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The Internal Comms Podcast – Season 8 
Episode 67 – The ABC of research: Ask, believe, change 
Transcript 

 

Katie 00:03 
This episode of The internal Comms Podcast is brought to you by AB's Acid Test audit. Now, 
the most impressive comms professionals I know have great instincts, but they also know 
intuition only gets you so far. To be truly effective, you need a plan that's built on robust 
research and data. Now, in my experience, too many audit and research projects deteriorate 
into tick-box exercises. They can often be tedious for participants – and for comms teams, well, 
they often generate more questions than answers. Acid Test is the opposite. For nearly 20 
years organisations have been using Acid Test to gather rich, actionable insights and 
intelligence on how their people are thinking and feeling. What are the priorities of your C-
suite? What does success look like for your organisation? How can line managers be better 
supported? And what really matters most to your employees? Acid Test is qualitative research 
conducted in confidential one-on-one interviews with a diverse cross-section of your 
workforce. Now, these interviews are conducted in a very specific order, starting with the C-
suite, because we are also looking for alignment, misalignment and communication gaps. Each 
question is carefully calibrated to uncover precisely what you need to know. And, of course, our 
consultants ensure the method is a message, leaving participants feeling heard and 
understood. So, to find out more, visit abcomm.co.uk/acidtest, download a PDF to discuss 
with your team and arrange an informal chat to discuss Acid Test with me and my AB 
colleagues. That website address again: abcomm.co.uk/acidtest. 
 
Welcome to The Internal Comms Podcast with me, Katie Macaulay. In this show, we explore 
how to improve the way we communicate at work. How do we best inform, motivate and 
involve employees? How do we shift from broadcasting messages at people and instead 
engage them in a meaningful, genuine and productive dialogue?  
 
My guest today is Mari Lee. Now, I was fortunate enough to hear Mari speak at this year's 
IABC World Conference in New York. And within minutes of her presentation starting I 
immediately knew I wanted to invite her to sit in my podcast hot seat. Here was an authority 
on qualitative research, someone taking the power of asking carefully crafted questions to a 
totally different level. Mari's specialism is in development communication. In other words, using 
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comms tools and techniques to facilitate social change. And, indeed, we start by talking about 
her work fighting the AIDS epidemic in South Africa. Today, Mari uses the power of 
communication to positively influence change in individuals, companies and communities. She 
holds a Master's degree in Communication Management and is a globally accredited business 
communicator (ABC). Mari founded the communication consultancy Devcom in 2005. She 
says “Devcom is passionately and authentically South African, comfortable in the most rural 
areas of the country, as well as the most sophisticated boardrooms, working every day to 
bridge the communication gap.” Listeners, this is a masterclass in the power and practice of 
research – particularly qualitative research. Mari's insight, her experience and wisdom really 
does shine through in literally every question I asked her. So, without further ado, it is my great 
pleasure to bring you Mari Lee. 
 
So, Mari, welcome to The Internal Comms Podcast. I'm very excited to have you here.  
 
Mari 04:59 
Thank you very much. It's a great opportunity. And I'm very, very happy to be with you today.  
 
Katie 05:05 
I'd like to start by taking you back to the late 1990s and talk about the influence that mentors 
had on your approach to communications. So, can you tell us a little bit about the role that you 
played in helping to combat the AIDS epidemic in South Africa? And the impact of that 
experience?  
 
Mari 05:25 
Wow. Yes. So, I was very fortunate to, while I was a student, doing filing, reading about 
development communication from the World Bank newsletter, and got to study exactly that. 
And my very first job was an Honours degree, thinking I was very, very clever (you know, hire a 
teenager now while they know everything) was I was working on the first national HIV AIDS 
campaign, Khomanani, in South Africa. And it was in the era where our president said that 
AIDS is not caused by HIV. And we had, famously, a House Minister who advocated for 
managing HIV and AIDS with beetroot and garlic and diet. So, I worked with absolute 
fantastic mentors in that phase of my career that pushed me, but also showed me the value of 
research. 
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Dr. Harry Dagmar, Sue Goldstein, Sol Johnson – all legends in the development 
communication industry in South Africa and globally, for that matter – really were 
groundbreakers in understanding the role of human behaviour in the pandemic that we had.  
 
I was the head of the social mobilisation campaign, and I literally left my home every Saturday 
or Sunday or Monday, went into a rural area somewhere in South Africa and helped what we 
call hotless style or circle-style focus groups with community leaders, and really listened to the 
solutions that they had on the ground, and then came back and presented those information 
to be integrated into our above-the-line advertising campaign. And just how I was exposed to 
the full process and how my mentors didn't keep me out of any part of the process was so 
valuable. I cried frequently. And I had a great mom who said: “Here’s a cup of tea. Tomorrow, 
you try again.” And, you know, just learned so much about the value of human behaviour, the 
value of local knowledge, and the value of narrative in changing behaviour. And, as you would 
know, South Africa went on a 10-year journey and really declined our HIV infection rates, new 
infection rates. And it was because of the work that we did not only through communication, 
campaigning, but through real behaviour change programmes like Khomanani on the ground. 
And I got that experience in the real beginning of my career, which I'm very, very grateful for. It 
set me up to really be a lover of qualitative and narrative.  
 
Katie 08:45 
I've just got one follow-up question for you on that, because it sounds absolutely fascinating. 
And I can see how that approach aligns so neatly with the work that you went on to do. When 
you went into these rural local communities and sat in this circle with community leaders, did 
they naturally want to talk to you or did you have to position yourself and the work that you 
were doing in a certain way, so that they would trust and open up to you? 
 
Mari 09:15 
Absolutely. A critical question. I think that being an African, a South African, we often take our 
exposure to intercultural communication for granted. So, I grew up speaking limited, but 
speaking some of the native languages and understanding some of the late native languages, 
and you definitely always have to act very respectful of culture. So, in most of those circles, 
women aren't really welcomed unless you are invited. And you frequently, you take off your 
shoes, you adhere to their cultural practices and you ask for teaching. You know, the moment 
you ask to say, “What are the rules of this kraal? What are the rules of this place?” and you 
follow on that local knowledge and you say, “Teach me.” And you come there as a learner first 
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and then someone who has some knowledge to contribute to the circle, that really just opens 
up. And I think it's a lot about your intention and who you are. You know, subsequently, I've 
worked in many African countries where I don't speak the language, but there is a language of 
heart. There's a language of body language, there is a, there's an intentional language that we 
can listen to, and that you give out. And I think that there were very few circumstances where 
you couldn't, through dialogue and translation and openness, broach the subjects, and to do 
so culturally and respectfully. To say, “I know that in your culture, it's probably not OK to speak 
about sex, but I have to understand certain things. How do we do this so that we're all 
comfortable about it?” and not just leave the elephant in the room. You know, I think that's one 
of the key lessons I learned is to ask, and to then listen and believe. You know, if people tell you 
something, to actually probe respectfully or just believe it. When Black Lives Matter happened 
Brené Brown brought out such a powerful podcast where she said that we can't take our 
worldview off. We can't take our lens, our worldview off. So if somebody else tells you what it's 
like from their vantage point, empathy is not the way to go. To say, “I know what you feel like.” 
The way to go is to believe you for your experience. And that's something that I find quite often 
in my corporate work is that I have to tell the executives that “Your vantage point has no value 
here. You have to believe the vantage points or the point of view of the people who are telling 
you – your customers or your employees – who are telling you something. Whether you agree or 
disagree, whether it fits into your worldview, or your frame of reference, whether it's accurate 
or not, becomes irrelevant, actually.”  
 
Katie 12:45 
Mari, there is a wealth of advice and wisdom in that answer, and my head is buzzing with 
another 90 questions. I'm not going to get through them all in this podcast. I'm already 
knowing I'm going to have to invite you back. I'm going to fast forward to today and I know 
that you've conducted more than 220 research studies over the last 17 years. And this has 
given you a wealth of insight into the way organisations are communicating today. It's 
impossible to share all of that wealth of knowledge and analysis with us, but can you tell us a 
little bit about what it's telling us in terms of particularly internal comms channels and 
messaging? Because I think that's going to be particularly pertinent to our listeners. 
 
Mari 13:30 
Absolutely. About half of those studies were in a corporate communication environment, the 
other half in a stakeholder engagement or a developmental setting. What's fascinating to me 
is that when communicators or executives want to get a message out, and they see that the 
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message isn't landing, they don't go and ask why. They just add more channels. They just shout 
louder. Right? So, I did my Master's study on internal communication. And what I actually did 
was, I took all the gold qual, silver qual, regional qual and prism, our local PRISA, our local PR 
bodies, award-winning internal communication case studies, and I compared them with 
communication theory. Now, the communication theory tells us that we need to have 
asymmetrical or dialogical communication. So, I took what we as industry reward. We say, 
“Well done, you're on the right track, you’re a best practice example, here's an award for you.” 
And I compared those 10 years of case studies with the theory. What I found was that only 9% 
of those case studies had feedback loops in them. And that's very concurrent with the analysis I 
did on all the internal communication audits that we've done, where we found that for every 10 
broadcasting channels, there is one listening channel. So, we are very clearly out of whack in 
terms of how we were naturally made with two ears and one mouth. And I find it very 
interesting that we as communicators and as organisational leaders have this urge to say what 
we want to say, rather than to understand first what it is that the audience want to hear. And 
then find a fusion between what we want to say what the audience need, and communicate. 
And, you know, the definition of communication is shared understanding, shared meaning. 
And I think that we still struggle with it. And I think digital communication, I'm sorry to say, has 
added to that woe, because now, you know, everybody is a producer, everybody can easily just 
broadcast. And, as communication professionals and as leaders, we can't be broadcasters, we 
have to be meaningful communicators, and that must place the emphasis on listening.  
 
Katie 16:23 
You must ruminate on the barriers, the obstacles, the challenges to creating that genuine 
conversation where there's genuine listening and opportunity for feedback loops and so on. 
What do you think are some of the biggest barriers and obstacles to that? Is it intention? Is it 
technology? You've mentioned social media makes the world so noisy, but I'm wondering if it 
really does come back to intention at the end of the day and a genuine- do leaders have a 
genuine desire to create shared meaning? Or is communication too often a tick-box exercise? 
 
Mari 17:04 
100% correct. I think often. And I don't just see this an our- and, you know, we get to work in 
multidisciplinary teams in organisations, you know, and I see it in the human resources space, 
how compliance drives employee relationships. I see it in individual professionalism and work 
ethic. I think the biggest mistake we’ve made in internal communication is to make 
organisations responsible for engagement instead of making it a requirement of professional 
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work ethic for each individual. If we don't see two sides of the coin, I think, if you don't know 
that you need to be a sender of information and a receiver of information and that 
responsibility shifts as you have a conversation. Imagine if this podcast just had you asking 
questions and me not answering. Or me rambling on and there was no structure to the 
conversation. And the one that I found most often is the biggest sin. The biggest sin isn’t not 
listening. At least when you're not listening people know you’re not listening, right? Here's what 
I found the biggest sin of our modern-day era is asking people questions and letting them give 
you answers through mostly surveys and then not doing anything with that information. Oh, 
my goodness, you know, it is so frequently that I go into organisations to do research and I 
would say, “but we've been answering questions and surveys and doing focus groups over and 
over and over again, and we never know what happens to the results.” So, part of my 
qualitative three-step process is that I built feedback into the research process. The research is 
not done until I have gathered all my participants, tell them what our findings were, and 
communicate what the organisation intends to do or not do with those findings. I think that is 
one of the key pitfalls today for communication research. Whether you do qualitative or 
quantitative research is not closing the feedback loop. 
 
Katie 19:30 
I just want to go back on something you said there which has blown my mind and I don't know 
why I have never thought about this before. You talked about employee engagement and 
making it everyone's responsibility. Now, that's- I'm struggling not to use the words ‘paradigm 
shift’ because it sounds totally junk language, Katie, but I can't think of anything else. But that 
idea that as a responsible grown-up within an organisation, you have that responsibility to 
ensure that everyone around you is partly as engaged as you are, basically. Is that what you 
mean? 
 
Mari 20:09 
Exactly! That's exactly what I mean. You know, I have a presentation slide with the scientific 
formula for Teflon on it. And I use humour frequently to drive home hard messages. But, 
people have become Teflon: nothing sticks, you know. And if you ever stood with a pen that 
was coated with Teflon and tried to get something to stick to it, you can shout at that pen. You 
can put you can put sticky substances in it. You can do all kinds of party tricks with Teflon, but 
Teflon is Teflon, right? And I think that's what we've done unintentionally, by saying that 
organisations are responsible for employee engagement. Here's what I think are the paradigm 
shift or the difference thinking process of this, and, actually, I've borrowed this from my 
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community development work (a lot of what I do in corporates, I have learned through the 
development communication background that I have): if you want to get someone to change 
their behaviour, you cannot do it on their behalf, right? You can create an environment and 
you can create a step-by-step facilitated process, but if they are not committed. Like an 
Olympic athlete, right, if they are not committed to exercise, do their exercise programme, the 
coach, are not going to win the Olympics. And that's sort of what we've done. We've 
disempowered people to the extent where we have this thing now I read frequent articles 
about ‘quiet quitting’. We first had the Great Resignation, people quitting toxic workplaces. 
Hello! In most organisations, there is one CEO, maybe 10 executives or 20 if it's a very large 
multinational, and there is 50,000 employees. Who is creating the toxic work culture here? So, 
my take on that is that we have to bring back balance in that coin, to say, “Yes, the 
organisation is responsible for the environment, but me as a professional, I'm responsible for 
engagements in that environment.”  
 
Katie 22:43 
Yeah. I love that thought. We've already mentioned the term, well, I think we mentioned both 
qualitative and quantitative research. So, just to step back for listeners, to define what we 
mean upfront by these terms. So, how would you define qualitative research? And how does it 
differ from quantitative? 
 
Mari 23:05 
Quantitative, I usually remember it as “the ‘n’ is for numbers”. And qualitative is all about 
storylines, narrative, and data that is not derived from statistics, right? Where I find people 
getting confused is that we think that if something has a percentage in it, it is quantitative. So, 
often, people will say, if I research a perception and I have a focus group, and I do content 
analysis, and I say “60% of the participants mentioned”, that doesn't make quantitative 
research. It is about where you source your data. So, if you have sourced your data in a 
numerical way through a survey that doesn't allow for expansion on understanding the why 
and the narrative, that is quantitative research. You only have statistics and numbers. 
Qualitative is when I go and understand what lies below the surface and unpack narrative, 
storylines and understandings. And sometimes we present those research results as numbers, 
but it doesn't make it quantitative research. So, qualitative research is all about perceptions, 
language, narrative and understanding.  
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Katie 24:39 
Brilliant, that's a very helpful definition. Listeners to this podcast will know that I've said 
probably many times that one of the reasons I love qualitative research so much is that the 
method is a message. And I think qualitative research, if it's done well, sends a real signal to 
participants that they are being valued, they're being heard, they're being understood. And 
you talked about closing the feedback loop. I couldn't agree more with that statement. But 
you have observed a real impact of this approach in a very tangible way, in a manufacturing 
environment. Can you tell us a little bit about that? 
 
Mari 25:19 
Absolutely. So, there's something very interesting that happens when we ask people questions. 
They start thinking. And what we observe in more than one environment, but specifically in a 
motor vehicle manufacturing plant, we were tracking their quality and production figures from 
before we started doing the research, during the research, after the research, and then 
through solution development and implementation. And we already saw an increase in 
production and an increase in the number of quick flags on quality issues just after the 
research. We hadn't even implemented anything, but just asking the questions around 
communication in that environment and why do you think it takes us so long to identify quality 
issues? Just asking those questions and asking it throughout the organisation, from all levels of 
the organization, already created a common language and a common thinking process. And 
they were self-solutioning. And I think that's the beauty of qualitative research: the answer is 
usually inside the organisation. You don't need to bring in external consultants to find answers. 
If you bring them in as a facilitator to look for the solutions bottom-up in your organisation, 
you are going to find people in your organisation who, because of a number of barriers – we 
know authority is a barrier for authentic communication, we also know in a lot of these 
environments, this manufacturing environment, between the guy who puts the screw in your 
car, who is on the line, and the quality manager who makes the decisions, there is seven layers 
of management – so, it's very, very difficult for that guy to get his message and intention and 
solution to the boardroom. And if we create the channel through organisational listening, or 
qualitative research, then usually we can find those solutions internally. And people respond. 
People want to be heroed, listened to. We are wired for connection. And, if I see you 
implementing my results, I will keep those ideas coming. It's when we don't see. I always use this 
example: if you give a two-year-old, no matter what race, no matter what tribe, no matter 
what, if you give it two-year-old a laptop, and it is on, and they start pressing buttons, and 
they see something happening, they're going to continue, and they are going to investigate 



	

    - 9 - 

this laptop. And that will probably keep them busy for quite some time. If you give that same 
two-year-old a laptop that is switched off, and they press the buttons and nothing happens, 
they disengage. And that's just human behaviour, right? So, as long as we show people what 
we do with their ideas, or get back to them and say, “That's a great idea. But you know what, 
here's a bit of context you and I didn't have. And that idea, unfortunately, it's not going to work 
for reason XYZ”, then you keep them engaged. And that's dialogue. That's qualitative 
research. It’s usually just the first step in a conversation that needs to be ongoing. 
 
Katie 29:14 
And one of the reasons I think I love qualitative so much is that the richness of the questions, so 
they tend to be open questions, don't they? They're not on that strict Likert scale where it's one 
to five or ‘yes’ or some degree of ‘yes’ or ‘no’. And, as you said, we have to start thinking then, 
really thinking about the answer and also articulate that answer. So, not only are we getting 
the substance of the answer, we're hearing the language someone's using, we're seeing the 
body language. So, if someone says “I'm really supportive of this” but the body language is 
saying something else, as a good researcher, you get the whole picture. Is there something very 
specific happening inside our brains during qualitative research when we're being asked these 
questions? 
 
Mari 30:05 
Absolutely, there are. So, if you do quantitative research, you do surveys, for instance, people 
tend to answer from the frontal lobe, they tend to give you the answer they think you want to 
hear, right? In qualitative research, we usually use examples. We say, “Tell me more, give me an 
example.” What I use very frequently is visual communication. So, I would use magazines, and I 
would put magazines out and I would ask people to look for a picture to describe a construct or 
a concept. Or I would use theatre: I would let people tell me a story by giving them a character 
and then tell me a story. What we do when we take people into story mode, example mode, 
visual explanation mode, is we take them beyond their frontal cortex into their emotive brain 
where we do integration, and we form our belief, and we will then really get authentic answers. 
They forget that they have to tell us what they’re supposed to do. They just tell us the example. 
They show us the picture and they explain it. They’re focusing on something completely 
different. And you will also then notice body language change, you'll notice people getting very 
passionate, you'll hear tones getting excitable, you'll see people getting engaged in the 
conversation. You don't see people clicking through a questionnaire and go “Oooh, that was a 
great experience!” you know? Whereas when you get people to share stories and examples, 
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you really stimulate oxytocin, serotonin, those hormones that take you deeper and deeper into 
connection and feel good. And that is the value of qualitative research in our brains. 
 
Katie 32:15 
You’ve just explained to me why I have on occasion seen quite extreme examples of emotion, 
actually, with participants. Sometimes, as you say, the passion comes out. Sometimes I've seen 
a massive amount of frustration, and I can remember at least one interview with a very senior 
executive who was in tears at the end of it and his frustration, and I think it was the 
opportunity, I guess he was accessing that feeling and that emotion and it just came out. 
 
Mari 32:43 
Qualitative researchers need to be very skilled. You know, my team of qualitative researchers 
that are in the field all have a social work or a similar background. They are trained in hostage 
negotiation, they are trained in trauma and trauma counselling. They are trained extensively 
to facilitate these kinds of processes. Because you can- you know, in South Africa, my team, we 
had violent riots last year in South Africa. And for one of our customers, we dispatched my 
qualitative research team into their environment that were affected, where there was loss of 
life, unfortunately, and my team are so well trained that they could go into that environment 
and do grief bereavement and could handle a lot of emotions. And, their day job is to access 
people and hold people with great respect. You need such wisdom when you do this work, and 
you need to take the ethical side of this work very, very seriously because you can also do a lot 
of harm in the process if you don't respectfully engage with people's emotions, if you ask me to 
open up and I do open up. And that's why feedback is so important for me. You really need to 
sometimes have tough conversations in boardrooms in order to respectfully treat the 
participants of your research. And you need really skilled facilitators in the field to do quality 
qualitative research. 
 
Katie 34:40 
One thing that's just occurred to me that I've seen as well that you get with qual that you don't 
get with quant is that when you are back in the boardroom in front of those 12 people you've 
just talked about, there's something about the feedback you're giving, the results you're giving, 
because it is in the language of the participants – not so much “76% thought this, 7% thought 
that” but “here's a typical comment” or “here's a story someone shared with us” – it resonates so 
much more. I think partly because leaders often, if they're in tune with their organisation, they 
recognise the story, they recognise the language and the terminology. Because I often involve 
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leadership teams in the same kind of questions and get them through the same process, 
they're thinking, “I said that” and I know none of them in the room said it, but it's something 
that they truly connect with and resonate. Have you found that too? 
 
Mari 35:39 
Absolutely, absolutely. I'll give you a recent example. I did a study in Zambia for one of my 
retail clients who have expanded quite vastly their footprint in Zambia, but then suddenly had 
a slump in sales and wanted to understand the customer and the environment better. So, off I 
went, 10 days research in Zambia, and really going without my own biases. You know, I took a 
very light briefing. I just said, “What do you want out of the research?” I clarified the research 
versus questions that I had to answer. And then I went and I used 16 different qualitative 
methods of gathering data: focus groups, interviews, content, analysis, social listening on 
some digital channels, et. And here I was in my first town, day one, and I interviewed youth on 
the street. And quick, quick, the end of the day, as I looked through the trends, they say to me, 
“You have to go to the border.” (The border of Congo was about 60 kilometres from there.) 
And the next day, as I was speaking to customers in customer interviews, “You have to go to 
the border.” And my customer had said nothing about the border so off I went to the branch 
manager, and I said: “Tell me about the border.” And he's like, “Why are you asking about the 
border?” And I was like, “Well, a lot of people that told me that I have to go to the border to 
understand the market. Why didn't you tell me to go to the border?” He said, “I've been telling 
Head Office for three years that you have to go to the border, they never go. So, I didn't 
bother telling you because you’re from Head Office.” I was like, “No, actually, quite frankly, no, 
I'm going to the border. Can I have a translator, please?” And off I went in a rental car not 
suitable for the roads. It was pouring with rain. And there I was at the border of Congo and 
Zambia and unearthed a retail opportunity to the tune of 40 million rand a month for this 
customer, but had the ability to articulate what the opportunity was, what I'd seen at the 
border, where I got the information to go to the border in the first place. And when I came 
back with that business case, the customers were flabbergasted. I mean, they were so happy 
that they'd paid for that research. But I asked them, I said, “People have told you to go to the 
border for three years. Why didn't you go?” And they were like, “We didn't understand what 
that meant. ‘Go to the border.’ Why should we go to the border?” So, it's that whole dilemma of 
when you get these hints in qualitative research, do not let your own biases stand in the way to 
actually follow the local knowledge, believe it and follow it. And then the ability to take what 
you've heard and connect it strategically to the organisation's research questions. And therein 
lies the magic in that combination of connecting the qualitative research to the business 
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strategy and building a business case from it. And I think that's why leaders respond so well as 
well if you do it right. 
 
Katie 39:11 
Yes. I've got in my head this analogy, and it happens to me quite often. I often think about sort 
of walking along a beach and picking up stones and looking underneath and thinking, “What 
am I going to find here?” Because I've got my set of questions. But that is only the starting 
point, as you say, that ability to dig deep and to find the nuggets of gold, I think is just so 
powerful. When it comes to internal comms (and I know your work is much broader than that) 
but when it comes to internal comms, clients come to you with three common IC pain points. 
Can you share those three with us? 
 
Mari 39:48 
Yeah, sure. So, the first one I get frequently is that people do engagement surveys and they 
have scores and their engagement scores either keep on declining or say the same, but they 
don't understand why. So, we usually then go in and do qualitative research, to map the people 
in the processes and understand what sits behind it. Usually communication is blamed for 
many things in the organisation, right? So, production isn't working, but it's a comms problem. 
It's fascinating to me how often communication gets blamed for many things. So, the one is, 
we have engagement statistics, we don't understand why. The second one is for operational 
issues. And that we always wait until it's like a big issue, like it's almost a crisis, you know, we 
have weekly shutdowns of our manufacturing plants, or we have 800 fires in our forests a year. 
And, like ,the pain is real, like, operationally our business is threatened. Those are usually 
operational pain points that have become something that can't be resolved by a spreadsheet, 
that kind of pain points. And then the third one, people know that they have to do diversity 
and inclusion work, but they don't really know how to approach it. So, I often get approached 
around diversity and inclusion work or where there has been an internal incident of sexual 
harassment or, you know- and I find it fascinating that I mostly get these calls when there is a 
real pain point and not when there is opportunities. So don't wait. Here's my advice to our 
listeners, especially internal communication practitioners. I had a conversation with a potential 
client last week. And he was saying, “Oh, now's not a good time to engage with you because 
our company is having a bad quarter. And I'm like, now is exactly a good time to engage with 
me. And, actually, you should have engaged with me when you were having your good 
quarters so that we could prevent the bad quarters.” You know, I'm a firm believer that you 
build good habits in good times. And then you have your good habits when the bad times hit.  



	

    - 13 - 

 
Katie 42:19 
That actually is a really good thought. And I think one thing that a lot of research fails to do is 
that it looks for the problem – it looks for the root cause of the problem, it dives deep into the 
problem, the whys, the where's, the wherefores of the problem – I don't think often we focus 
enough on great practice. Why is that working so well? And how can that practice be 
replicated? What's the root cause of that brilliant practice? I think that can be as, if not more, 
valuable sometimes. 
 
Mari 42:50 
Absolutely. And I always say to my team, “We need to focus on what is the customer going to 
do with this data? What is going to change after?” If we just present a problem, what has 
changed? Nothing. They just understand the problem better. And appreciative inquiry, and 
asset mapping and skills mapping is a part of our three-step qualitative research process. We 
really are solution-orientated when we do our qualitative research, and we ask people what 
works and why. And we articulate, “This is what the company needs to do. How would you go 
about it?” And very often also in communication campaigns. That's what I've learned in 
Khomanani. It's not about telling people “Don't have sex.” People are going to have sex. It's 
about, you know, and then the next one we do is “Have safe sex.” We don't tell people what it is 
that they need to do. Right? We just give out these one-liners. You know, safety 
communication, zero tolerance, do no harm. What is that? What do you mean? What should I 
do? Wear your safety boots every day, all day. Put on your safety goggles every time you turn 
on the machine. We should tell people what they should do, not what they shouldn't do. 
 
Katie 44:16 
Yes, yes. Try saying to a child, “Try to keep all the liquid in the glass.” It’s a much better 
instruction than “Don't spill it on the carpet.” 
 
Katie 44:26 
Exactly. You know, parenting by questioning. You know, leadership by questioning. So, don't 
say “You're late for school.” Just say “What time is it?” And they will figure it out. 
 
Katie 44:42 
Leading people to their own conclusions is so much more effective than you telling them, isn't 
it? Yes, absolutely. We have listeners who are thinking “I'd like to try some of this qualitative 
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research. This sounds great.” Can you say from the get-go some of the common mistakes to 
avoid? 
 
Mari 45:02 
Some of the common mistakes to avoid is to try and follow a quantitative approach with 
qualitative research. So, the prepositioning of answers in quantitative research is really a no-
go zone. You know, you have to have open-ended questions. You can do scenario planning, 
you can say “if this, then that”, but to preposition answers or ask leading questions is a big 
pitfall because, you know, you will then get the answers that your questions will lead you to. So, 
I think in qualitative research, the art of the question is a big one. And I've made those 
mistakes, you know? I've had to redo focus groups because by the time I get to the data, I go, 
“Oh, damn! I did it! I made that mistake.” You know, the second thing is being very aware of 
your own and your customer’s bias. Biases and your own perceptions, you need to document 
them, your own assumptions. And then you either need to test them or let them go. And just 
follow where the research leads you. And I think that's really, really important. And the trap is 
to focus on sample size and, you know, not quality narrative. So, I can do really, really small 
sample size qualitative research and get quality narratives. If I do only five focus groups and all 
five of those focus groups give me similar or really opposing trends, I know I have quality data. 
So very often people don't do qualitative research because it's expensive, because they think 
that they have to have a 10% or 20% or 50% sample size as you need with quantitative 
research to make it viable and reliable. What makes qualitative research viable and reliable is 
the quality of the data, not the size of the sample.  
 
Katie 47:26 
Absolutely. I'm going to ask you this from a, again, a sort of professional expertise point of 
view: when clients come to us asking for a quant and qual, or a combination of both, I have an 
instinct, and I'm not quite sure if it's really based on anything academic, but I have an instinct 
that it's OK to start with quant. I'd rather start with quant and then go into qual, rather than 
the other way round. So, I'm OK with like, “Let's gather some big data points here. This is not 
going to tell us why or how or dig deeper at all, but it's going give us a picture and from that it 
might throw up some areas we want to investigate further.” Would that be a logical thought if 
you wanted to combine both types of research? Or does it really not matter? 
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Mari 48:21 
A logical, very logical thought. What I usually do is, I usually start with the information that's 
available in the organization and I put a fresh lens on it. So, you would often get an HR report, 
executive report, sales report, manufacturing report, but very seldom will you get a 
combination of those reports where all of the indicators are plotted for a 12-month period on 
one spreadsheet, and you start looking for the patterns in that quantitative data that's 
already available in the organisation. I'll give an example for one of my customers that did and 
I found through doing that, that there was a correlation between the number of times that 
they move branch managers and their absenteeism and HR statistics. And I was like, wait a 
minute, here's a storyline. And when I spoke to the CEO, he's never put the reports next to each 
other on one spreadsheet. And we subsequently found four very big storylines between the 
different departments and correlations in the data. And then we went away and we explored 
those in qualitative research to understand the impact of them and the solutions for that. So, I 
wouldn't do- a survey would not have told me that. If I did a survey, you would hear this little 
undertone of, “I'm not so fond of surveys.” I am more fond of using existing business data to tell 
me stories from a quantitative perspective, and then going- that cost you nothing, right? That 
costs you five or six hours of analysis and a fresh lens. Theory of change is the tool that I use 
very frequently, in that regard, where I plot what I know about the organisation, I plot the 
assumptions, I plot my audience, I plot the touch points with the audience. And then I said, 
“OK, what do we want to change and what's the ideal?” And once I've got that theory of 
change, then I'll go and look at the business data that's already available and then I find the 
storylines in the data. And then I do go and do qualitative research. So, you don't need to do- 
what I've seen is that most people nowadays define quantitative research as a survey. It's not. 
There's lots of other quantitative methodology that we have to lean into that is far more rich 
and predictive for qualitative research than surveys. I think we've become a little bit lazy, to 
just send a survey and then tick the box and say, “We've done research and measurement.” 
 
Katie 51:34 
I like that approach because it's getting you also much, much closer to the business, individual 
functions, is getting under the skin of the business, which is great. You mentioned that your 
researchers have a background in social work, they know how to deal with the emotions that 
might crop up in qualitative research. I do have clients that say, “Look, you run a few of these 
focus groups, and we'll do a few.” How do you feel honestly about somebody who has great 
intentions and wants to learn, but doesn't really have a background, the background that your 
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researchers would have, about them running focus groups, for example? Would you say “Look, 
don't even try. It's not a good idea” or “Give it a go”? What's your gut reaction on that? 
 
Mari 52:23 
I would preposition with a bit of training. I would say, “Give it a go, but you're going to follow- 
I'm going to train you in a methodology” and then give them the training to empower them. 
You know, I believe that communication is organisational competence, right? So, I believe that 
all leaders need the ability to be able to facilitate, but I also know that none of us are born with 
the skills. These are skills. So, I actually have field work courses, where if people say to me, “I 
want my own HR people to sit in your focus groups”, even if they just want to observe, I will 
train them to say, “This is how field work works. These are the skills that you will see us use. 
These are the techniques.” I do, however, have a caution and it depends on the culture of the 
organisation. If, like, most organisations we’re usually called into because of, because of a pain 
point, if the organisational culture is one of low trust, having an independent person who will 
anonymously not confidential. In other words, in our reports, we don't say “Sue said this”, we 
say “The trend is XYZ”. So, what you say is not confidential, but it is anonymous. Your identity is 
not linked to it. So, if you're in a low-trust environment, putting someone like an internal 
facilitator into the room may inhibit how frankly people speak. If you have a high-trust 
engagement organisation, then that's not a caution, but it depends on where you're at in your 
levels of trust in the organisation, whether you could use internal facilitators or not. 
 
Katie 54:28 
I just want to underscore that Mari. It's so important, because I've walked into rooms where I've 
made it clear upfront that I'm independent, I don't work for the organization, I'm fresh to this 
problem and I'm here to learn, and there's been raised eyebrows. And it's like, “Well, yes, but 
who's paid you to be here?” There's such a low level of trust that even as an independent 
facilitator, there's a barrier to overcome. Now, I think you can overcome that quite quickly by 
making it clear that you're on their side, just to be here to listen, and you genuinely want to 
know what they have to say. But that shows you in those organisations that how low the trust 
bar is. 
 
Mari 55:08 
Absolutely. And that's why for me, I usually show them my report before I submit it. If it's a 
really low-trust organisation, I will say to you, I will commit to them in that focus group that “I 
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will not submit anything unless you approve it”. And I insist on the feedback loop in low-trust 
environments, and that already starts to re-establish trust, just in that action of transparency. 
 
Katie 56:43 
Yes, you are building trust in the room.  
 
Mari 56:46 
Because so frequently, participants in focus groups, or organisational communication audits, 
don't ever get to see the reports that we create. They go to the executives, and they don't go 
cascading down into the organisation. So, I have found also, it holds executives a little bit 
accountable when I say to them, “Oh, by the way, the participants have already seen these 
reports, you're not first to know it. So, there's no more secrets. You can't hide the results of this 
report, you're going to have to act on it. Good luck with that.”  
 
Katie 56:24 
Yes. I'm a big believer that we don't know what we don't know, essentially. We don't know the 
limits of our knowledge. Are you comfortable just naming one or two techniques or tools that 
an experienced facilitator would use? 
 
Mari 56:38 
A lot of the techniques that we use in qualitative research – and as I said, I've gained from 
behaviour change work in developmental setting – there's a great book, it's called The 
Development Communication Sourcebook. And it's available free for download on the World 
Bank's website. And in there, there is techniques like appreciative inquiry, techniques like the 
picture technique, where you ask people to give you a picture. When someone is having a really 
bad emotional response, or when you get someone who takes over the conversation, setting 
boundaries is very, you know, there's a point where you just shouldn't be politically correct in 
these conversations. You know, we have to say, “Excuse me, Ma'am or Sir, you've been taking 
over the conversation. I'm not sure if you're aware? I'm now going to ask you for the next five 
minutes-”. We have little sand timers. So, if we say this focus group is going to take one hour, 
we turn around the one-hour sand timer. And we use a 30-second sand timer, often to say, 
we're going to give everybody a chance to share their opinion. And you've got to have 30 
second or one minute in the hourglass to do that. And then you control who contributes to the 
conversation. So, there's a lot of techniques also, when you embed, you know, when you embed 
narrative, if you share information, and you let people then turn to one another, and say, “This 
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is what I've heard. I've heard her say the instruction is X Y, Z.” That's a very, very powerful tool, 
because then people have to verbalise what they've heard the instruction is, so it's not an 
authoritative voice saying what the instruction is, it's your peer, and it's yourself. So, that's a 
very, very powerful tool is to let people repeat what they've heard, or the instruction, or the 
main theme of the message in pairs or small groups. Very, very powerful technique. 
 
Katie 58:57 
Oh, I love all those and I love the idea of the sand timer because it's, it's very, as you said, very 
visual, isn't it? Rather than someone secretly keeping time, it's there for everyone and they can 
see those minutes, those seconds falling away. 
 
Mari 59:12 
We do a lot of those kinds of things in our work making it visible. Senses, we use the senses, you 
know, I would light a candle in the room that smells good. One of my tricks is I use soapy 
bubbles, you know, the bubbles kids blow? Devcom is famous for it that we make executives, 
engineers, accountants, all of them blow bubbles. And I would hand out these bubbles and 
then they say, “Oh, thanks. My kids will love this.” And I go, “It's not for your kids. It's for you.” 
And then I have to explain the scientific reason of course for blowing bubbles, which is: when I 
blow soapy bubbles and I engage my diaphragm and I take a deep breath and I blow the 
bubbles, I breathe. I become present in the room, because I look at these bubbles. You cannot 
be in a room full of bubbles and not giggle. I tell you now, grown men, executives, put 12 of 
them in a boardroom, give them soapy bubbles, let them blow it. What I'd let them do is 
starting to turn their backs on each other and then blow in the beginning, just so that they 
don't have to look at each other blow the bubbles, because somehow it's more socially 
acceptable to smoke together and blow out smoke than to blow soapy bubbles. 
 
Katie 1:00:33 
What an observation? 
 
Mari 1:00:37 
Soapy bubbles makes people breathe, makes them look up, makes them become very present 
in the room. And if they have stagnant energy in a room, you know that after-lunch shift, 
where you know things are just… your soapy bubbles, people, that's the trick. Makes people 
breathe, makes them become present, makes them giggle. The other one I use, you know, 
when you have to do an elephant in the room conversation, that conversation where nobody… 



	

    - 19 - 

is I ask for three volunteers to come up front and to blow up balloons until they pop. And they 
cannot stop until they pop. The feeling in the room, the anticipation in the room and the relief 
when finally one of those balloons pop and then the hop, you know? And then I explain this 
issue that we're tackling, it's like blowing up a balloon. “Did you feel what happened in your 
body, the tension? Everybody was holding their breath. That's what happens in organisations 
when we don't deal with stuff. It's not- people can see the balloon, people can see it's going to 
pop. And, so, I use very visual techniques in my workshops and qualitative research, let people 
engage their senses, let them be human, let them smell, let them taste, let them touch, let 
them experience, let them play. It really, really does let people become human again, you 
know? We are so behind screens, we are so behind masks, that in itself is a gift of the 
qualitative process is just to remind yourself and the people around you that it's OK to be 
human and to have feelings and opinions. 
 
Katie 1:02:30 
It does beg the question, Mari, whether you think we should try at all to do focus groups 
virtually in this hybrid world. We're doing so much virtually. Can anything be gained by focus 
groups and roundtable discussions in a virtual setting over Zoom or Teams, or should we just 
not even try? 
 
Mari 1:02:52 
I think you can, but I think it takes a really skilled facilitator. And I think it takes commitment 
from the participants to keep their videos on, to bring as much interaction, and especially in a 
virtual focus group, we make it very clear that we are going to come to each participant for 
their input. If you just throw the questions out there, people don't have their cameras on and 
you go “Any input?” and you get that silence. We all know that deadly silence. So, I think it 
takes a very, very skilled facilitator. It takes a very well-rehearsed and well thought through 
process and house rules to facilitate online. I do think if you can get it right, there is value. 
There's obviously a huge cost saving, but I'm not sure that you’ll get the same depth of 
information in online focus groups as you get in real-life focus groups. The level of observation 
that you get from body language from follow-up questions, that just isn't there in an online 
session. 
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Katie 1:04:09 
Yes, I would agree.  
 
Mari, have you got time for those quick-fire questions?  
 
Mari 1:04:14 
Yes, sure. Sure.  
 
Katie 1:04:15 
Let's go for it. So, what trait, habit, quality do you think that you possess that has contributed 
most to your career success? 
 
Mari 1:04:26 
Oh, I'm very cheeky, and I don't take no for an answer. 
 
Katie 1:04:31 
I love it. I love it. Complete this sentence: World-class internal communication is… 
 
Mari 1:04:37 
… listening, then believing what you’ve heard, then acting on that.  
 
Katie 1:04:47 
Perfect, thank you. And is there a book or maybe some other kind of resource, report, website 
that we should all read to be better communicators? 
 
Mari 1:04:58 
I've already shared the Development Comms Sourcebook of the World Bank, my number one 
resource. And then the work of behaviour analysts like Brené Brown, I love practical academics 
like Brené Brown, Susan Cain and Dr. Susan Brown, who has brought real human behaviour 
research that's scientifically done into the popular world. So those kinds of books and 
resources are absolutely valuable in internal communication space. 
 
Katie 1:05:32 
Thank you. And, finally, we give you a billboard for millions to see and you can put on that 
billboard any message you like. What are you going to put on your billboard? 
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Mari 1:05:43 
Tag! You are it. Stop waiting for someone else. 
 
Katie 1:05:48 
Oh, that's a message for our time. We haven't got time to find a hero, so you're just going have 
to do it. We're all going have to do it.  
 
Mari 1:05:57 
Yeah, stop being Teflon. Let it stick. 
 
Katie 1:06:01 
Mari, this has been an absolute joy, this conversation. Thank you so much for your wisdom and 
your insight. It's been wonderful. 
 
Mari 1:06:10 
Thank you very much for the opportunity, Katie. It felt like I had cup of tea with a very old 
friend who shares similar mindset. So, thank you very, very much. I've really enjoyed spending 
time with you and the listeners. 
 
Katie 1:06:28 
So, that's a wrap for this episode of The Internal Comms Podcast. For the shownotes and a 
transcript of today's episode, head over to AB’s website. That's abcomm.co.uk/podcasts. Plays 
of the show have risen by an amazing (wait for it) 750% this year, which is a testament to the 
growing interest in, and importance of, internal comms. If you'd like to help other IC folk find 
this show, please give the algorithms a little nudge by giving us a rating on Apple Podcasts. My 
thanks to Mari, my producer, John Phillips, our sound engineer Stuart Rolls, and my wonderful 
colleagues back at AB, all of whom keep this show on the road. And, finally, my heartfelt 
thanks to you for choosing this show. Whether you are a longstanding loyal listener, or a 
newbie, welcome, the show would be nothing without you. So, until we meet again, stay safe 
and well and, remember, it's what's inside that counts. 


