component of prospective vision.
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Prospective Vision

Messages encompassing the theme of vaccine incentivization are geared towards the
future, providing an optimistic outlook of the community coming together to overcome the
pandemic. The idea of prospective vision is alluded to, while not necessarily overt, with the first

theme.

The university consistently encourages people to get vaccinated throughout its
messaging, referring to COVID-19 vaccines as vital tools to help slow the spread of coronavirus
and create a better situation for everyone. One message notes that “vaccination is the fastest way
through this pandemic.” Another email insists that widespread vaccination is “the best way to

defeat this pandemic.”

Such messages provide a prospective vision because by getting vaccinated, individuals
are doing their part to “defeat” and “get through” the pandemic. The theme provides hope that
widespread vaccination can change the current state of the pandemic. However, messages did not
provide a future vision imagining a COVID-free campus. Rather, the messaging emphasized

vaccination as a pathway to a better future.
Effective Organizational Rhetoric

Communication and conduct during a crisis represent an organization’s future
commitment to values and community. The University of Montana integrated COVID-19
vaccination into its rhetorical approach by promoting the vaccine throughout the entire time
period of this analysis. Encouraging precautionary measures, such as vaccinations, that are
proven to help prevent the spread of illness and protect the population. Furthermore, taking

vaccine promotion into its rhetorical approach shows that the university is committed to ensuring
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the health and safety of the community. Within effective organizational rhetoric, making

decisions that are in-line with stakeholder goals can help increase stakeholder support.

Furthermore, effective organizational rhetoric can involve messages that are inspirational
and optimistic in nature. Two previous messages that connect with prospective vision also tie
into effective organizational rhetoric, providing further instances of how messages can fit with
more than one renewal component: “vaccination is the fastest way through this pandemic," and
encouraging that vaccination is “the best way to defeat this pandemic.” These messages provide

an optimistic vision for the audience, inspiring university members to get vaccinated.

In addition to these specific messages containing optimism, the overall tone within this
theme was optimistic in nature; it focused on the positive outcomes of vaccination rather than the

negative messages related to people not vaccinating.

Overall, within the theme of vaccine encouragement, the University of Montana showed
evidence of engaging in each of the four components of discourse of renewal theory. Renewal
theory argues the importance of keeping the public informed about the organization’s efforts
during the crisis. The university made clear its efforts to get people vaccinated and remained
optimistic and inspirational in its messages to encourage vaccination. In renewal rhetoric, when
stakeholders feel aligned with the organization’s efforts, it can lead to increased support from

stakeholders, making them more likely to stay with the organization.

Theme 2: Collective action

The second main theme revealed that connects to renewal theory was collective action.
UM’s communication stresses that everyone has a “collective responsibility to one another,” and

overall, a total of 50 words and quotes provided evidence of collective action. Messages use
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“we” language to emphasize shared interests and goals in terms of working together to mitigate
the spread of COVID and overcome the crisis. The word “together”” alone was used 9 times,

suggesting and encouraging collective action.

One such message reads, “now that we’ve come together, we want to stay together.” This
suggests that the university is considering there to be a conjoint effort between the organization
and its stakeholders. It implies that, not only has there been established collaboration among
university members; it encourages the campus to continue collective action to overcome the
crisis. The message also reminds the reader of the importance of continued collaboration to
prevent going back to the way things were in earlier stages of the pandemic, when shutdowns

and cancelled classes disrupted the campus.

UM President, Seth Bodnar, further encourages group action when he states, “I implore
all of us to come together to mitigate the impact of the pandemic in our community.” In this
message, the president is pushing for change by urging the campus community to act together to

slow the spread of coronavirus.

In Seth Bodnar’s September 2021 email, he coins the University’s 2021 Homecoming
theme as “The Heart of a Grizzly,” calling it a “fitting call to action” as the campus comes
together for homecoming week. The president goes on to state, “Despite the challenges we face,
I have great confidence in our diverse community of Grizzlies to demonstrate ‘The Heart of a
Grizzly’ and act in solidarity to protect our community.” This statement from the president
further emphasizes unitedness and collaboration that constitutes collective action; it also suggests
that the president wants to set a positive example for the community. In addition, this statement
provides further evidence of how messaging can overlap with multiple components of renewal

theory, as further detailed throughout discussion of theme one.
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In all, these messages that constitute the theme of collective action relate to the general
notion of renewal theory. If members of the community continue to act in unity, it will increase
the chances of slowing the spread of the virus and achieving renewal; therefore, using a

collection action approach shows how the university is attempting to engage in renewal theory.

Collective action can be an important strategy to aid in overcoming a crisis. Specific to
public health outbreaks such as COVID-19, collective action can be a vital tool in reducing the
spread of disease. Mitigation efforts such as mask wearing, hand washing, and social distancing
require joint effort to make an impact. The University of Montana consistently urges, and

stresses the importance of, collective action in its messages throughout the entire analysis.

The theme of collective action ties separately into the renewal components of ethical
communication, prospective vision, and effective organizational rhetoric. No evidence of

organizational learning was found within this theme.

Ethical Communication

While messaging that compromises the theme of collective action does not explicitly

reflect ethics, the overall theme emphasizes values, which can be ethical.

When UM President, Seth Bodnar, urges the campus to come together during
homecoming week, his message demonstrates values when he states, “Despite the challenges we
face, I have great confidence in our diverse community of Grizzlies to demonstrate “The Heart of

a Grizzly” and act in solidarity to protect our community.”

By encouraging university members to work together to practice mitigation strategies
such as handwashing, mask wearing, and getting vaccinated, the university is encouraging

behavior that reflects core values. While not explicitly representing ethics, the messages within
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this theme allude to values of being together and emphasize the difference that collaborative

efforts can make towards improving the current condition and achieving renewal.

Prospective Vision

A collective action discourse demonstrates comradery among group members; in turn, it

can inspire stakeholders and create a prospective vision that looks past the crisis.

By demonstrating collective action, the university is inherently constructing the idea that
members have shared goals and interests in terms of overcoming the COVID-19 crisis. This
acknowledgment crafts a prospective vision: collective action to mitigate the spread of
coronavirus will create opportunity to move forward after the crisis. Messaging consistently
encourages collective efforts. During Fall, 2021 semester, when cases in Missoula County began
to rise again, university messages remained focused on the future. When discussing the
disturbing trend, the university urges members to work together to reverse the trend, stating “we

also believe we can contribute to that outcome” by continuing collaborative efforts.

While not entirely overt, messages within the collective action discourse offer a
compelling, prospective outlook focused on moving forward together to overcome the crisis. A
collective action discourse can help to inspire stakeholders, as renewal theory asserts that, when
stakeholders feel aligned with the organization, it boosts their confidence in the organization and

increases likelihood for support.

Effective Organizational Rhetoric

The University of Montana constructed an inspirational narrative of community

engagement through the theme of collective action. In regard to effective organizational rhetoric,
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an organization can engage in renewal by cocreating meaning between itself and its stakeholders.

In doing so, an organization can construct realities of optimism and commitment.

Furthermore, details of effective organizational rhetoric in renewal theory discuss how
organizations can become models in their industry through the narratives they create in their
crisis response. UM President Seth Bodnar illustrates this when he states, “I have great
confidence in our diverse community of Grizzlies to demonstrate “The Heart of a Grizzly” and
act in solidarity to protect our community.” This message not only encourages collective action
amongst university members; it inspires the campus to act as influencers in the community by

demonstrating comradery during a time of tension.

In summary, the theme of collective action connects with the component of effective
organizational rhetoric. By cocreating meaning between the university and the campus
community and encouraging collective action, the theme provides an inspirational narrative that

connects to effective organizational rhetoric.

Overall, the second theme, collective action, exemplifies three elements of renewal
theory: ethical communication, prospective vision, and effective organizational rhetoric.
Additionally, this theme exemplifies how messages can connect with various renewal
components, as seen through Seth Bodnar’s inspirational words of encouragement during UM’s

“Heart of a Grizzly” homecoming theme.

Theme 3: Adapting Through the Pandemic

Aside from urging collective action, the University of Montana represents self-reflexivity
and adaptation throughout the analysis. One action that represents how the university continued

to adapt can be seen in the original establishment of the UM’s Covid Response Team. In
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February 2021, the university initiated and assigned a particular group of individuals to study the
current COVID-19 trends and meet on a consistent basis to assess the information and make
decisions. UM’s covid response team is responsible for monitoring trends and new data and for
recommending changes or enhancements to university policies. The team consists of
professionals from a wide variety of fields that all play important roles in managing a health

crisis: risk management, human resources, health, epidemiology, student success, and more.

Although the response team was initiated prior to the timeline studied in this analysis, the
decision to assign a specific group to the important task of crisis management demonstrates how
the university remained adaptable during the ever-changing pandemic. After more than one year
of managing the COVID-19 crisis, UM recognized the need to formulate a distinguished task
force to study and address the crisis. Furthermore, it's important to introduce and explain the

response team, as the group was the primary messenger throughout this analysis.

During the timeframe analyzed, mask mandates and recommendations on campus were
updated or changed three different times. These shifts constitute and continue the third theme

discussed here.

Not only did UM change its mask recommendations and policies in response to shifts in
the COVID-19 situation; it made these decisions based on facts and statistics regarding the

pandemic and communicated this to its audience.

In mid-May 2021, Missoula County changed the mask mandate to a recommendation. In
response, UM changed its campus mask mandate to a recommendation, while suggesting that

unvaccinated individuals continue to mask. In this communication, the university mentions that
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those decisions were based upon factors of low case rates in Missoula and a high vaccination rate

in Missoula County.

Unfortunately, by July, the COVID-19 situation in Missoula County began to drastically
change. The university’s response to this shift in cases states, “The Missoula City-County Health
Department has reported increased COVID-19 infections and hospitalizations in our county,
including the presence of the Delta variant, and is encouraging indoor mask use for all.” Cases in
the county began to rise; in response to the uptick in cases, and with a new variant of the disease
spreading, the university changed its mask recommendation on campus to suggest masks for

everyone, regardless of vaccination status.

Throughout the summer, cases in Missoula County, and around the nation, continued to
rise. On September 17" UM’s COVID response team responded, stating, “Over the course of
this past week, Missoula County surpassed previous records for COVID-19 hospitalizations,
total daily new cases and average daily new COVID-19 cases.” This message informed campus
members that on September 20", the mask recommendation would change to a requirement for

all indoor spaces on campus.

As crises are unpredictable, it is important for organizations to continuously process new
information and remain self-aware and adaptable. Discourse of renewal theory recommends that
organizations remain open to change and new ideas during a crisis, as doing so can increase
stakeholder support and help increase confidence in the organization’s ability to handle a future

crisis.

The University of Montana must continuously take in new information, process it, and

determine actions based on current case trends. Messages throughout the time frame analyzed
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consistently provide evidence of how the university continuously adapts throughout the
pandemic to make decisions that are in the best interest of the campus community, as well as the

general public.

Just as the first two themes discussed connect with multiple features of renewal, the third
theme, adapting through the pandemic, also ties with multiple renewal elements: organizational

learning and ethical communication.

Organizational Learning

One example of organizational learning is that the university formed a specific covid
response team in the first place. Although the group was created in February 2021, and not
within the timeframe analyzed, it’s important to recognize how this adaptation represents one
way the university engaged in organizational learning. The university initiated and assigned a
particular group of individuals from various fields to assess the evolving COVID-19 situation.
The response team was not instituted until more than one year after the pandemic began. This
demonstrates how the university recognized the need for designing a specific team to handle the
evolving pandemic; therefore, the mere creation of the covid response team reflects how the

university represented learning.

Furthermore, after the response team began, the team continued to meet on a consistent
basis throughout the analysis. Assigning a group to repeatedly address the evolving pandemic
information allows for continuous organizational learning, as renewal theory argues that
organizational change can happen when organizations consistently take in new information,

process it, and evolve based on learned information.
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Evidence of organizational learning can be further exemplified through how the
university continued to evolve and change policies throughout the analysis. During the five-
month period analyzed, mask mandates and recommendations for campus were updated or

changed three different times.

Not only did UM change campus masking recommendations in response to shifts in the
COVID-19 situation; it made these decisions based on facts and statistics regarding the pandemic

and communicated this to its audience.

In mid-May, Missoula County changed the county-wide mask mandate to a
recommendation. In response, UM changed its campus mask mandate to a recommendation,
while suggesting that unvaccinated individuals still continue to mask. In this communication, the
university mentions how those decisions were based upon current factors of low case rates, and
high vaccination rates, in Missoula County; however, by July, COVID cases again rose in the
county. As such, the university began to recommend masks for everyone, regardless of
vaccination status. As cases continued to rise, on September 20™", the mask recommendation was

changed to a requirement for all indoor spaces on campus.

The University of Montana continuously had to take in new information, process it, and
determine actions based on current case trends in the community. A September 17" email
explains that “The COVID Response Team continues to assess daily the COVID-19 landscape in
Missoula and on campus, as well as the emerging science regarding the COVID-19 Delta
variant.” This message assures the reader that UM's COVID Response Team is closely
monitoring the ever-changing pandemic situation, and that the university is, in turn, making

informed decisions based on the emerging data.
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The process of seeking, analyzing, processing, and relaying new information represents
one way the university utilized organizational memory, which is one component of
organizational learning. Furthermore, the university showing willingness and ability to adapt in
response to shifts in the current pandemic trends is representative of unlearning; old guidance on

masking was updated based on what emerging data was showing and suggesting.

Ethical Communication

By processing information and adapting mask recommendations through organizational
learning, the university communicated ethically about those changes. In order to achieve a
renewing response through ethical communication, an organization must communicate its values

by being honest and open.

Within the theme of adaptation, the University of Montana exemplified ethical
communication by being honest and open with members regarding the changing pandemic. The
university based current masking recommendations around current trends in the pandemic and
admits multiple times that the COVID-19 situation on campus, and in the community, has

changed.

One such example states, “One key component in COVID-19 case management that is
substantially different than last year is the average number of close contacts reported during case
investigation.” This message demonstrates openness; the organization is willing to admit that the
pandemic looks worse than it did the previous year, citing an increase in case numbers. The
email goes on to explain that the average number of close contacts per person increased from 5-7

people to 20-30 people. A separate email states, “Unfortunately, the COVID-19 situation in
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Missoula County has rapidly changed since the beginning of the school year,” noting that

Missoula County hospitalizations and cases reached an all-time pandemic high.

Admitting that the current circumstances have changed represents the university’s ability
to be open and honest when communicating with its members. Furthermore, using reliable
evidence and statistics to explain why the university made those decisions further demonstrates

ethical communication.

In summary, the third theme connects to two of the four renewal components:
organizational learning and ethical communication. No evidence of prospective vision or

effective organizational rhetoric was alluded to within this theme.

Overall, themes that emerged from the analysis show consistent attempts at engaging in
renewal theory. Although the components of DRT did not always show up explicitly in the
messages, messages do connect with separate elements of renewal theory through each identified

theme.

Research Question 2: Moving forward, what recommendations can be made for the University

of Montana to engage in discourse of renewal post-COVID-19 crisis?

There were many ways the university’s messaging about the COVID-19 pandemic
reflected a discourse of renewal through connecting with each of the four components; however,
this analysis provides some recommendations for how it could improve further crisis
communication to better engage in renewal theory.

The most prevalent component revealed throughout the themes was ethical
communication; it was demonstrated within each of the 3 themes. The remaining components all

tied for occurrences within the themes; organizational learning, prospective vision, and effective
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organizational rhetoric were each addressed within two of the three themes. While the first theme
of vaccine incentivization addressed all four components of renewal theory, the remaining two
themes did not demonstrate all components. The second theme demonstrated three of the four
elements of renewal, while the third theme demonstrated the least number of components, with

only two of the four.

Ethical Communication

Overall, the most prevalent component of renewal theory revealed through the themes
was ethical communication. Each of the three themes connected with ethical communication,
although there was stronger evidence in the first and third theme than there was in the second

theme.

To summarize, within the first theme of vaccine incentivization, the university
exemplified ethical communication in multiple ways. It showed strong evidence of ethical
communication by providing up-to-date, reliable, clear and honest information regarding the
COVID-19 vaccines. Messaging encouraging COVID-19 vaccines were backed by science-based
evidence and provided sources for the data from websites such as the WHO and CDC. Aside
from demonstrating ethical behavior by giving trustworthy information in its attempts to
encourage vaccination, the university’s messaging was clear. Information provided made it easy
for campus members to understand resources helpful to finding out more information or where to
go to schedule an appointment to get vaccinated. Furthermore, the university was honest in

admitting the weaknesses of the vaccines.

There were also indications of ethical communication revealed through the second theme

of collective action. The theme of collective action emphasizes the importance of acting together
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during the pandemic and urges campus members to act in solidarity to move forward in hopes of
overcoming the crisis. These messages suggest values of being together for the common good;
the action of acting in unity can be ethical in nature. Although messages within this theme didn’t
explicitly communicate ethics, the overall theme of encouraging practicing collective action

alludes to behavior that can be ethical.

Much like the first theme, the third theme of adaptation proves strong evidence of how
the university communicated ethically about the COVID-19 pandemic to its audience. Messages
within this theme more explicitly indicated ethics, as was the case in the first theme of vaccine
incentivization. While navigating through the evolving pandemic, the university made informed
choices about changes to policies and recommendations. Throughout its communication
regarding these changes, the university remained honest and open, admitting multiple times that
the current COVID-19 situation had changed. Messaging specifically states that the current
situation is different than last years, which changes the essence of crisis management. As a crisis
evolves, remaining self-reflexive allows for an organization to participate in organizational
renewal; moreover, when the organization is able to communicate openly and honestly about its

modifications in its crisis response, the organization practices ethical communication.

Ethical communication is one component of renewal theory, and its implications have a
substantial impact on an organization’s ability to overcome a crisis and gain trust from
stakeholders. During crises, which are times of great uncertainty, communicating ethically
requires that an organization remains honest and open, and that information provided is clear and
unbiased. Doing so can increase stakeholder confidence, trust, and support. Public health crises
can be terrifyingly unpredictable; in these situations where the community’s safety is at risk,

members of an organization rely heavily on receiving information that is ethical. The University
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of Montana provided strong evidence of engaging in ethical communication throughout this

analysis.

Values: Commitment to Health and Safety. Another finding that deserves attention
was the overall allusion of being committed to the health and safety of the community. The
university’s messages demonstrate its dedication to the safety of not only the immediate campus,
but to the Missoula community, local health offices, and the greater healthcare system and

general population.

The university does have an obligation to keep its community safe; however, messages
succeeded in consistently communicating that the university is committed to ensuring the health
and safety of its community. Messages urge readers to “take it seriously” to “protect yourself”
and “protect others.” The university consistently sent out reminders to wear masks, imploring

campus members to “do their part.”

Multiple messages also recognize the strain the pandemic is placing on the healthcare
system and address the importance of protecting the local hospitals and clinics, as well as the
greater healthcare system, from further strain. For example, when UM made the decision to
expand its mask requirement to all indoor spaces on campus, its communication states, “as result
of this troubling data, and to protect our local hospitals and clinics from further strain...” A
separate email acknowledges the pandemic is “placing great strain on our health care system and
threatening our hospitals’ ability to care for patients, including those with non-COVID-related

illnesses or injuries.”

These messages showcase the university’s inherent value systems by reflecting how the

university cares about people and systems outside of its own immediate campus and community.
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Remaining committed to stakeholders is at the forefront of renewal theory recommendations, and
acknowledging how a crisis can affect the greater population, as well as the healthcare system,
speaks to the university’s organizational values. Having inherently strong organizational values
to help guide a crisis response can increase an organization’s ability to engage in ethical
communication, as an organization grounded in ethics can more easily respond with moral

principles and ideas.

Organizational Learning

Two of the three identified in this analysis connected to the renewal component of
organizational learning.

To summarize, within theme one, vaccinations as a path to renewal, the University of
Montana emphasized vaccination as the best way to prevent COVID-19 and progress towards
renewal. The university represented organizational learning through how it continued to study
evolving vaccine data and took vaccine emphasis into its rhetorical strategy.

In theme three, adapting through the pandemic the university represented learning
through a continuous process of interpreting new information, processing it, and evolving based
on learned information. Furthermore, the university’s messages within this theme indirectly
represented the learning process by discussing how COVID response team is closely monitoring
the changing trends and making decisions based upon newly acquired information.

Within the legal constraints, the University of Montana did effectively engage in learning
overall. While the university’s messages didn’t explicitly detail the process of learning, messages
did articulate learning through their meaning. Although the university didn't particularly frame

its messages in terms of learning, learning was reflected in the messages.
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University messages could more clearly represent organizational learning by explicitly
describing the learning process. Merely mentioning the word “learning” would provide more
concrete depictions of learning. For example, messages could have addressed the misinformation
about vaccines and how studying vaccine information led to the approach of promoting vaccines.
In the third theme, messages could articulate that “learned” information influenced modifications
in the crisis response.

Prospective vision

Themes one and two connected with the element of prospective vision. In the first theme,
the university encourages vaccination, providing messages of optimism that vaccines will help to
“defeat” and “get through” the pandemic. This theme represents a future-based orientation that

represents prospective vision.

In theme two, messages were not entirely overt, but provided a compelling, prospective

outlook focused on moving forward together to overcome the crisis.

Overall, university messages connected with prospective vision by placing strong
emphasis on optimism and moving forward. Two of the three themes provided compelling and
optimistic narratives. The university’s messages did not reflect on the past and remained focused
on the future; however, messages did not provide a vision of what a renewed University of

Montana would look like once overcoming the crisis.

While prospective vision in renewal rhetoric should be future-oriented and optimistic in
nature, this component also argues that organizations should provide stakeholders with a

renewed vision of how it will rebuild and grow from the crisis. Therefore, a suggestion within
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this component is for messages to address an overall ambition and design for the university after

the pandemic.

Effective Organizational Rhetoric

Theme one and theme two connected with the renewal component of effective
organizational rhetoric. Within theme one, the university showed care for the community by
taking vaccination into its rhetorical approach and made it clear to the audience that vaccinations
are a part of its crisis response, while setting a tone that was inspirational and optimistic in
nature. In theme two, the university constructed a reality of optimism by encouraging collective

action and inspiring the campus community to set a good example for the community.

While the university strongly represented some notions of effective organizational
rhetoric, | found this component more difficult to evaluate than the other three renewal
components. Effective organizational rhetoric can be used to judge whether an organization
achieved renewal; therefore, this renewal component seems most effectively evaluated by the
overall outcome of a crisis. Evaluating overall effectiveness of the communication would be
more easily assessed after the crisis; examining how confident messages made members feel
during the pandemic, as well as evaluating university members’ satisfaction in UM’s crisis

response after the pandemic, would make effective organizational rhetoric easier to evaluate.

Although university messages connected to some suggestions for engaging in effective
rhetoric (keeping the public informed about the response, remaining optimistic, and responding
in line with stakeholder needs), it’s difficult to gauge whether the communication was effective

overall, since the crisis is still ongoing.
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Overall, the University of Montana engaged in renewal theory in various ways
throughout this analysis, and messages provide suggestions for improving its crisis response. In
addition, there is one significant finding that represents how the university messages opposed

renewal theory recommendations.
Suggestion: Leader-Based Communication

A large area of attention is the fact that the university’s messaging was lacking in terms
of being leader-based. Renewal relies heavily on the leader, and the theory discerns that leaders

play an important role in setting the climate before, during, and after the crisis.

Discourse of renewal is inherently a leader-based communication strategy, arguing that
leaders are an instrumental force in encouraging renewal, as an organization’s leader is in the
spotlight, embodies the organization, and best represents its organizational values. Furthermore,
leaders can effectively demonstrate prospective vision by setting optimistic tones throughout an
organization’s crisis response. Because their distinguished role places them in the public eye,
they also play a powerful role in effective organizational rhetoric and setting the tone before,
during, and after a crisis. As such, the organization’s most senior member should be the primary

source of communication.

While the university engaged in renewal theory in many aspects, little communication
was leader-based. Through all the messages analyzed, only one message came from Seth Bodnar,
the university president. This message was sent on September 23", toward the end of the five-
month analysis. Instead of stemming from a leader, most of the messages came from the

university’s COVID Response Team.
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A lack of leader autonomy is in opposition to DRT assumptions. A university leader,
such as the president, was not the main messenger during the crisis within the timeframe studied.
Although UM did still provide evidence of engaging in renewal theory through the four
components, leader-based communication is at the forefront of renewal theory recommendations;
therefore, more communication coming from university leaders, such as the president, would
strengthen the university’s attempts at engaging in renewal theory during the COVID-19

pandemic.

Limitations

This analysis offers several insights and provides multiple suggestions for further
research. There are a couple of limitations to this study that can provide some suggestions for

further research: small sample size and limited access to data.

Firstly, this analysis contained a small sample size, both in terms of timeline and the
organization studied. This examination of the University of Montana’s communication about the
COVID-19 crisis only looked at five months' worth of the continuously ongoing pandemic.
Furthermore, this study only looked at communication from one college regarding the pandemic.
A broader sample examining more than one university (urban vs rural vs suburban campus;
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) vs. Historically Black Colleges or Universities

(HBCUEs), etc.) could potentially bring out more nuances.

Secondly, I had limited access to data for which to conduct my research. | only had
access to a student email account; therefore, the only emails I could analyze were ones sent to

specifically students. UM faculty and staff members may have received more information, or
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perhaps more nuanced messages. Furthermore, the only further data I could analyze was

university-issued documents that were posted on UM’s public website.

Although this project provided a good view of how the University of Montana’s crisis
communication coincided with renewal theory, perhaps a larger data set could provide an even

broader, more in-depth picture of the university’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Future Research Directions

Overall, each element of DRT has been found within the data analyzed, although limited
in relation to collective action and adaptation, so future research should look for the themes in
other organizational discourse. Since this project was conducted during an ongoing pandemic,
perhaps other lengthy crises could be examined for the presence of renewal discourse and

examine how it changes over time.

Further, the limitations discussed above provide some direction for further research regarding
universities and renewal messaging pertaining to the COVID-19 pandemic. When considering
this study’s limited sample size, the first recommendation for further research would be to
include a larger sample size, both in terms of the timeline and number of colleges examined. Five
months is only a small fraction of the length of the ongoing pandemic; perhaps an expanded
timeline could provide a more in-depth overview of how the University of Montana’s
communication regarding COVID-19 was in line with recommendations put forth by renewal

theory.

Aside from examining a lengthened timeframe, it would be useful to research
communication from multiple colleges/universities. Including more schools into future analysis

could provide insight into how different colleges responded to the pandemic with renewal
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messages. One might find distinctions between universities of conflicting geographics, cultures,
or ethnicities. For example, communication may be different among rural vs. urban colleges;
comparing messages from Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) vs. Historically Black
Colleges or Universities (HBCUs) may yield important distinctions about how different colleges

communicate about crises.

The second suggestion for training consideration is to expand to analyze more than just
university-issued documents. Speaking to administrators, for example, while simultaneously
analyzing public documents, could help to identify possible gaps that may exist between
administrators’ intentions and the documents released to the institution’s community. In addition,
one could consider student thoughts and intentions. Identifying these possible gaps could provide
insight into if stakeholder needs are being met. Furthermore, broadening the data set could also
allow the researcher to see the gaps between the communication conceptualization vs the

implementation of the university’s communication plan.

Conclusion

Overall, this research project analyzes how the University of Montana’s messages about
the COVID-19 crisis communicated within the four elements of renewal theory and offers
suggestions for how the university can improve its future crisis communication to better reflect
the discourse of renewal theory. By applying discourse of renewal theory to that communication,
three themes emerged. First, the vaccine was presented as a path to recovery and included all
four elements of DRT. Second, collective action was emphasized but only with three of the four
components, missing only organizational learning. Finally, adapting through the pandemic
focuses on learning and ethics as the two elements of DRT. The presence of renewal discourse

during the ongoing pandemic is of interest and encourages more work in this area.
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The analysis reveals that messages are not always easily categorized by renewal. While
messages do not always explicitly represent renewal components, their meaning can connect
with elements of renewal. Ultimately, the themes developed through the university’s messaging
implied attempts at engaging in renewal theory, and the communication provided some
recommendations for improving its future crisis communication. Messages did not overtly
categorize renewal, but instead constituted themes that spoke to renewal elements. While the
university represented strong evidence of renewal messages, it could improve future crisis
communication by producing more leader-based communication, providing more distinct
illustrations of the organizational learning process, and providing a clear vision of rebuilding and

revitalizing after the crisis.

Surely, the COVID-19 pandemic is not the only health risk that is going to hit universities
(i.e., the meningitis issue at Princeton). As such, universities need to be prepared to communicate
about crises on their campus. More overt communication of the four elements of DRT should be
considered within each theme of the messaging. Messages such as this should be tested with

audiences to better evaluate this recommendation.

For renewal, DRT needs further development in order to provide directions for
organizations to engage in effective rhetoric possibly during a crisis in order to establish the
directions for renewal. Additionally, DRT in this sense should be evaluated as part of the best
practices (Seeger, 2006). While the best practices discuss open and consistent communication,
they are broad, varied, and not explicit. DRT can offer direction for communicating about the

future after the crisis and how to improve during the crisis.

COVID-19 has produced a significant crisis for the University of Montana as well as

many other organizations. Communication from the university did engage in renewal while
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attempting to remain open and improve through the time studied. Using notions of renewal as
learning, ethical communication and a prospective vision has been utilized by the university.
This research suggests that while they provide strong messages of a future, the application of

DRT could improve their communication as well.

60
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