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We become what we behold. 

We shape our tools and then our tools shape us. 
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Introduction-A Profession in Flux 
 

How Americans consume and think about news and information 

changed dramatically in the course of a single lifetime bringing with it a 

host of challenges for those associated with the production of news, 

information, and related fields. Starting in the 1980s, television news grew 

from three national broadcasters to multiple news sources on cable 

television to citizen journalists distributing content directly on YouTube. 

Social media and other interactive media further disrupted the landscape of 

news and information and reshaped where and how people interact with 

news, topics covered by the media, and who can capture widespread 

interest and attention.  

Public relations and journalism have a symbiotic relationship. While 

public relations practitioners provide story ideas, access to spokespeople, 

and content (such as data, images, and bylined articles) to journalists, 

reporters provide PR practitioners with an opportunity to include messages 

and shape news coverage in ways that maintain, advance, or repair 

organizational reputations. This leaves PR practitioners similarly coping with 

a shifting media environment that has an impact on roles, knowledge, skills, 

and expertise. Today, a public relations professional is expected to influence 

both a news reporter who covers multiple subjects because newsrooms 

have shrunk, and a high-profile blogger who might expect compensation to 

write a product review in addition. The distinction between news and 

advertising has blurred, leaving the line between advertising and PR 

ambiguous. This presents new challenges for PR professionals that will 

require new skills and abilities to compete on creativity. While those in PR 

say that creativity is important to the field, it has not been central to how 

the profession functions in terms of organizational roles and activities, 

particularly compared to advertising. 
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Public relations practitioners and academics have long pointed to 

symmetrical two-way communication and the ensuing relationships that 

develop as a key differentiator between PR and advertising. PR envisions its 

role as equally focused on listening and mediating the opinions of various 

publics that are central to the reputation of the organization. Ideally, 

professionals inform senior leaders of audience-based insights to have a 

true two-way communication function. However, reality often falls short of 

this ideal due to a host of factors including professional expertise, 

organizational structures, internal politics, as well as time and resources.  

How can public relations professionals improve their ability to listen to 

their publics and engage key decision makers and leaders in the process? 

How can those in the public relations field adapt to an environment that is 

becoming a dynamic hybrid of PR, advertising, and marketing? How can 

those within public relations navigate the tension between creativity and the 

need to protect organizational reputation by mitigating risk?  

In this study, I explore how public relations practitioners can use the 

design thinking method as a new approach that provides a deeper 

understanding of audience needs while enhancing the creativity of PR 

practitioners. The design thinking method has been widely adopted by 

businesses, nonprofit organizations, governments, and higher education to 

increase innovation by fostering empathy, creativity, and testing. This work 

will make use of design thinking to develop a card-based tool for PR 

practitioners that integrates communications strategies and tactics plus 

design and website usability methods within the design-thinking framework. 

I will begin by exploring the development of design thinking from an 

ontology among those in design fields—architecture, graphic design, fashion 

design, and product design, among others—to its articulation as a process 

that can be learned and used by those outside the design field. This work 

will explore how design thinking aligns with research on creativity and 
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innovation, including use in the workplace. In exploring its use within the 

workplace, this study will consider whether design thinking is a method, a 

culture as some users describe it, or both. Finally, we will explore the use of 

cards as a tool by designers and business innovators to facilitate dialogue to 

further creativity. 

The work will then look at the field of public relations and the 

challenges it faces right now—including social media and the convergence of 

public relations, advertising, and the broader domain of marketing—and the 

implications for the future of PR. Other environmental pressures, including 

shifting business models, competition, lack of diversity, and education will 

be considered. To understand the landscape of professional public relations, 

I will explore the role of professional associations in shaping and codifying 

the approaches used by practitioners including research methods and 

planning models. 

  Using both primary and secondary research, I explore the methods 

used by practitioners to understand their audiences through formative 

research by reviewing nationally recognized public relations campaigns. 

Based on this starting point, I explore when and which planning methods 

and formats professionals use through primary research including in-depth 

interviews with public relations and marketing practitioners in Minnesota 

and a survey of practitioners in Minnesota and across the nation. In 

addition, I review both primary and secondary sources regarding attitudes 

toward the importance of creativity along with methods used to generate 

ideas. Beyond methods, my work asks practitioners to consider what overall 

challenges they face in their work and to identify their largest barrier.  

In addition, I share my experience of using the iterative design 

thinking process to develop a deck of cards specifically for PR practitioners 

using the five steps of the design thinking process. I will compare my 

experiences using design thinking to other planning methods and offer 
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insights on similarities and important differentiators in these approaches. 

Additionally, I will approach this project considering reflexivity and 

acknowledging my own perceptions and assumptions and how these 

intersect with the research. This work will provide recommendations for 

public relations practitioners regarding the use of new methodologies as 

well as insights for researchers in the field regarding gaps between 

academia, professional associations, and practitioners.  
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PART I 

Ascendency, a Reckoning, and Path Forward 

 

Chapter 1-On the Rise: The Culture of Design Thinking 

 Design thinking emerged as a popular term in business media over the past 

decade. While the first online search for “design thinking” occurred in May 2005, 

interest in the concept grew steadily starting in 2009, according to Google Trend. 

Today businesses, schools, government, healthcare, and non-profit organizations 

use this term and the process it represents, as a paradigm to support creativity and 

innovation. Despite its rapid adoption at various levels of organizations, the field of 

public relations has not readily embraced the design thinking methodology. 

 

Fig. 1. Total number of searches in Google for “design thinking” from January 2006 

to September 2018.   
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Before considering how design thinking could influence public relations, we 

will explore what design thinking is, its connection to the disciplines of design and 

how it is framed for a wider audience. In addition, we will consider how design 

thinking aligns with research on creativity and innovation as well as how the 

qualities that support innovation can be nurtured in the workplace.  

 

Historical Origins of Design Thinking 

The current design thinking movement is traced by Craig Vogel to the role of 

architects and designers in the late nineteenth century, including Frank Lloyd 

Wright and William Morris, who reacted against the emerging business and 

engineering focus on standardization and “quantitatively driven management” 

(Vogel 18). Instead, these architects brought an integrated approach that 

emphasized the human experience to their work. In the development of design 

thinking as concept, design professor Richard Buchanan published his seminal essay 

“Wicked Problems in Design Thinking,” over twenty-five years ago. Buchanan 

positions design pedagogy and practice as uniquely suited to solve challenges in the 

twentieth century and beyond; challenges which are more complex, larger in scale, 

and technically more sophisticated. Design evolved from a craft and trade to an 

academically grounded practice that integrates science, technology, art, and the 

social sciences. Buchanan argues that design’s interdisciplinary nature allows 

practitioners to expand the scope of design to solve particularly difficult problems, 

which he classifies as wicked problems based on Horst Rittel’s definition.  Wicked 

problems are inherently complex, difficult to define, involve stakeholders with 

conflicting values, and are confusing (Buchanan 16).  

To Buchanan, a key to how designers approach wicked problems is not to 

define the problem-solving process as linear and logical which breaks with the 

traditions of science, engineering, and business. Buchanan acknowledges that 

design integrates elements of science and art so that designers are uniquely able to 

address both the “universal” and “particular” elements of the problem through a 

process that leads to highly contextualized solutions compared with the scientific 

method. Designers continually move among these seeming opposites—logic and 
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creativity, specific and universal, human and non-human, time-bound and 

timeless—as part of their process or thinking (Buchanan). 

Unpacking Design Thinking 

For a concept that has quickly blossomed into the public consciousness, an 

interesting element of design thinking is the lack of a common definition of how one 

“thinks” like a designer. Both the academic and business literature describe design 

thinking as a process adapted from the overarching academic discipline of design, 

which includes product design, graphic design, architecture, and interior design. 

These are characterized as four general domains: symbolic and visual 

communications; material objects; activities and organized services; and complex 

systems or environments for living, working, playing, and learning which Buchanan 

distills down to creating “signs, things, actions, and thoughts” (Buchanan 19–20). 

The terms frequently used to define design thinking for a broader audience focus on 

the contradictory and oppositional aspects of the process. In Design Thinking for 

Strategic Innovation: What They Can’t Teach You in Business or Design School, 

Idris Mootee defines design thinking as, “The search for a magical balance between 

business and art, structure and chaos, intuition and logic, concept and execution, 

playfulness and formality, and control and empowerment” (Mootee 32). The 

academic and popular literature frame the “thinking” element of design thinking as 

more than a cognitive framework or philosophical approach to problem solving 

since the process contains social and collaborative, experiential, and embodied 

elements. While individuals use the design thinking process, many case studies 

situate the method as a group process and experts note the impact of 

organizational power and status dynamics on the success of the method.  

The process at the heart of design thinking is loosely defined. Leading authors 

and influential organizations within the field define the sequence with varying 

names and numbers of steps; however, the overall pattern of the process is similar 

(Table 1). In fact, this lack of a codified and singular view of the method reflects 

the design thinking approach as a loosely defined process that favors flexibility over 

rigidity. Tim Brown asserts that design thinking is based upon the core idea that, 

“there is no ‘one best way’ to move through a process” (16) and the process may 
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be recursive with practitioners looping several times through various stages, 

making the approach more nonlinear than it appears at first glance. The iterative 

nature of design thinking is similar to other contemporary methodologies used in 

software and web development, such as Agile. In contrast, Agile is a clearly defined 

structure with steps and roles for participants, which can lead to discussions over 

whether a group practices “true” Agile or “faux” Agile (Lent). Due to its inherent 

ambiguity, design thinking has not seen similar conflict among practitioners 

regarding adherence to the method.  

Terms used to define the design thinking process are noted by David Kelley, 

Tim Brown, Christoph Meinel and Larry Leifer, IDEO (a design firm founded by 

David Kelley where Brown currently serves as CEO), and the d.School (Stanford 

University’s Hasso Plattner Institute of Design, commonly referred to as the 

d.school, also founded by David Kelley) in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 

Defining the design thinking process as noted by Kelley, Brown, Meinel and Leifer, 

IDEO, and d.School. 

Step 
David 
Kelley 

 
Tim Brown  

Meinel and  
Leifer  

 
IDEO 

 
d.School 

1 Understand 
the market 

Human 
centered 
research 

(re)Define the 
problem: design 
never ends 

Frame a 
Question 

Empathize  

2 Observe Prototyping Need finding and 
benchmarking: 
understand the 
users, design space 

Gather 
Inspiration 

Define 

3 Visualize Storytelling Bodystorm: ideate Generate 
Ideas 

Ideate 

4 Evaluate 
and Refine 

Marked by 
divergent 
(create 

Prototype: build Make Ideas 
Tangible 

Prototype 
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choices) and 
convergent 
(make 
choices) 
thinking 

5  Implement Test: learn Test to 
Learn 

Test 

6    Share your 
story 

 

  

Given the range of terminologies, steps in the methodology, and the lack of a 

precise definition for design thinking itself, it is worth exploring the framework in 

more detail and the contemporary influencers who have made the process 

accessible and compelling for non-designers, and considering why this approach 

has become so popular.  

 

Bringing Design Thinking into the Mainstream 

The Art of Innovation: Lessons in Creativity from IDEO, America's Leading 

Design Firm, by Tom Kelley and Littman, promoted design thinking as a model for a 

broader business leadership audience interested in creativity and innovation. IDEO 

is renowned for its development of a range of products and services, from Apple’s 

first mouse to the service model of Sephora. The work of Kelley and Littman 

provides an accessible guide for business leaders to follow under the new rubric 

“design thinking” with IDEO case studies to illustrate both the process and results. 

Kelley points to the interpersonal elements that he believes support creativity 

within groups and entire organizations, particularly encouraging ideation by 

reducing or minimizing power differences within organizations.   

Connected thought IDEO, Tim Brown, president and CEO of IDEO, points to 

the expansion of design from the narrow confines of academia and practice to its 

broader appeal as due to its utility to solve a range of problems, which Brown calls 

“design with a small d.” Brown articulates design thinking as a journey of design 
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expertise from a focus on things to a broader focus on ideas and experiences. 

Rather than executing at a tactical level against a client’s specification, Brown 

advocates that designers form strategic partnerships with clients to find unmet 

needs and identify new solutions. Like Buchanan, Brown articulates design thinking 

as the “interplay” of several thought processes: synthesis and analysis operate 

along one axis while the related oppositions of divergence and convergence operate 

along the other.  

Businesses, education institutions, and nonprofit organizations are looking to 

design thinking since innovation is a strategic asset for an organization, particularly 

given how quickly environments, markets, and technology can change. Brown 

warns business leaders that relying on minor incremental improvements to their 

product or service puts them at risk of falling behind in the market. Idris Moottee 

and Daniel Pink advance this argument further, asserting that organizations must 

cultivate and harness the creativity of all of their employees in order to succeed in 

the era of global competition (Moottee, Pink).  

 

Storytelling, Immersion, and Context 

A central tenet in design thinking is the value of understanding the experience 

of users or customers by observing and interacting with these people in the 

environments closest to where they will experience the service, idea, or product. 

Contextual details play a significant role in the process of understanding the 

customer’s needs and the design field has used a range of qualitative techniques to 

gather these insights, including ethnographic research and observation as well as 

quantitative research approaches. The leading exponents of design thinking stress 

that the process encourages methods that lead to insights beyond what are usually 

obtained through focus groups and surveys or research conducted in a research 

setting. While designers may use professional researchers, the designers 

themselves—along with their clients and other stakeholders—are expected to 

participate. Industrial designer Patricia Moore made this hands-on approach 

famous. Moore spent years using makeup, prosthetics, and clouded glasses to 

simulate the experiences of people who are older to better understand the 
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challenges they face with everyday tasks while also developing empathy through an 

immersive approach. (Patnaik 166-70). 

Beyond seeking to understand the customer through hands-on research, 

Brown connects storytelling, which uses narrative to develop empathy, as an 

important tool to help speed adoption of new ideas. Brown asserts that the ‘people’ 

element of design needs to be made manifest or transmitted socially via storytelling 

as part of the design thinking process and that storytelling itself may serve as the 

solution to the problem that needs to be solved. An example of the impact of 

storytelling from Brown is Cool Biz, an energy reduction campaign in Japan, which 

sought to reduce energy use, particularly in workplaces. The project enlisted 

Japanese business leaders as influencers to challenge cultural attitudes towards 

workplace dress by encouraging men to not wear ties and jackets during the 

summer, which reduced energy use by changing indoor air temperatures (Brown 

100-102). The results of this project are impressive with an estimated reduction of 

carbon dioxide emissions of 1.14 million-tons, according to Wikipedia. 

 

Collaboration and Culture 

 Although individuals use design thinking, a central benefit of the method is 

its ability to foster collaboration within organizations. Most popular writers on 

design thinking note that leaders must consider their organizational culture to 

ensure design thinking can succeed as an innovation strategy. Traditionally 

organizational culture change or change management is the responsibility of those 

within human resources or outside consultants in organizational development. 

However, design-thinking authors identify organizational roles and status 

differences in the workplace as barriers to collaboration and creativity. Specifically, 

Brown and Kelley identify organizational barriers to success including structuring 

input sessions or brainstorms in ways that reduce ideas due to internal political and 

social inhibitions. In addressing other designers, Julian Jenkins goes so far as 

identifying nine dysfunctional organizational cultures, which he defines as “cults,” 

that can be the “enemy of design” (Jenkins 25).  
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Table 2  

Jenkins’ Nine Organizational Cults and Corresponding Design Environment 

Dysfunctional organizational cults Design-friendly cultural 

environments 

Cult of control and hierarchy Culture of empowerment and 

authorization 

Cult of performance and short-term 

success 

Culture of learning from failure and 

looking for long-term outcomes 

Cult of efficiency and cost-cutting Culture of effectiveness and value 

creation 

Cult of productivity and busyness Culture of reflection and focused action 

Cult of competition and empire-building Culture of collaboration and shared 

purpose 

Cult of compliance and assurance Culture of judgment and trust 

Cult of risk avoidance Culture of possibility and 

experimentation 

Cult of blame-shifting and arse-

covering 

Culture of truth-telling, of honest 

critique 

Cult of rigorous process as salvation Culture of heuristics and agility 

 

 Jenkins illustrates how these dysfunctional organizational cultures manifest 

using the example of busyness being valued making it difficult to gather the needed 

decision-makers to be part of the design process (25). Designers are urged to be 

strategic in considering how to work with organizations and the need to address the 

“organizational ecosystem” through relationship building, considering the human-

side of change, embracing systems thinking, and bringing rigor to the changes that 

traditional organizations face in embracing design thinking on a larger scale (24-

32). Like Jenkins, IDEO has responded to the creative barriers in many 
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organizational cultures by identifying an opportunity for training to include sessions 

on team development that focus on the interpersonal elements of the workplace.  

The cultural element of organizations using design thinking emerged in a 

recent study that looked at measuring the impact of design thinking within 

organizations. In seeking to define what design thinking is within their organization, 

some participants stated that it was a culture (Schmiedgen, Spille, et al. 162). A 

leader at Intuit found it difficult to consider measuring the impact of design thinking 

because “It has just permeated what we do and how we do it now. So [design 

thinking] becomes such a part of the company [that] you can’t separate it out and 

measure it per se” (166).  

The cultural element of support for design thinking is important because 

several aspects of the process require people to interact within collaborative groups 

in unique ways. First, the ideation phase often involves sketching or drawing as a 

way to help visualize and communicate products or service experiences. While 

people may be comfortable writing a concept on a Post-It note in words, most 

Americans do not engage in drawing or sketching as part of their work and may 

have a limited arts education due to a shift away from including the arts in K-12 

education over the past four decades (Smith, F.). Similarly, the prototyping 

experience within design thinking asks many people to step outside of their roles 

and preferred methods of working, including people who work in a creative 

capacity. Traditionally, prototyping is a process conducted within the new product 

development space or in marketing to “mock up” a product package, display, 

document, or other creative output. Based on my experience working in marketing 

communications for consumer packaged goods firms, prototype development occurs 

in a small group for brief periods for initial discussion, but most of the time spent 

prototyping is conducted by individuals working on their own. In fact, there is often 

a mandate to refine and polish designs before sharing them with internal 

stakeholders and leaders due to a fear that a lower-quality prototype will be 

rejected solely on its execution rather than the quality of the concept. This is borne 

out by research data from University of Minnesota College of Design professor Barry 

Kudrowitz regarding sketch quality (Krudrowitz, et al). This can lead teams and 
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individuals to spend an inordinate amount of time on initial concept sketches and 

prototypes at the early stage when the concept is being refined. In contrast, the 

design thinking process asks everyone within the group to participate in 

prototyping, often in very fast iterative sessions which seek to prove the concept 

before moving onto prototypes that are more refined. Like drawing, prototyping as 

a group becomes a performative element of design thinking, which can make many 

people very uncomfortable because they fear being judged based on the quality of 

their ability to draw or make something tangible. Both Brown and Kelley highlight 

the importance of prototyping as an embodied activity that facilitates dialog and 

discussion within the process in way that facilitates the collaborative group 

experience. The value of rapid prototyping is attested to by many designers, 

including Heather M.A. Fraser, who points to her experiences with business teams 

that quickly developed rough prototypes in two days using office supplies compared 

to the weeks it would take to create refined prototypes for a hefty fee (Fraser 39-

40). 

Creativity and the Workplace 

Studies of creativity have used several approaches to better define and 

understand what creativity is and how to increase creative capacity for individuals 

and organizations. The methods of study have ranged from intensive reviews of the 

lives of famous inventors, scientists, and artists to psychological experiments and 

the development of statistically valid measures of creativity.  Among the most 

prolific recent psychologists to study creativity is Robert J. Sternberg, whose theory 

on creativity is that it is not something that one is born with but rather some 

individuals decide to invest their time and resources to develop and advance their 

creative ideas. Sternberg identifies processes and attitudes that facilitate creativity:    

I have proposed a number of different decisions by which one can develop 

one’s own creativity as a decision: (a) redefine problems, (b) question and 

analyze assumptions, (c) do not assume that creative ideas sell themselves: 

sell them, (d) encourage the generation of ideas, (e) recognize that 

knowledge can both help and hinder creativity, (f) identify and surmount 

obstacles, (g) take sensible risks , (h) tolerate ambiguity, (i) find what one 
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loves to do, (k) delay gratification, (l) role-model creativity, (o) allow 

mistakes, (p) encourage collaboration, (q) see things from others’ points of 

view, (r) take responsibility for successes and failures, (s) maximize person-

environment fit, (t) continue to allow intellectual growth. (Sternberg 87-98) 

The vast majority of Sternberg’s  seventeen decisions that enhance creativity 

are supported by the design thinking process, either explicitly (“see things from 

others’ point of view” aligns directly with empathy, for example) or as an element 

found within the popular business literature regarding design thinking. Additionally, 

Sternberg views leadership as part of the dialogic process within a domain that 

advances a creative idea to “bring others to a particular point in the 

multidimensional creative space” (Sternberg XX). Sternberg’s focus on creative 

leadership connects the “selling” of new ideas with the advancement within a 

particular domain. Conversely, a new theory on leadership from Luis Martins and 

Violina Rindova cited in HRDive argues that business education needs to teach 

future leaders how to "imagine into the future, rather than re-enacting the past,” 

by cultivating a forward thinking approach using techniques such as design thinking 

(O’Donnell). 

In contrast to Sternberg, Teresa Amabile looked at the impact of business 

and organizational leadership on creativity and identified the important ways that 

managers can negatively impact creativity, which include choice of assignments and 

level of challenge, assumptions about employee motivation, and how managers 

respond to ideas from subordinates (Amabile). In fact, Amabile’s research found 

that people view being critical of new ideas as a way to “appear smarter to their 

bosses” and this strategy often works, particularly in organizations that are 

creativity-averse. However, this can result in organizations where people are afraid 

to generate and share new ideas. Managers can foster creativity within groups by 

assembling diverse teams, yet managers may resist this since they are more likely 

to conflict (83). Psychologist Keith Sawyer’s research into group creativity identified 

the dual nature of environments that foster collective ideation: individual 

participants must feel a sense of individual control while also attending to the 

interpersonal element of the collaborative experience, which he calls “group flow,” 
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(Sawyer 57).  The importance of interpersonal communication on group function is 

borne out by a recent study of group intelligence. The collective intelligence of a 

group of people has no correlation to the individual levels of intelligence of its 

members. Rather, psychologists found the strongest correlation with the “social 

sensitivity” of group members, more equal distribution in turn taking while talking, 

and having female members within the group (Wooley, A., et al. 688). 
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Chapter 2-Spin Cycle: Public Relations and its Existential Crisis 

The field of public relations is comparatively modern, beginning at the turn of 

the last century with the advent of mass media. Many early thought leaders in the 

profession developed theories, strategies, and practices still considered relevant 

today. Among these early leaders was Ivy Lee who declared that public relations 

encompassed “the entire gamut of expression of an idea or of an institution” (Lee 

7). The leading professional association in the country is the Public Relations 

Society of America, which revised its definition of public relations in 2012 to “Public 

relations is a strategic communication process that builds mutually beneficial 

relationships between organizations and their publics.” In a typical PR twist on the 

process, PRSA crowdsourced the definition from its members before putting it to 

members to vote  (“PRSA Announceas the Final Definition of ‘public Relations’”).  

While the common perception of PR is of media relations “spin,” the field 

encompasses marketing communications, crisis communications, internal 

communications, issues management, and reputation/brand management. 

Typically, PR is taught in journalism school and requires both strong writing and 

editing skills along with a keen interest in the news. These shared attributes are 

why it is common for journalists to move into public relations and occasionally for 

PR practitioners to become journalists. 

Although advertising and public relations sit under the function of marketing, 

all three fields traditionally have had different areas of focus. Primarily, public 

relations focuses on accuracy and truth within communication and distributing 

messages through intermediaries, such as the news or influential people, as part of 

managing the broader reputation of an organization. Advertising focuses on 

creativity and capturing attention through paid media that support larger brand 

development. Research has found that PR has more credibility than advertising 

because journalists provide third-party validation for the messages the public 

relations intends to convey. Marketing focuses on the development of new products 

and services as well as developing the organizational brand. For a marketer, 

advertising and PR are tools used to meet business or organizational objectives and 

the advent of integrated communications has emerged over the past several 
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decades as an approach that seeks to integrate all of the promotional elements of 

PR and advertising in order to meet the broader marketing goals. While these 

efforts to coordinate more closely can have greater impact on the success of 

projects, there are fundamental mindsets that are often different between those in 

marketing and advertising compared to public relations. PR focuses on the opinions 

of stakeholders inside and outside the organization, how an organization maintains 

its reputation with the public, and using persuasion rather than advertising 

saturation. 

 

Environment and Challenges: Showing Results through Data 

 An additional challenge in the current environment is a focus on outcome 

measurement, also called metrics and evaluation, to show the value of PR. This 

focus on quantifying activities and impact typically far outweighs the time and 

resources spent on formative research that identifies the motivations and needs of 

the audience at the beginning. Data typically considered for metrics include number 

of media stories, tonality of coverage (negative, neutral, mixed, or positive), 

weighting of coverage relative to importance, and other measures. Significant 

professional and academic research has been focused on accurately measuring the 

value or return on investment of communications and public relations to highlight 

the higher credibility of earned media (or news coverage) compared to advertising 

or paid media (Institute for Public Relations). The focus on outcomes, or summative 

research, is in part due to Google Analytics and media monitoring tools that 

produce data saturated reports quickly and easily. Yet truly measuring the impact 

of communications by testing awareness and receptivity to messages before and 

after a campaign is rare, in my experience.  

  When formative research is conducted, it tends to rely very heavily on a 

handful of methods, including secondary research. Working for thirty years in public 

relations, my experience has been that many practitioners rely heavily on surveys 

for formative research because they are low cost and quantitative. While survey 

best practices are well known, steps are often omitted due to time and cost, such 

as pre-testing questions to ensure clarity and reduce bias. Even voluntary surveys 
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of a small population, which do not allow for sampling and are therefore less 

reliable, may be considered better by practitioners because the data is numeric. 

Another common method in public relations formative research is focus groups 

although the limitations of this method are well known, including the impact of 

social dynamics on candor and participants who may not truly reflect the intended 

population for the research project. Neither surveys nor focus groups provide 

additional context that can be valuable including information visible within the 

environment, social networks, and other data.  

 Within public relations, others have noted the lack of consideration for 

qualitative formative research, including noted PR practitioners Brian Solis and 

Deirdre Breckenridge (Putting the Public Back in Public Relations) who point back to 

early practitioners who championed the use of a range of social science techniques. 

However, they point to the limitations of traditional public relations—from theory to 

practice—in responding effectively within the highly dynamic Web 2.0 environment. 

The Web 2.0 framework for marketing and public relations has generated an 

approach, developed by practitioner Gini Dietrich in Spin Sucks, based on paid, 

earned, shared, and owned media. The paid component includes advertisements, 

paid endorsements and paid reviews. Earned represents traditional news media 

coverage and other stories that are “pitched” such as blogger reviews. Shared 

channels are those that include audience interaction and engagement, such as 

social media (Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and related channels). Owned represents 

channels that an organization controls entirely, such as websites, printed materials, 

signage, and events. One challenge within this new framework is the lack of a 

singular term: client, customer, audience, stakeholder, or user.  

 Solis and Breckenridge assert that PR practitioners need to tap the social 

sciences to help them navigate the Web 2.0 environment: 

The future of communications requires the consideration of 

sociological principles when integrating social media into the 

marketing chemistry. This is one of the most important points 

where you simply need to stop and think about things. As in all 

marketing, the most effective campaigns start with listening, 
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reading, watching, and observing. In the world of social media, 

this is not an option. It's dependent on sociology and the study 

of people and cultures online before you even think about 

engaging them in conversation. (75)    

Measurement scholar Jim Macnamara points to the hegemony of Western bias 

toward numeric data and its impact on the field of public relations and the gap that 

this creates: “As well as being reductionist, scientific research is purportedly 

conducted from a dispassionate perspective, detached from all human subjectivity 

and emotion. Therein lay its greatest limitation as a method for studying human 

communication” (Macnamara, “Breaking” 8). 

 In my experience, the reality is that formative research budgets are often 

limited, especially when balanced against the cost of showing results. A scan of 

public relations research on the formative research methods and frequency of use 

by practitioners and consultation with librarians in the School of Journalism and 

Mass Communications did not identify existing data.  

Convergence of PR, Advertising, and Marketing 

 Public relations, advertising, and marketing experienced a seismic shift over 

the past ten years with the advent of increased internet speeds, social media, and 

the emergence of bloggers, video bloggers, and other non-journalists as 

“influencers,” a category that now includes citizen journalists, experts, and a new 

brand of niche celebrity. This new environment features increased interactivity and 

engagement and is referred to as “Web 2.0” as it marked a seismic shift in how 

people and organizations interact. Marketers have a wealth of data available about 

audiences and how they interact with media and brands. Signs of the convergence 

of advertising, marketing, and PR are strong. For example, the number of public 

relations agency leaders whose client is in marketing increased significantly in 2016 

(University of Southern California Center for Public Relations School and The 

Holmes Report 19). Another survey of PR professionals found that 87% of 

respondents think the term public relations will be inaccurate to describe their role 

in five years (Shah). 
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Challenge: Bridging Diversity 

 Another challenge faced by the public relations profession is the significant 

lack of diversity among practitioners. Public relations agencies are 73% female, 

83% white and 96% of practitioners have a college degree (The Holmes Report, 

“Best Agencies to Work For” survey). Similar to advertising, niche public relations 

firms specialize in PR for specific race and ethnic markets, such as Asian American, 

LGBTQ, and Eastern European communities in the United States. However, not 

every organization can afford this option, which presents serious obstacles as the 

United States becomes more diverse.  

 While advertising agencies have faced pushback regarding their lack of 

diversity from major corporations such as General Mills and Verizon, in the past 

several years, the same has not occurred for public relations agencies, but the 

threat remains. At a deeper level, the lack of diversity among those who create 

messages for organizations points to significant gaps, particularly given the 

emphasis on summative research over formative. 

 Design thinking does not alter the types of employees within an organization, 

but it can provide an immersive learning environment for those in public relations 

to step outside of their worldviews and inherent bias and consider how the 

experiences of others shape how communications are received. Design uses 

practices of co-design or co-creation to involve the audience in all or part of the 

design thinking process. Beyond the common PR mentality of ensuring that 

audience research is “diverse,” the field could learn from design and embrace a 

wide range of audiences by using a co-creation approach to harness the creativity 

and insights of a wide range of participants in the process. 
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Chapter 3-Creatives v. Flacks: A Critical Comparison of Design  

Thinking and Public Relations 

 

Understanding Others: Research Approaches 

Considering the literature on design thinking from the perspective of the 

communications profession, several themes stand out as radically different from the 

perspective of communications. The first is the framework for understanding the 

audience or users: design uses the term “empathy” and emphasizes the need to be 

close to and understand the world from the user perspective, while public relations 

and communications frames it as “research” with an implicit belief that quantitative 

data is superior and more generalizable and valid. Interestingly, most people 

overlook the fact that systems of counting—known as numbers—are a cultural 

construct not found universally among all societies (Everett).  

Within these broad frames, the methodologies favored by each field differ. 

Design employs more contextual research in the form of qualitative approaches, 

particularly those based on ethnography, which appear in the work of IDEO founder 

David Kelley, IDEO CEO Tim Brown, and designer and business strategy Idris 

Moottee, as part of a mixed-methods approach that includes surveys, interviews, 

and focus groups (Hanington and Marten). For comparison, books and articles on 

formative research for public relations professionals do frame the purpose of 

research as the need for PR professionals to develop empathy with their audiences.   

 The few public relations textbooks that include ethnographic techniques or 

related qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews actually advise students 

that these methods are time and/or labor intensive and students are discouraged 

from engaging in these methods. While Solis and Breckenridge urged public 

relations practitioners to “think like an anthropologist,” and advocate for the rich 

contextual research available in ethnography, they do not provide a clear line for 

practitioners to move from observations and analysis to insights. While Solis and 

Breckenridge focus on learning more about online communities to engage with 

them for PR purposes, they offer few methods, frameworks, or robust case studies. 
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Additionally, they omit a core idea within social science research of reflexivity, in 

which researchers consider their own experience and subjective assumptions about 

what they are observing and studying. 

Understanding the life of the customer and their lived experience has become 

the norm within marketing. Several years ago, the incoming CEO of Target began 

his tenure by visiting the homes of Target customers with other senior leaders to 

conduct “fundamental ethnography work” (Crowley). For the past quarter century, 

marketers, advertisers, designers, and web developers have embraced 

ethnographic approaches (Sunderland and Denny 25; Graffam 155) because they 

can provide deeper and more nuanced understanding of behavior and attitudes of 

consumers than other research methods. Design embraced these approaches that 

range from observing product usage, to day-in-the-life studies, and observing 

shopping behavior (Mariampolski 43-7). Website designers have adapted 

ethnographic techniques as part of the design thinking process (Martin and 

Hannigan 6-7) taking the process beyond a hands-on approach, sometimes called 

guerilla ethnography (Mariampolski 45-47), to a new category called design 

ethnography, which goes beyond observation to a process in which designers and 

stakeholders engage subjects in the field as part of the design process. Design 

ethnography has been used by a range of firms, including Olson Advertising, IDEO 

(Berger 111), Nike (Berger 103), Xerox, Steelcase (Wasson 381), Pfizer (Liedtka 

13-19), and others. Noted designer Bruce Mau stated, “Anthropology and 

ethnography are essential parts of our work” (Berger 101). Key processes are 

available online through IDEO and Stanford’s Institute for Design (d.School) which 

offer hands-on materials for anyone who wants to begin using design ethnography. 

 Unlike related subsets of marketing, public relations has been the exception 

to the trend of embracing ethnography to understanding the audience. Given the 

common interest among marketers, advertisers, and public relations professionals 

in meaning and semiotics, understanding social networks, and organization culture, 

this gap is intriguing. Why do professionals in the public relations area not use 

design ethnography for audience research, particularly if used by closely related 

disciplines? Jacquie L’Etang, one of a handful of academics to see the benefit for 
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both the study of public relations and for practitioners, argues, “Ethnographic 

methods could well be employed by public relations practitioners as part of their 

research into an organization, its culture(s), and its identities” (177). Yet, the cost 

of paying for an ethnography makes this method inaccessible for most practitioners 

unless they engage in the research themselves, which conflicts with value that both 

higher education and professional associations have traditionally placed on formal 

research over informal, or non-scientific, research overall (APR Study Guide 60).  

 These differing approaches to research appear embedded within the cultures 

of the respective fields rather than in specific methodologies. Design thinking 

clearly approaches research as a necessity to understand the needs of the people 

who will use the service, object, or idea through participatory research. Designers 

go into the field alongside trained researchers (if the budget allows), clients, and 

other key stakeholders. IDEO and others encourage a “do it yourself” approach to 

research as part of the design thinking process which is intended to reframe the 

project from the user/customer perspective and challenge assumptions held by the 

designers and their client. In particular, Kelley and Brown offer many examples 

from IDEO that emphasize the emic perspective that seeks to uncover the 

situations, “work arounds,” and other elements that convey the experience of the 

people that they are studying. In reality, designers use a range of qualitative and 

quantitative methods and it is interesting to note the consistent emphasis by design 

thinking experts on field-based research because it provides a type of data often 

overlooked or undervalued by their reading audience. Often the emotional aspect of 

the experience is highlighted by Kelley, who writes about the “ah” moment a 

traveler experiences when entering a hotel room for the first time after a long 

flight. This hands-on element of research serves in part as an immersive learning 

opportunity for designers and their clients. 

In comparison, a scan of contemporary public relations accrediting guides and 

textbooks frame the research differently. A recent publication from the Institute for 

Public Relations Research (IPR), Five Ways to Spot Fake Research, identifies five 

questions that practitioners should ask in determining whether the research is 

sound, the first being whether the data is generalizable. Students are taught that 
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they should not conduct research on their own. Strategic Planning for Public 

Relations, by Ronald Smith, includes a section called, “Do It Yourself Research,” 

which advises,  

Many research experts offer a simple warning: Don't try this at 

home! Research methodologies can be increasingly complex, 

and many pitfalls exist for the novice who plunges headlong into 

research using inappropriate techniques that result in inaccurate 

data and unwarranted conclusions. (138)  

While no one would advocate that public relations practitioners conduct bad 

research, it seems that this focus on replicable and generalizable quantitative 

research may come at a cost. The cost and time needed to undertake such rigorous 

research is often beyond the means of many organizations or a project may not be 

deemed worthy of the expenditure. It seems that the public relations profession has 

made perfect the enemy of the good in terms of research expectations and 

discouraged practitioners from conducting informal research, even if that is the only 

research method available. Like designers, those in public relations can adapt a 

more rigorous approach to hands-on qualitative research to avoid the inherent risks 

of bias, loss of objectivity, and lack of generalizability of the data.   

Looking again using a cultural perspective, public relations seeks to 

demonstrate its business impact, which makes the field highly attuned to a more 

traditional business perspective and consequently favors linear, logical, and 

quantifiable research approaches. A typical communication plan begins with 

“situation analysis” and moves on to goals, objectives, strategies, tactics, and 

measurement. While audience research within PR may be uneven or narrow, 

especially when compared to research within marketing and advertising, 

communicators also research publications, editors, reporters, bloggers, and other 

intermediaries to help build relationships and shape coverage. As a result, PR 

practitioners may spend more time learning about reporters and measuring their 

impact than learning about the people within the audience.  

One of the leading thinkers in how new ideas can be communicated, Everett 

M. Rogers, noted limitations of some research methods, particularly surveys. 
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Rogers cites a critique from Barton that seems apropos for many environments 

today where public relations professionals need to understand people and their 

connections, including social media, super users, and influencer networks: 

The use of survey methods in diffusion research tends to be “destructive” 

human behavior: “Using random sampling of individuals, the survey is a 

sociological meat-grinder, tearing the individual from his social context and 

guaranteeing that nobody in the study interacts with anyone else in it. It is 

a little like a biologist putting his experimental animals through a 

hamburger machine and looking at every hundredth cell through a 

microscope; anatomy and physiology get lost; structure and function 

disappear; and one is left with cell biology.” (Barton, cited by Rogers 125)

   

 What public relations professionals lose in relying on surveys is the ability to 

understand the language, metaphors, and experiences of the audience that reflect 

their values and perceptions. They lose an opportunity to ask who pointed a 

particular person toward an information source, how the individual navigates all of 

the information sources they encounter, what confuses them, and countless other 

questions. They lose the ability to listen deeply to the audience, which is an 

important and neglected part of the communications process that reveals social and 

group dynamics and phenomena beyond the immediate question.  

Jim Macnamara, a noted academic who researches public relations evaluation 

methods and use, spoke to the Institute for PR Research and highlighted the gaps 

between formative research and connecting more deeply with the audience. 

Macnamara points out the continued increase in PR and advertising budgets 

worldwide is occurring at the same time when overall public trust in the media, 

government, and business has declined or become highly polarized (Edelman). 

Macnamara believes that this lack of trust is at the root of Brexit, the election of 

Donald Trump, and other radical political shifts happening across the globe that 

typify the paradox of increased professional communication and declining trust. 

Macnamara notes that political communications Professor Stephen Coleman 

characterized these recent political upheavals as the ‘insurgence of the unheard,’ 
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which coincided with the advent of a “post truth” world. Within professional 

communications, Macnamara notes the shift toward narrowly advancing the 

organizational agenda rather than offering counsel to organizational leaders that 

challenges them based on the needs and interests of other stakeholders is 

occurring at the same time when organizations focus on distributing their message. 

His research found that 80% of communications resources are spent distributing 

content or one-way communication. Even formative organizational research focuses 

on answering the organization’s questions rather than listening to the views and 

opinions of the audience, as is intended with a symmetrical communications model. 

Macnamara concludes, “My argument is that we need to balance the brutalist 

architecture of speaking that we have created . .  . with an architecture of listening” 

(Macnamara “Public”). 

 

Creativity within an Organization 

How those working with a design thinking approach and those in PR approach 

creativity and creating a workplace culture that supports group idea generation are 

significantly different. While the design thinking process often refers to this as 

“ideation,” I am using creativity and innovation to describe these activities since 

they align with the body of academic research. Within design, there is a significant 

body of work on how to develop environments that facilitate idea generation. A host 

of techniques are taught and used by designers, ranging from structured to wide 

open “blue sky” ideation approaches that focus on generating more ideas per 

minute. Many of these approaches to group ideation work best in environments 

where people have developed some psychological safety and feel comfortable 

expressing ideas that could lead to conflict. In his mechanical engineering doctoral 

dissertation, Barry Kudrowitz found that adding an acting improvisation exercise 

before beginning an ideation session generated 36% more ideas because it 

promoted listening, social bonding, and it lowered social inhibitions (Kudrowitz and 

Wallace, 2010). 

In my recent experience, creative collaboration or brainstorms were limited in 

both a public relations agency and in-house communications setting within higher 
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education. This may be due to a sense of time pressure given the focus on work 

and effort within both environments. Other potential barriers include a sense that a 

brainstorm must be sanctioned by a more senior leader in order to be valuable. 

Planning Approaches 

Within PR, there are several variations on campaign or project planning. The 

PRSA Accreditation Study Guide notes four common formats: RACE (Research and 

planning, Action, Communication, Evaluation), ROPE (Research, Objectives, 

Programming, Evaluation), or RPIE (Research, Planning, Implementation, 

Evaluation). Unlike the design thinking process, these approaches are all linear and 

do not include a cycling back and forth between steps as may happen in design 

thinking although this may actually happen in practice. The planning process seeks 

to clarify the strategy and tactics for the team and/or groups or individuals that will 

be required to approve the plan. The exception is crisis communications planning 

which identifies likely scenarios and roles for all involved. Given that each crisis is 

different, crisis plans are general and typically lack the research component. 

Within the field of public relations or communications, “best practices” play an 

interesting role in shaping how professionals approach projects and their planning 

for projects. While researchers use the term to define practices that have been 

researched and evaluated that indicate an optimal approach that can be replicated 

(Stacks and Michaelson 10-12). An example of a widely acknowledged best practice 

based on research is the reduced readability of type that is set in all capital letters 

(Harvard). However, practitioners may use the concept of a best practice as a 

heuristic to bypass understanding the needs of their own audience. One example 

from my work involved a request to develop in-language materials for employees at 

the University in order to meet the needs of non-native English speakers. The 

leader within my organization first asked for a “best practice” on translating 

materials for internal communications that was not available in academic or 

professional literature. The leader then assumed that the best strategy was to use 

employee data to identify the languages spoken most frequently by employees 

(which does not exist) and then replicate the English content in both the design and 

medium of distribution. To approach this problem by adopting a user-centered 
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approach rather than a best practices orientation would organically uncover 

solutions based on the needs of employees. Based on the recommendations of a 

College of Design faculty member, the project moved toward this approach with 

interviews with staff who had been translating for others. Additionally, the issue of 

what medium individuals from a particular cultural group may prefer for 

communication was considered, such as the preference for some cultures for oral 

communication, which makes phone line recordings, podcasts, and similar channels 

more effective for members of this community.  The College of Design faculty 

member’s research found that individuals with some English proficiency preferred to 

have content side-by-side in both English and their native language. This approach 

facilitates learning while avoiding any potential negative social stigma based on 

English proficiency. The tendency of public relations practitioners to seek a singular 

overarching best solution may seem efficient, but it often fails to acknowledge that 

our audiences are real people within a social web and that may be different from 

our own. Seeking best practices as if they are a tool to bypass considering the 

audience and their cultural, contextual, and social conditions that impact interaction 

with a communication is a significant blind spot for the profession that should be 

addressed.  

Finding a Place for Design Thinking Culture in Communications 

The need to build cultures within public relations and communications that 

support visual communication, innovation, and human-centered research is 

growing, driven in a large part by Web 2.0. This need does not appear to be 

waning. The Pew Research Center reported in 2014 that social media is now a 

gateway to news sites, led by Facebook and YouTube (Anderson and Caumont). 

Within communications teams, roles have shifted and nearly every member of a 

team—including writers, designers, and strategists—needs to consider the visual 

elements of communication and usability of digital properties, including websites, 

intranets, and social media. The era of public relations professionals and journalists 

solely focused on writing has ended and a new era of multimedia and visuality for 

the profession has arrived. Design thinking provides a framework for PR 

practitioners to listen, collaborate, and create. 
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As noted earlier, storytelling serves as a crucial part of the design thinking 

process and storytelling is a core strength of public relations practitioners. Engaging 

public relations and communications professionals to participate in larger design 

thinking collaboration within an organization could leverage the storytelling 

expertise of communicators. In addition, using methods that will facilitate a co-

creation approach can help the communications field overcome its limitations 

around gender, race/ethnicity, and economic status of its professionals. For those in 

PR, the success of design thinking is due in large part to the use of storytelling to 

bring the client along on the journey. 

To facilitate this process, the goal of my project is to develop a tool to help 

individuals and groups integrate both the design thinking process and the culture of 

design thinking within the communications planning process. Inspired by the fluidity 

of various creative cards, particularly the IDEO Method Cards, I want to develop a 

card deck to encourage collaboration, visual thinking, and consideration of multiple 

options and non-linear approaches to planning for the communications field.  

A review of several cards that cover design research methods, ethnographic 

analysis, and public relations (IDEO Method cards, INSITUM Analysis Planning 

Toolkit, and PESO cards, respectively) identified strengths and weaknesses to 

consider in developing the tool.   

 

Table 3 

Comparison of card systems developed for innovation, design thinking, qualitative 

research, and Paid, Earned, Shared, and Owned media  

System Strengths Weaknesses 

IDEO Method 

Cards  

Focus on DIY 

research by 

designers 

• Research methods are 

organized into four categories 

(learn, look, ask, and try) 

• Each card includes how to use 

the method, its value, and a 

• The brief content does not 

point to more in-depth 

resources on methodologies  

• Tactics cover both primary 

and secondary research 
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brief description of how IDEO 

applied this method 

• The deck inspires DIY 

approaches to problem 

solving 

plus analysis methods, 

which may be confusing 

 

INSITUM 

Analysis 

Planning 

Toolkit 

Focus on 

determining the 

best analytic 

method based 

on client needs 

• The deck helps groups 

analyze qualitative research, 

particularly ethnographic data 

• Client needs are established 

at the start of the process 

• Large sheets of paper provide 

a sorting space using a matrix 

• The process goes through 

four steps: 1) organize 

results; 2) interpret; 3) 

synthesize; and 4) present 

• Blank cards are provided for 

customization 

• The process is focused on a 

very specific step in the 

overall design process--

analyzing ethnographic and 

other research data 

• Learning how to use the 

tool takes about two hours 

 

PESO 

Focus on 

communications 

tactics within a  

paid, earned, 

shared, owned 

(PESO) 

framework 

 

• The kit organizes public 

relations tactics by the paid, 

earned, shared, or owned 

(PESO) model 

• The kit provides an overall 

framework of thinking about 

PESO tactics in a way that 

looks for overlap and possible 

convergence of all four 

domains 

• When the brainstorm is done, 

users “connect the cards with 

arrows to highlight the path 

of people”  

• There are no strategy cards 

which could lead users to 

develop a plan using tactics 

that are not aligned to a 

clearly defined strategy 

• The deck could include a 

way to sort tactics against 

the strategy to see how 

well specific tactics support 

the strategy  
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• The kit includes a wide array 

of tactics which can spur 

creativity 

 

The process to explore and develop this deck will use the d.School five-step 

approach to design thinking. I chose the five-step approach because I think the 

simplicity of the framework will make introduction of the concept easier among 

public relations practitioners. Each step of the process is developed further in the 

next section. A prototype of the deck appears in Appendix B.  
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PART II 

Practicing Design Thinking for Public Relations 

 Since design thinking is a process that uses a particular framework to 

approach problem solving, it is essential to approach the problem of how to address 

the challenges facing public relations using the method itself. Considering whether 

a tool of some sort could benefit communications professionals required my own 

experimentation via the design thinking method and assessing how this approach 

compared with the experience of a traditional PR planning approach.  

 Starting with the idea of using a card-based tool to guide PR practitioners in 

using this process to plan required me to step back and ask some basic questions 

about the profession. How do public relations professionals work with others in their 

same department? When do they use formative research? How do they define 

problems and generate ideas? Do they test messages or concepts? Given the 

variety of professionals in public relations and communications, the environments in 

which they work, and the type of work they perform, this study can only observe 

and consider the experiences of a very small number of individuals. Additionally, 

this experiment in design thinking as a method to structure my research and 

develop a tool seems best explored in part by a combination of research and 

reflection using elements of autoethnography to explore my own perceptions of the 

process.    

 Adapting design thinking for this exercise, I envisioned the empathize step as 

using secondary and primary research on communicator needs that would expand 

as topics were identified. For “define,” I would identify the problem to be solved and 

whether or not a card-based approach would be appropriate. The ideate phase 

would include individual and group idea generation activities. Prototypes of the deck 

would be developed and tested, with additional cycles back to ideation, prototyping, 

and testing as needed. 
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Chapter 4-Empathize: Finding a Deeper Understanding of PR Professionals 

 The process of researching how public relations practitioners plan for their 

work using a design thinking approach requires approaching the research subject 

with a more compassionate approach in order to generate empathy. Given that I 

am essentially studying my own field, that exercise required reflecting on my own 

perception of the field and practitioners. Typically, professionals may face an 

unending sense of time pressure due to the urgency of news cycles and social 

media, last-minute assignments, and billing by the hour. A PR professional’s day 

involves frequent scanning of news and social media to monitor these media 

conversations and assess potential implications for the organization and any key 

stakeholders, moving back and forth between the short social media cycle and 

longer reputational or narrative thread for an organization. Like reporters, they can 

be generalists or highly specialized and they also need excellent listening. 

 An early choice in the project was to focus on communicators in Minnesota 

and develop a tool that could be used by colleagues at the University of Minnesota. 

With this focus, I looked around to learn more about how many professionals in 

public relations and communications work and encountered a wide range of titles 

and roles. For example, the University of Minnesota has 24 jobs within the 

communications job family, including writers, designers, and multimedia specialists. 

The US Bureau of Labor Statistics reports 6,770 people work in public relations in 

Minnesota with roughly 82% of them based in the Twin Cities. Pay for entry-level 

professionals is on par with the national median while managers’ are slightly higher 

than the national median.   

 

How Public Relations Practitioners Use Research 

 The approaches used by public relations practitioners, and their attitudes 

toward formative research, were a keen area of focus. To understand what this 

looks like in real life for practitioners, this study used three approaches to assess 

how often and what types of formative research are used. First, I reviewed the 

winning entries for a professional association annual competition against the list of 

formative research practices identified by the same association. Based on that 
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information, I conducted in-depth interviews with professionals in the Twin Cities 

and developed an online survey. 

 

How the Successful PR Campaigns Approach Research 

 The Public Relations Society of America holds an annual competition for 

members known as the Silver Anvil awards, which are among the highest 

recognition within the field. Entries include a case study that describes the 

audience, research used, strategies, and tactics and many entries are publicly 

available. The Silver Anvil awards are the highest honors while other entries may 

receive an Award of Excellence across 12 broad categories with subcategories 

based on organization (such as nonprofit), organization size, and other descriptors. 

The number of Awards of Excellence is up to the judges. In 2016, there were 125 

winners and 104 of them made their narrative available to the public. Of these 104, 

55 received an Award of Excellence and 49 were Silver Anvil winners. The 

proportion of the narratives split between the two award levels was close to the 

total number of awards, which were 54% Award of Excellence winners and 46% 

Silver Anvil Awards.  

 Before reviewing the entries, my first assumption was that the most 

frequently used research methodologies would be surveys and focus groups. 

Additionally, I assumed that projects that used more formative research methods, 

particularly primary research, would tend to receive the higher distinction (Silver 

Anvil) since more research would provide better and deeper understanding of the 

audience. While not a formal hypothesis, the latter was a view I held regarding the 

importance of research.  

 PRSA identified research methods as part of a study guide for those seeking 

professional accreditation and these methods were used to code the Silver Anvil 

entries. The complete list of methods is in Appendix A. Since the award entries are 

brief and lacked many details on formative research, it made precise coding 

challenging. For example, many entries mentioned using a survey without sharing 

the specific medium (phone, mail, online/email), so they were aggregated under an 

unspecified survey method category. Other challenges in coding the entries was the 
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lack of definitions within the study guide itself. For example, “fact finding” and 

“internet/social media research” may overlap since internet-based research for 

facts is common. Another challenge is that some methods are declining in use, such 

as mail and phone surveys while newer research methods, such as online panels, 

are not included on the list although they are growing in popularity due to the cost 

and ease of administration. 

The data verified the assumption that surveys and focus groups would be the 

most frequently used research methods followed by fact-finding. Media analysis was 

the third highest while focus groups was the fourth most frequently use method 

overall. Table 4 includes an overview of the average number of research methods 

used in all case studies in each category. Given the limits of this approach, the data 

proved to confirm commonly held rules of thumb. For example, crisis 

communications projects had little or no research methods identified which is 

understandable given the extreme time pressures during many crises. On the other 

hand, community relations projects, which may deal with zoning and public affairs 

issues, tend to use a much larger number of research methods (Table 5 provides 

the average by award category). However, the number of awards in each category 

varied given that some categories had additional subcategories by type of 

organization and other variables.  
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Table 4 

Total Number of Research Methods by Category for PRSA 2016 Silver Anvil and 

Award of Excellence Winners 
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Community 

Relations 

3  0 0  0 0 0 0 2 2 5 2 0 0 5 19 

Crisis 

Communicat

ions 

0  0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 4 

Events and 

Observances 

1 0  0 0 0 0 0 1 0 4 5 0 2 3 16 

Global 

Communicat

ions 

0  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 3 

Integrated 

Communicat

ions 

2 0  0 0 3 1 0 3 1 2 7 3 1 11 34 

Internal 

Communicat

ions 

5 0  0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 4 13 

Issues 

Management 

1 0  0 0 2 0 0 0 1 3 4 1 2 6 20 

Marketing 1 0  0 0 2 0 0 0 0 2 2 1 0 13 21 

Multicultural 

Public 

Relations 

 0 0  0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 2 0 6 

Public 

Affairs 

1 0  0 0 2 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 1 8 15 

Public 

Service 

4 0  0 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 3 0 1 3 14 
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Reputation/

Brand 

Management  

3 0  0 0 4 0 0 1 0 3 3 1 0 3 18 

Grand Total 21 0  0 1 16 1 0 9 4 23 31 8 12 57 183 

Source: 2016 PRSA Silver Anvil Award narratives [WEBSITE]  

 

Table 5 

Average Number of Research Methods per Silver Anvil Entry  

Category 

Average Number of 

Methods per Entry 

Crisis Communications 1.7 

Events and Observances 2.0 

Marketing 2.3 

Global Communications 2.5 

Public Service 2.8 

Reputation/Brand Management 2.9 

Community Relations 3.0 

Multicultural Public Relations 3.0 

Internal Communications 3.5 

Issues Management 4.0 

Source: 2016 PRSA Silver Anvil Award narratives [WEBSITE]  

 

 My second assumption, that projects using more formative research methods 

would be more likely to receive the highest award, was not supported by the data 

from 2016. The average number of research methods identified for an Award of 

Excellence was 2.8 while Silver Anvils had an average of 2.4, which seems counter-

intuitive (see Table 5).  There were minor differences in the types of research 

favored more by Awards of Excellence, which tended to have a higher percentage of 

interviews, for example. Silver Anvils tended to use research databases and 

literature reviews at a higher rate than Awards of Excellence. Perhaps relying on 

better-quality secondary research provided a time advantage for the practitioners 
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who could then spend more time generating strategies and tactics. The analysis 

pointed to a core set of research methods to consider for the cards. 

Fig. 2. Percentage of Silver Anvil or Award of Excellence Winners by Research 

Method   

 

Source: 2016 PRSA Silver Anvil Award narratives. 

 

In-Depth Interviews (IDIs) 

Moving from the narrow focus of formative research, I wanted to interview 

practitioners to understand how they approach their work today. Using a semi-

structured interview, I asked five professionals about their experiences and 

perceptions in six areas: 1) perceptions of challenges within their respective field; 

2) the use of formative research; 3) communication planning methods; 4) ideation 
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methods; 5) knowledge and use of design thinking and related techniques; and, 6) 

use of tools to facilitate group processes, such as outside consultants, decks like 

the IDEO Methods Cards, or online resources. Additionally, I showed individuals the 

IDEO, PESO, and innovation card decks and asked whether they would consider 

using a similar tool for planning communications projects. Interviews included 

communicators working in higher education, business, an independent 

communicator, and a marketer working in a nonprofit organization. 

 On the topic of formative research, all agreed that good research is 

important for communications, although PR may not necessarily drive 

customer/client research. They noted that research is often not possible due to time 

and resource constraints. “I think we underutilize research, primarily because it 

costs money and it's usually one of the first things to go, where a lot of people will 

be like, ‘Oh, well, what can you do with just some of the demographic data?’” noted 

one participant. All agreed that informal research is important although one 

acknowledged that having quantitative data was important to persuade leaders in 

the “c suite.” Most participants viewed the personal quality of ongoing curiosity as 

central to their role and they continually engage in quasi-informal research. This 

included attending professional development sessions, reading a wide variety of 

media, as well as regularly asking employees, clients, patrons about their 

experiences.  

Most participants had used surveys and focus groups in the past and found 

them to be helpful. In fact, some viewed focus groups as an opportunity to create 

with their audience. For some, research was a tool to validate trends they had 

identified in the secondary research and the data was important to persuade 

leaders to adopt a new approach. For others, research was part of an ongoing 

process of testing the hypotheses that they and others in their organization had 

regarding their audience. Interestingly, the one participant who found surveys and 

focus groups to be flawed and limited was the marketing professional:  

Also, in terms of quantitative researches, quantitative consumer research is 

pretty broken because you can't get representative sample sizes, and also 

just a lot of the insights into how psychology really works, and what people 
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say they are going to do, and what they actually do rarely matches well. 

There's a lot of things, a lot of challenges with all of those approaches these 

days.  

 The secret of taking research data and discovering insights that can drive the 

strategy was important to all the participants. “I think what's very interesting about 

that is sometimes the most inspiring things from me is an insight” which she 

defined as data from research that changed the narrative that communicators had 

regarding the audience and allowed them to ideate new approaches to understand 

motivation and meet a need that they were not aware of previously.  

 In discussing planning approaches, participants used a wide range of formats 

and approaches. Even participants who had previously worked for the same PR 

agency had very different experiences with planning approaches although they all 

followed the rough PR framework of research moving to objectives, strategies, 

tactics, and measurement or evaluation. Some practitioners developed their own 

frameworks based on their needs for a given project. Another used a PRSA-based 

planning approach from a previous employer and it provided a confidence for her in 

moving into a new industry that the process provided a strong grounding in 

research and strategy, particularly when compared to the marketing plans that her 

new organization used. Among the five people interviewed, only two were very 

familiar with design thinking. The one with a marketing background viewed the 

process as best suited to product design and not necessarily marketing or 

communications. However, he also viewed the marketing process as “test, learn, 

adapt, repeat, test, learn, adapt, repeat.” A communicator in a large institution had 

been part of a design thinking process for her organization and had observed that 

the process was helpful in breaking down organizational silos to generate new 

ideas. None of the participants approached their planning activities using a PESO 

model where paid, earned, shared, and owned communications are planned 

together. 

 All believed that creativity is one of the most important elements in 

communications and most tied creativity directly to the attitude of curiosity: 
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[Creativity] is huge. I think creativity is, it’s interesting. I think you 

constantly need to think outside the box. I think of that as creative. Do you 

just have a set way that you do things or are you constantly looking for 

what’s new and what should I be thinking about that I’m not doing? So 

there’s that intellectual curiosity and intellectual creativity, which is, I think 

really important to our profession. Then there’s the creativity of just good 

copy and good branding and good … Here’s what I know about my audience, 

what’s going to really nail it with them? (Appendix B) 

While all participants agreed that creativity is important for public relations 

and marketing professionals, no one referred to him- or herself as creative or as ‘a 

creative,’ given that this broad term is used now in marketing and business as well 

as the fine arts. Additionally, they did not say that creativity was what they most 

enjoyed about their profession, but they appeared energized by the discussion of 

creativity. The participants noted that they ideated individually and with others, 

although group ideation was not the norm. Those who worked individually without a 

team found that having individuals as resources to discuss and develop ideas was 

very important and other people were the dominant resource identified by all of the 

participants. Another noted that when working in groups to generate ideas, the 

culture of PR differs from related fields, saying, “Advertising, I think, in general, is a 

bit more conflictive in its creative process.” Most had engaged in brainstorming 

activities and several noted that who participated in the sessions was very 

important in both engaging more senior leaders or providing a wide range of ideas 

based on the diversity of participants. One had found that preparing a background 

document helped participants shift into creative problem solving more quickly since 

they had time to read and understand the situation before the brainstorming 

session. 

An unexpected element of discussing creativity was the progression into 

discussing the iterative nature of digital communication and the ability to test and 

refine creative ideas and how that was viewed within the creative process. For 

example, several practitioners were using banner ads and testing two concepts for 

headline or images, known as A/B testing. The participants who had used these 
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approaches found them to be connected with creativity because it allowed them to 

consider multiple creative solutions simultaneously and not dismiss one based only 

on their own preconception. The tendency to view a testing and evaluation 

approach as creative was unexpected as was the iterative nature of the approach. 

This more organic iterative approach did not fit the highly time-bound approach of a 

traditional PR planning model in which measurement and evaluation activities are a 

final activity in the process. 

Only one participant had heard of co-creation because their organization 

used a community advisory group to help create and provide feedback on 

communication content for communities of color. The others tended to reframe the 

idea of co-creation into a focus group that asks participants to react to creative 

concepts instead of embracing the idea of co-creation as a tool to engage the 

audience directly in ideation. One person who had worked in the public sector 

agreed that the approach could identify common values and priorities from 

community members, but perceived that it could also create false expectations of 

the final creative concepts among participants. 

In considering resources, most of those interviewed considered colleagues 

and others that they respected to be their primary resources for ideas and 

assistance in problem solving. Many consulted Google, both as an idea starter for 

creativity, for secondary research, and as a general way to scan for ideas and best 

practices within the field. An example given was using Google to find a sample 

communications plan to help inform the participant in interviewing for a position in 

a new industry.  

In reviewing and considering the concept of cards as a tool to try design 

thinking and foster creativity, most were open and intrigued by the concept of a 

card deck for communicators. Some of the reaction seemed to be due to mixed 

reactions to the other decks, particularly the PESO deck that tended to considered 

limited because it lacks strategies. Discussing the IDEO deck in particular, the 

marketer noted his approach: “What I find that works the best is to have a 

brainstorming session around challenging questions. So use challenging questions 

and then dialogue, discussion, and debate in rapid iterative order.” 
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The final question was what they perceive as the biggest challenge facing the 

PR field. Responses focused primarily on influencing senior leaders, producing more 

with fewer resources, and keeping up with technological changes. For others, they 

find the challenge is a broader existential question regarding the future of the field 

itself: “People are asking themselves, is public relations dead? What does it mean 

to be in public relations? What does a public relations firm look like?” 

Reflecting on the value of the in-depth interviews overall as a research 

method, I found them very valuable because they were dialogs that allowed for 

additional questioning if something was unclear to either the participant or myself. 

The last question on the broader challenges within the field was the most eye 

opening for me since influencing leaders and resources have been perennial 

challenges discussed widely in the field while the question of whether PR will 

continue to exist is a new challenge. Having a diverse set of participants was very 

beneficial and the marketer brought a very different perspective to the interviews. 

 

Survey 

Based on the PRSA awards entries and in-depth interviews, I constructed a short 

survey for both PR practitioners in Minnesota and elsewhere that asked about the 

core areas of formative research, planning, ideation, and challenges. 

The electronic survey was distributed through several channels, including an 

email to Communicators Forum participants at the University of Minnesota, on the 

national PRSA discussion boards, through LinkedIn, and via Twitter. The survey was 

open from July 13 to 20, 2018, and ninety individuals responded. Respondents 

were nearly evenly split between Minnesota communicators (48%) and those who 

work elsewhere (52%).  

On the topic of formative research, the research methods used by public 

relations or communications practitioners favored surveys as the top primary 

research methods followed by secondary research and focus groups. These results 

are similar to a review of the PRSA Silver Anvil narratives. When asked what 

percentage of projects include audience research before planning begins (including 
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primary and secondary research), respondents noted that audience research is 

used on 35% of projects, leaving about 64% of projects without audience research. 

 A traditional PR planning approach was favored by 33% of the total 

respondents. However, there was more variety in the planning approaches used by 

communicators than expected, particularly the use of creative briefs (21%), design 

thinking (6%), and Agile Methodology (4%) overall. Minnesota respondents used 

non-PR specific methods more than their counterparts did in other states. When 

planning, most practitioners (45%) are only planning for two or three of the four 

PESO (paid, earned, shared, and owned) channels in any given plan and a nearly 

equal portion (41%) of respondents indicated that planning for the four channels of 

PESO is handled separately. Practitioners outside of Minnesota tended to engage in 

integrated planning for PESO at a higher rate than those in Minnesota (18% and 

10%, respectively).  

When asked about the importance of creativity, the vast majority (89%) of 

professionals believe that creativity is extremely or very important to the 

profession. There was a gap between the perceptions of practitioners in Minnesota 

and elsewhere with 66% in Minnesota saying that creativity is extremely important 

compared to 52% of those in other states. When asked how people generate ideas, 

the results were divided evenly. Using a scale of 1 (least often) to 10 (most often), 

generating ideas individually rated 6 while loose ideation with others and structured 

ideation with others both received a 5 on this scale. 

In considering the challenges faced by both practitioners and the overall 

profession, respondents ranked a set of challenges that they experience 

individually. The overall top rank was the lack of time followed by the lack of 

resources, and staying current with technology was the third most common 

challenge. Within the profession, practitioners rated influencing senior leaders as 

the top challenge followed by the convergence of PR, marketing, and advertising. 

The third most common response was the broader reputation of the field itself. 

Survey participants work in several sectors of the PR field.  Most respondents 

work in internal communications, followed by integrated communications and 

generalist roles as the second and third most frequent specialties, respectively. This 
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area of specialization may account for how PESO channels are planned given that 

the roles of internal communicators often do not include paid channels. 

An important consideration for design thinking for public relations is the 

potential positive impact on workgroup problem solving and ideation. To learn more 

about the size of workgroups, the survey asked how many people the respondent 

worked with in a department or on typical projects. Fifty-five percent of 

respondents indicated that they work on teams with one to four other people. The 

second most common group size was eleven to twenty people. Results for 

Minnesota and other parts of the US were very consistent regarding group size. 

In considering the type of organization where the respondents work, the 

survey clearly saw a difference between Minnesota and the rest of the US. 

However, this may just reflect my professional circles, which include Minnesota 

colleagues. Among respondents from Minnesota, 79% of them work in education 

(Pre-K though post-secondary) compared to only 4% of respondents from 

elsewhere. Non-Minnesota respondents most often identified that they work for a 

corporation (28%).  

 

  



 
 

47 

Chapter 5-Define: How Might We Help PR Practitioners Plan? 

To consider all of the data gathered during the empathy phase, I chose to 

use the ‘Quad A’ analysis method from designer Kim Erwin’s book Communicating 

the New. This framework considers how stakeholders or audiences are impacted in 

four domains: 1) activities (“projects, efforts, and work streams”); 2) ambitions 

(“longer-term, bigger-picture goals”); 3) anxieties (“what keeps them up at 

night?”); and, 4) attitudes (“relevant perceptions and opinions”) (Erwin 155-6).  

Activities 

The quintessential public relations professional is glued to their phone as 

they continually check and update email, Twitter, Slack, or Instagram while also 

scanning news headlines. They engage in planning only to shift quickly to address a 

higher priority item that needs an immediate response or a presentation for a 

leader that is due at the end of the day. They are trying to do more with less and 

may find that productivity is valued over creativity by their organization. If they 

have resources, they sometimes use outside researchers to conduct surveys and 

focus groups to identify insights to understand what really matters to their 

audience. They also can work with a leader to help distill a localized issue into a 

thirty-second sound bite that will resonate with a broader audience. They ask 

questions and continually look for more information about a new issue or 

community or better understand a new perspective. Sometimes they try a small 

experiment and if it succeeds, they try to refine it with the help of others. Ideas 

come from themselves and sometimes just from talking with their communications 

colleagues in loose ideation sessions. They know that new information, insights, 

and ideas are all linked, so they look for ways to the cycle flowing. 

Ambitions 

Those working in public relations want to influence their leaders, to urge 

them to consider how a particular project or program could appear to employees, 

clients, and the rest of the world. They may think that those at the top lack a 

coherent strategy or need help explaining their strategy. They know that new and 

unusual ideas are important, but sometimes the “best practice” and following past 
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successes saves time. A PR professional continually seeks to balance innovation and 

efficiency. They want to succeed in the new hybrid landscape while helping their 

organization respond to seismic shifts in its own sector. 

 

Anxieties 

 A typical public relations practitioner is concerned about balancing the 

accuracy of the communications with creativity while meeting deadlines and 

budgets. They worry that the expectations of clients are greater than the direct 

control that they have over most of their work. They continually worry about not 

mastering and monitoring current and future social media channels.  They feel 

compelled to check the news to ensure they are the first to read important 

coverage related to their work. Metrics are helpful but they are concerned that they 

can become the only measure of success. They worry that their PR skills will not be 

relevant in the future when the field becomes more like advertising or marketing, 

and less like traditional public relations. 

 

Attitudes 

They doggedly believe that good communication is valuable, even if some 

people think of it as “spin” or fluff because they know that it is important. They 

know that the facts matter and getting the details right is paramount and must be 

balanced against the need to be quick. They know ideas are their currency, but see 

themselves at the intersection of business leaders, creative designers, and 

stakeholders. A PR practitioner wants to find that balance of good data, great 

insights, creativity, and perfect execution.  

To define the problem, we will use the framing statement: Public relations 

professionals need a way to engage collaboratively with their colleagues, but time 

pressures make efficient collaboration challenging. How might we develop a tool 

that helps public relations practitioners to engage in design thinking?  
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Chapter 6-Ideate a Solution 

To consider how to solve the problem defined in the previous step, I stepped 

back to consider whether a website, book, or other format would be best. A website 

provided flexibility for individuals to choose the areas that interest them along with 

links to easily direct people to the resources. However, the focus on fostering 

collaboration, the model of cards seemed to provide a format that could meet the 

needs of both individuals and small groups who want to try design thinking. Cards 

lend themselves better than other media to provoke a discussion among people 

whether they know one another or not. While card games have been around for 

hundreds of years, newer games such as “Cards Against Humanity” continue to 

provide the value of the format regardless of the content or the framework of the 

game itself.  

My ideation process started with considering the schema for the cards. I 

mapped out the current card decks that I had at my disposal and considered the 

process at the heart of each deck. The organizing schemes and instructions ranged 

from simple to complex, which provided a wide range of options to consider. The 

design thinking process, particularly the five-step model, is simple enough that 

anyone without experience using design thinking could get started using this 

framework.  

The process started on paper with a rough sketch of a framework. This 

included considering how to adapt the five steps of design thinking for 

communicators (see fig. 3). Early sketches captured key elements, questions, and 

began to explore themes and graphic ideas for possible card content. I refined the 

concept by adding a color-coding inspired by the Doblin Innovation Tactics Cards 

and created a definition of design thinking for public relations professionals (see fig. 

4).  
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Fig. 3. Ideation Sketch for Card Deck for Public Relations Practitioners. 

Fig. 4. First Framework for Design Thinking for Communications.  
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This first round of ideation was challenging since I worked alone and felt lost 

in the process at times. There was a fleeting sense of accomplishment from 

sketching very rough ideas, even if it was full of questions marks and not fully 

thought through. The process rekindled my appreciation for the visual thinking that 

sketching and drawing develop as well as the need to let go of my own self-

expectations and judgment regarding my drawing ability since the focus was on the 

concept, not my execution. My approach alternated between fast-and-loose ideation 

and pre-visualization where I tried put my mental concept on the paper. Looking 

back at my sketchbook, I can see vague glimmers of the design that developed 

over the next phases, but it is barely discernable. As I began to generate ideas, it 

became apparent that moving into the prototyping phase would be beneficial given 

that I was going to develop a card system and it could be easily prototyped. A co-

creation session was held that would bridge ideation, prototyping, and testing. 
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Chapter 7-Prototype and Test the Design Thinking for PR Deck 

My shift into prototyping started with very low fidelity index cards where I 

first wrote out the ideas for each of the five steps and added some description. In 

reviewing my first pass, I added more ideas and then categorized them by the step 

and color-coded them to make it easier to organize using the initial scheme. My 

next step was to write more detail on the card, including a brief description and a 

source for the idea, if I could cite it appropriately or give credit to an individual who 

had introduced me to the concept. Some cards, particularly the strategies and 

tactics in the ideate section, were first drawn from my experience. The PRSA Silver 

Anvil award summaries were reviewed in part for ideas on strategies and tactics, 

which were mapped out and most of them were included in the initial prototype 

deck. The organizing assumption I used grouped together both research methods 

and analysis frameworks in the empathize phase, which I later revised.  The initial 

deck had 137 cards with some coded for use in multiple steps. For example, affinity 

diagramming can be both an empathy-generating exercise and a process to group 

ideas during the define step. Given the large number of cards at this stage, I 

identified the need to refine the deck further and eliminate cards by focusing the 

next iteration on techniques that would be most useful in my current work 

environment at the University of Minnesota working in internal communications.   

After generating a rough prototype deck, I conducted a co-creation session 

with communications colleagues who work at the University of Minnesota that 

combined ideation and testing the rough concept of the card itself. The intention 

was to ask colleagues to communicate their ideal public relations planning 

experience. The co-creation process that I developed included two idea generating 

activities and one test of a rough proof-of-concept prototype. The idea-generating 

activities were based on The Co-Design Workshop: The Facilitator’s Pocket Guide 

[Gilbert]. The first activity was to collage what their ideal public relations or 

communications planning process would look and feel like. After using images from 

magazines and markers, the participants shared more about why their ideas and 

why they choose particular images and what the images represented to the 

participant (see fig. 6). Common features among all five participants were common 
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themes. The first step was understanding the audience, represented as pictures of 

brains (representing understanding how the audience thinks) and images of people 

at home and a target to illustrate the concept of a target audience. The idea 

generation phase was represented as a natural organic process that is energizing 

and playful. The images chosen to represent this step included flowers, leaves, 

plants, as well as rainbow colors, fireworks, and lightning. The third element was 

thinking, which included Rodin’s The Thinker and a very similar image of a man on 

a box stroking his chin. Related to contemplation was the idea of connecting ideas 

to a business strategy, which was represented by maps and people dressed in 

corporate business clothes. The final step of producing communications was 

represented with the tools of communicators including cameras, typewriter, and 

Pantone color swatches. While the participants used different images and words to 

describe their ideal, the process began in expansive terms that align with the 

design-thinking concept of divergent and convergent thinking. 

 

 

Fig. 5. Co-creation session participants collage their ideal public relations planning 

process. 
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Fig. 6. Collage showing the ideal public relations planning experience. 

 

Participants, who had seen an earlier presentation on design thinking, were 

shown the five stages in the process again along with other card sample decks 

referenced earlier and then asked to create their own version of a deck to help plan 

communications projects by sketching ideas very rapidly. The ideas developed 

during this activity were so varied that no consistent themes could be determined. 

For example, one person used the idea of a deck for planning to consider how 

elements of the University of Minnesota, such as all five campuses, could be 

represented as a visual reminder to consider planning for the needs of that campus. 

Another used key public relations elements of a plan, such as strategy and 

objective while another used strategies and tactics, such as gamification (fig. 7). 

Another represented the process of generating ideas as throwing fish bones and 
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other items into a garbage can and then pulling out flowers to show that ideas 

come mixing random items to produce an appealing and attractive result. One 

person refused to draw and appeared unnerved by the idea of sketching.  

 

Fig. 7. Sketch of a card for a deck created by a co-creation session participant. 

The final element of the co-creation session was providing feedback on the 

prototype scheme and deck that I developed on index cards. Feedback was shared 

using an exercise called the “Flamethrower” which provides the person testing the 

idea with three minutes to pitch and present it to the participants who ask 

questions and then critique the concept. The process requires that the person 

pitching the idea write the feedback down so that they turn their back to the 

participants to symbolize that we are all on the same side for this process. As the 

person pitching the idea, I recorded positive and negative feedback along with ideas 

for improvement and questions. Their feedback was that the card concepts 

interesting but that they needed a visual cue to help them understand the concepts 

for each step in the process. The critiques included the sheer number of cards and 

the difficulty in determining which step you were in given the small color band at 
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the top. Questions asked by participants included how to use the cards and whether 

a user would need to have all of the cards out at once. One person said that the 

idea of planning with cards resonated with how “his brain works” and he could 

definitely see the advantage of using a tool like cards to help plan. All the users 

agreed that they would tend to use these for larger projects or ones that required 

them to collaborate with colleagues. However, they thought the cards would not be 

helpful in planning with their clients. 

 Given that I work closely with the participants in the co-creation 

session, the activities in the session were very different from how they 

usually approach their work and they asked whether I found any of it helpful, 

since the first two activities were so very different from our usual 

interactions. The collage activity offered far more insights than I expected in 

terms of common overall themes and visual symbols used by the 

participants. Both the images of plants and nature along with fireworks could 

be viewed using marketing consultants Gerald Zaltman and Lindsay 

Zaltman’s Marketing Metaphoria as metaphors of “transformation” just as 

flowers emerge from bulbs and fireworks change into sparks (Zaltman). PR 

tools also represent the power to change letters and words into ideas and 

action. Maps could also represent transformation in terms of wayfinding a 

spatial transition or they more literally related to the theme “journey” which 

was described by one participant in terms of finding one’s way from an idea 

through to a plan that can have discrete steps needed to execute the plan.  

 The ideas from the co-creation session, particularly the description and 

images from the collage activity, influenced the next prototype iteration. The 

process then moved to the consumer cloud-based design tool Canva, which 

includes some free images. Among these images were several that related to 

the collages, including an overhead photo of people relaxing on a pier to 

signify observing the audience during the empathy step. The image of a hand 

holding a sparkler was chosen for ideation to reflect the images of fireworks 

and lightning. A photo of a crater in a desert was chosen for “define” to 

reinforce the natural and that the process is about creating boundaries 

around ideas. The edges of the crater are not neat and precise which 



 
 

57 

symbolizes the ambiguity that exists at the beginning of this phase as the 

team moves from data and observations to analysis and formulating a point 

of view or problem statement. Prototyping was represented as a large 

structure over water, which conveyed both the material aspect of building 

and nature. For testing, the image chosen returned to people and showed the 

torsos of people working and listening at a table. It was helpful to start from 

the images suggested during the co-creation session and build a design 

approach from there which included not showing the faces of individuals on 

the cards to allow the viewer to remain engaged with the feeling or activity 

on the card rather than focus on the reading the nonverbal signals on an 

individual’s face.  

The next iteration of cards used the five steps of the design thinking 

process and the number of cards was reduced to 93. The cards were printed 

and tested with three professional communicators. Each participant was 

given a two-by-two matrix that measured innovation on the left, from “-” to 

“+” and practicality on the bottom using “–” and “+” as well. Participants 

sorted cards for of the five stages onto the matrix and then described their 

thought process and rationale (fig. 8). The outcome for any card could be 

that it would be low in both innovation and practicality, high in only one of 

the two criteria, or high in both. Data from the three rounds of tests were 

collected and most cards were able to get at least two “+” out of a possible 

six from the test. Two out of the three participants were very positive about 

the overall concept of the cards and all three had somewhat varied responses 

which may be due to the different roles of each, given that some have more 

client-facing roles and others focus on generating content and are highly 

skilled in digital strategy. The testing process was interesting and measured 

the two elements that I sought to optimize in the design of the cards—ideas 

that are both innovative and practical—but it became apparent that seeing 

patterns emerge could require five to twelve sets of tests given how varied 

the experiences and motivations of the three testers in my study. 
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Fig. 8. Participant sorting cards for the “ideate” phase using a two-by-two 

matrix of two features: innovativeness (left axis) and practicality (along the 

bottom axis).  

 

Based on the results and feedback from participants, some cards were 

eliminated and others were reorganized so that they could be used more 

easily. The ideation step was broken into three steps: group collaboration 

and creativity, PR strategies and tactics, and a set of fifteen master plots that 

PR professionals could use to frame their content and facilitate storytelling. 

The first two changes involved adding more brainstorming and ideation-

related ideas into the deck from design professor Kudrowitz. Initially, PR 

strategies and tactics were combined in the iteration tested. However, 

feedback from the test subjects found that they would prefer to have 

strategies separated from tactics since strategies should drive the tactics. 

The master plots are based on PR professor Michael L. Kent’s Public 

Relations Review article where he argues that public relations trade media 
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oversimplify storytelling as an innate skill of PR professionals without 

considering the essential elements of narrative—plot and character. 

Additionally, most articles on storytelling do not connect the dynamics of 

narrative with real-world stories, such as those scientists, politicians, and 

those fighting for social justice. Kent points back to the work of Ronald 

Tobias and his 20 Master Plots and How to Build Them as a tool for PR 

professionals (Tobias). The addition of the master plots was well received by 

all test subjects who considered them both innovative and practical but 

suggested that they would be easier to use if they were their own category 

(Kent). 
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Chapter 8-Reflection on the Overall Design Thinking  

Process for Public Relations Professionals  

Shifting from using design thinking in the context of a classroom 

exercise to using it with and for public relations professionals was an 

interesting exercise in raising my own awareness of my biases regarding my 

profession and fellow practitioners. In particular, the interviews and surveys 

made me aware of the sense of time pressure among practitioners and how 

that leads to certain approaches winning out because others have endorsed 

them. The emphasis on experimentation provided an opportunity for me to 

try new activities, such as a co-creation session and my first rough prototype 

deck, while reducing my concerns about the quality of execution. This 

attitude was quite liberating while also providing interesting insights about 

the user or audience and helping to move my concept into a material form. 
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PART III 

Creating Public Relations Thinking 

Looking at both the culture and practices within the PR and communications 

field along with the experience of using design thinking to develop a new approach, 

a short list of recommendations for fellow practitioners emerge. Some reflect gaps 

between the expertise within the practice while others reflect on more cultural and 

attitudinal aspects. This work helped to identify additional ideas that practitioners 

and academics can consider to new approaches for the profession.  
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Recommendation 1-Embrace Ideation and Creativity  

The field of public relations often describes its work as both art and science. 

Blending data, strategy, and objectives with strong writing and creativity while also 

tending carefully to truth and accuracy is a high ideal. As noted earlier, evaluative 

research data and quantifying return on investment for the organization have 

become a significant focus for the profession, perhaps because these can be difficult 

for most practitioners to achieve (Macnamara “Breaking”). If PR truly is an art, then 

it begs the question why practitioners focus so much on metrics and evaluative 

research, perhaps even at the sake of formative research, rather than advancing 

the creativity within the domain. If we consider Google as a rough barometer of 

interest in a topic, then the focus continues to be on counting rather than creating. 

There are 15.6 million hits for searches related to PR, measurement, and metrics 

compared to 12.3 million items related to PR and creativity.   

While advertising is considered a more creative field than PR, some of this 

may come down to economics and how business models influence priorities within 

the workplace. Generally, public relations services are less expensive than 

advertising because advertising derives a significant portion of its revenue from the 

purchase of ads (plus some incentives from media firms). Public relations can be an 

internal resource or billed by the hour—either approach lends itself to focus on 

efficiency and production over time to ideate. Hints of these structural issues 

appear in the most comprehensive survey of creativity within the field, “Creativity 

and PR.” The survey found that creativity has grown as a focus in the five years of 

the survey, yet many identify workplace structural barriers in terms of tasks and 

time. PR agencies now hire creative directors, but those within the field reported in 

2012 that less than half of the day of nearly half of the respondents was spent in 

creative activity, a rate that seems difficult to change in a handful of years by 

adding people at the top (Sudhaman). Those of us within the field will need to 

acknowledge that we are creatives and point to the long tradition of storytelling at 

the heart of public relations. Yet, the culture of PR is ambiguous about fully 

embracing this role, perhaps due to the connection with journalism and a 

perception that creativity conflicts with veracity. However, this view of creativity 
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and art is misguided. Art tells the truth and can incorporate emotion and narrative 

as powerful tools to engage, often with the goal of changing peoples’ attitudes and 

beliefs about the world. 

Linked to embracing the role of the creative is championing everyone to use 

visual communication, which is more important given mass and social media. Visual 

fluency and creativity needs to become a core competency for the field along with 

writing and editing. PRSA and other professional associations could play an 

influential role in advancing the field and encouraging higher education to require 

visual communication courses, which are optional in many undergraduate 

programs. Practitioners need to learn how to pre-visualize and then sketch 

concepts, diagrams, and ideas as part of their work along with being able to 

communicate with illustrators, designers, photographers, and videographers. 

Design thinking can help public relations professionals to develop their visual 

thinking and greater visual fluency. 

Related to the power of ideation and creativity is the need to reconsider best 

practices. As stated earlier, practitioners often use the term to mean not only 

research-verified approaches but also a loose sense of what has worked before. 

When considering the latter meaning, I believe that relying on “best practices” can 

lead practitioners to avoid new approaches, perhaps because they fear the negative 

consequences of failure or place a premium on efficiency. While there can be 

creativity in adapting an idea that worked elsewhere, this approach also sends the 

signal that doing what worked in the past is good enough. Design thinking is a tool 

to push beyond the “best practice” mindset. Bruce Mau argues in his “Incomplete 

Manifesto for Growth,” “Process is more important than outcome. When the 

outcome drives the process we will only ever go to where we’ve already been. If 

process drives outcome we may not know where we’re going, but we will know we 

want to be there” (Mau). 
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Recommendation 2-Truly See and Listen to our Audience  

To embrace the obligation at the heart of the two-way symmetrical model of 

communications, the PR field needs a full and rich understanding of our audience 

rather than flattening them into fast and convenient data points. Using the 

framework of empathy is one approach that acknowledges the humanity of those 

we are communicating with and it can provide a way to listen, observe, and better 

understand the context and richness of their lives. There are times when replicable 

research is important but other times when immersing ourselves in the worlds of 

our audience will help us learn about how they define their world. To move away 

from a quantitative-first approach requires more leaders from within the profession, 

such as Brian Solis and Deidre Breckinridge, to continue to make the case for the 

ethical use of social science methods to learn about the audience.  
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Recommendation 3-Align with Digital Strategy, Accessibility, and Usability  

 As more information is consumed online, the idea of integrating the core 

competencies of digital strategy into public relations is paramount to ensure that 

content can be found and used when needed. The user experience of engaging with 

digital content on a laptop or mobile device is significantly different from interacting 

with print content. In print, design can guide the reader to start at a particular 

point and end at another one as they interact with the work. However, our dear 

digital user may find their way to a page through a search engine and then to a 

particular word on that page using a search feature in a browser, making their path 

to the content uniquely their own. Additionally, the range of user needs that 

demand accessibility, from people with Parkinson’s disease who may struggle to 

click on a small button to those with dyslexia who may find a particular font 

challenging to read, is very wide but it affects the digital experience for a large 

number of people.  

It is challenging to implement solutions given the range of user needs and 

the complexity of the online environment. While web or digital teams were once the 

only professionals concerned with usability and accessibility, everyone who has a 

role in digital strategy needs to understand and embrace the range of user needs. 

Design thinking, with its roots in empathy, can help those in PR to begin with a 

mindset that listens to users and considers their experiences. The idea of testing at 

a small scale is a valuable way to check our ideas whenever possible against how 

the audience perceives the content. Design thinking is closely aligned with the 

mindsets and methods used in accessibility and usability. It will benefit the 

communications profession significantly to use design thinking to better align our 

approach with content strategy, user experience, and accessibility practices. 
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Recommendation 4-A Map for Public Relations Thinking 

 Design thinking is a process, culture, and a mindset that I think can move PR 

into a position that supports innovation and creativity. I believe that this social 

technology can help PR transform in significant ways and a culture of design 

thinking among public practitioners could advance the profession in several key 

ways. Consider the map below (Table 6) of how priorities within the field could 

change by adopting a “public relations” thinking approach.  

 

Table 6 

A Map for Public Relations Thinking 

Moving From Moving Toward 
• Value of data and metrics • Value of insights 
• Client or leader-centered 

decision-making 
• Human and audience-centered 

decision-making 
• Data is king—leaders 

demand it 
• Empathy drives purpose and moves 

leaders  
• Create and distribute 

content 
• Listen, understand, and dialog 

• “That’s not PR.” • Everything is communications: 
interpersonal, symbolic, media-based, 
experience, and more 

• Fast, fast, fast • Smart and creative  
• “Spin”  • Connect with the audiences’ truth 
• Outsourcing to find diverse 

ideas 
• Co-create to find diverse ideas  

• Use best practices • Find better practices: what your 
audience really wants  

• Audience members are 
rational actors  

• Understand cognitive biases, cultural 
and social cues, and how to use these 
to advance communication  

• Focus on evaluation metrics 
and return on investment 

• Focus on audience experience and 
taking action  
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Conclusion 

Public relations practitioners, like designers, toggle back and forth between 

seemingly different modes of operation: logic and creativity, specific and universal, 

human and non-human, time-bound and timeless. Both professions are driven by 

curiosity and the need to shape and change our worlds. Yet the processes at the 

heart of public relations have focused too narrowly on business imperatives and lost 

sight of the broader human dimension that fuels stories and provides meaning. 

Design thinking can provide a tool to help public relations reframe its role as a 

strategic creative driver. 

The dominant public relations theory asserts that communications is an 

actor-oriented dialogic process with public relations serving an important listening 

function and aiding organizations in continually creating meaning through dialog 

with their publics. While public relations theory holds that organizational 

communications involve dynamic two-way dialog with audiences, the tools 

practitioners use to plan and strategize reflect a static one-way communications 

model and mindset. This gap between theory and practice results in a false sense of 

control for professionals and limits the input from the audience. Design thinking 

approaches the “other” based on empathy and using a mixed methods research 

approach that values observation, listening, and understanding the audience needs 

and perspectives. This orientation better aligns with a dialogic approach by allowing 

communicators to consider a richer set of contextual cues while using the iterative 

process to incorporate and engage audience feedback throughout the development 

process. 

Design thinking offers an alternative approach for practitioners to develop 

communications by creating psychological safety through play to support group 

creative idea generation. This culture of creativity is one of the greatest 

contributions of design thinking. When combined with prototyping and iterative 

developing and testing, the process is rapid and dialogic. Additionally, the use of 

prototype testing provides empirical evidence at a small scale, which is very 

powerful. The design thinking approach will better align public relations and 

communications with the methods and models used in the related fields of 
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marketing, advertising, design, and software development. The process also 

provides opportunities to include more diverse audience perspectives through co-

creation methods and that could mitigate unintended bias in communications.  

By developing a tool specifically for communicators, my work itself is a 

design thinking test case for communications. Engaging in the process required 

developing new skills in sketching, concepting, group facilitation, research, 

reflexivity, testing, as well as graphic design. Beyond those skills, the process 

required me to develop a different relationship with what Tom Kelley calls “creative 

confidence” and what Sternberg defines as the leadership element within creativity 

to both advance my ideas while also asking for and accepting feedback at many 

points along the way. While the cards themselves may prove a useful tool, the 

experience of using empathy to focus on the needs of my colleagues rather than 

advancing my own ideas, was very powerful.  

PR is starting to consider the potential that design thinking could provide to 

the field. IDEO CEO Tim Brown spoke this spring to the Page Society, an association 

for senior public relations and corporate communications executives. “We are all 

designers. We are all shaping the world at some point … with some sort of 

intention,” said Brown, as reported in The Holmes Report. “These mindsets and 

methods are all about how we organize (around) what at some level is an infinite 

set of possibilities.” Brown argued that the duality of design thinking—both 

scientific and artistic—could help public relations manage change, motivate within 

organizations, and problem solve. Whether executives in the Page Society fully 

embrace design thinking in the long run is yet to be seen, however they are taking 

the first step of listening (Marszalek). 
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Appendix A-Selected Definitions  
Regarding Research Methods  

Verbatim from Study Guide for the Examination for  

Accreditation in Public Relations 

 

Types of Research 

• Informal (nonscientific) research: Methods of gathering information that 

don’t necessarily follow the scientific method and are usually subjective and 

exploratory. Informal research can look at values or qualities and is good for 

pre-testing formal strategies. Findings cannot be projected to represent an 

entire population. Informal research may provide an early warning signal 

about emerging issues and is often used to inform formal scientific research. 

Examples: Personal interviews, community forums, call-in phone lines, field 

reports. 

• Scientific method: Principles and procedures for the systematic pursuit of 

data through replicable observation and experimentation. Scientists 

formulate and test hypotheses; use methods that can be replicated; collect 

objective, empirical data; and compare results against established theoretical 

standards. 

• Formative research: Gathering information for use in making decisions 

before a program or making adjustments in a program/plan during 

implementation. 

• Descriptive research: Collecting information that describes existing 

conditions, the status quo of individuals, group opinions, opinions or 

behavior. Usually designed to test a theory or hypothesis. 

• Evaluation research: Process of evaluating concepts, design, plan, 

implementation and effectiveness of a program. Used to learn what 

happened and why it happened. 
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Research Methods 

• Focus Group: Focus group interviews are focused discussions led by a 

moderator. Eight-to-12 people usually take part. Focus groups are examples 

of qualitative and exploratory research. 

• Intercept Interviews 

• Surveys: Survey research is a quantitative method that uses a series of 

written, oral or online questions to sample a desired “universe” — a 

population or group of people. Surveys are excellent ways to determine the 

knowledge or opinions of identified groups such as employees, voters or 

members of your organization. The important part of this method is 

developing questions that clearly address your research objective without 

threatening the people you are surveying. Surveys can be mailed, emailed, 

telephoned, asked in person or completed online. The techniques used for 

these different survey formats vary widely. 

o Telephone surveys (based on random sampling) 

o Mail survey 

o Online/email survey 

• Content analysis: Content analysis is the objective, systematic and 

quantitative description of manifest content in print, online or broadcast 

messages. In content analysis, we attempt to objectively code message 

content to identify issues reported by news media, determine topics 

important to journalists or bloggers, define information that publics may 

have received or help scan the environment for trends that public relations 

efforts should address. Content analysis involves selecting a unit of analysis, 

defining content categories, sampling and coding. 

• In-depth interviews 

• Phone interviews  

• Complaint reviews 

• Tracking calls, purchases, hits, actions, placements 

• Observations, visits, field reports 

• Advisory panels 

• Community forums 
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• Media analysis 

• Research databases (such as Lexis/ Nexis), literature review 

• Fact finding 

• Historical research: Collecting information that exists on the record. 

Sources include historic documents, personal papers, journals, official 

records and online databases. 

• Internet/social media research 
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Appendix B-In-Depth-Interview Transcripts 

 

#1—BM  

Speaker 1: So I guess I was just trying to get a little bit about your professional background in terms 
of I know there's such a spectrum in communications. 

BM: Yeah, so 18 years just celebrated my 18th year anniversary being a professional 
communicator. Over the 18 years I've done everything from internal communications 
around HR related, benefits related, rebranding, restructuring kind of related and then 
external communications and marketing toward customers external facing customers 
and through all kind of methods and mediums like digital, social media, newsletters, 
print and digital or electronic, website design, writing, strategy, executive or C-Suite 
level kind of coaching, presentation writing, presentation giving, organizing events, and 
kind of event planning the logistics, but then also kind of what message are we really 
wanting to share, and what are we wanting from our audience, so I really have had a 
broad range of experiences mostly in the health care field or area, 10 years in a 
corporate communications department in a Workers' Compensation insurance company 
the biggest one in the state and the biggest one regionally.  

BM: Then spent a couple of years managing a team of 10 communication professionals 
everything from graphic designers to web designers to editors, proofreaders, PR 
specialists that kind of thing at a health care compliance association and they also had a 
sister organization that was related to other industries like education just like Coca-Cola 
and stuff. That organization was a professional membership association that trained and 
educated compliance professionals on how to do compliance related things and what 
they needed to know to protect their organizations, so highly regulated just like 
insurance. 

BM: Then I was out on my own for a couple of years doing marketing communications 
support for mostly non-profits and small businesses and kind of used my full range of 
skills and CURRENT then I came here to the university and I've been here for just about 
three years managing marketing communications for CTSI internal and external. We 
have internal to the university audiences, but then we also have external audiences 
outside of the university so we talk with community members, community 
organizations, non-profits and we also talk with business industry companies like 
Medtronic and Medical Alley Association and just different device makers and 
pharmaceutical companies to kind of bring our research or related products to the 
market. 

BM: Then I do communications internal to CTSI here as well so all staff and executive faculty 
facing things. Yeah, just kind of the gamut of history. The first two years I was out of 
college I was in the marketing department at the company I interned with while I was in 
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college and that was more marketing facing rather than communications. I got my start 
doing a lot there, too, where I did internal communications and then external marketing 
more like assistant to the marketing director. There I did I really perfected like trade 
show design and what does your trade show booth look like. There have been a couple 
positions over my career thus far that I've used that skill. It's not one that I greatly enjoy 
but, yeah, I have had experience there. I've had a lot of just depth and just broad range 
of things. The one area that I am not a professional in I would say is graphic design. It's 
just not something that I'm really strongly suited in, but I love partnering with people 
who have that skillset and really bringing some words to life visually. 

Speaker 1: Sure. In your current role do you have other people report to you? 

BM: No, right now it's just me, but I'm currently hiring for a communication specialist. 

Speaker 1: Okay. Then just kind of to step back like what do you think are like the challenges within 
the communications field currently? 

BM: Oh, that's a great question. I would say that from a communication standpoint the tools 
and methods that we use have changed like when I was in college getting my training 
website design was a relatively new thing, right? So having that website skill of content 
editing and designing a website was pretty new and it was obviously much more 
complicated with having to know all about HTML back then, and then with the advent of 
social media and social networking it's just like there's always something new and then 
those tools always change so when you're trying to do your job and you got to get 
something out and all of a sudden, oh, great, it's not working the way it should. It's not 
working the way it did last week, and then you have to kind of research why and what's 
going on.  

BM: Just really staying on top of all of the changes I think is hard and I think I've personally 
seen in this post recession world that we're in probably not specific to communications, 
but I have noticed that employers are really expecting an employee and a 
communications professional to do it all to what am I trying to say like to commit your 
life, basically, like do more with less. We have less funding, we have less time, we have 
less focus, we have less energy, we have less everything, but you're supposed to do 
more with that and it's just really hard to fit it all in, in a day. Those I think are the two 
biggest challenges that I see right now. 

Speaker 1: Okay, great. So the first part is kind of talking about using research to kind of guide 
understanding of the audience or audiences or stakeholders kind of depending on the 
framework. I mean, this is kind of hard to step back like when and how often in your 
current role do you get to do that kind of research, do you use research? 

BM: Oh, my gosh. 
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Speaker 1: Sometimes, I understand, like in other roles it could be provided to you by stakeholders 
but just. 

BM: This is an area that I'm very much a numbers person, or I'm sorry, I'm very much a 
word's person, but the numbers just around our business just really excite me. I always 
say like the numbers tell the story. I have a gut impression. I have a theory. I have 
something where I think, "Okay, we could really target this area with this message," but 
until I see the data I won't know for sure, and I've been in situations where we got it 
wrong, or our gut assumption was different from what the data had indicated. In terms 
of data at the university I would say my role it's not as high of a priority as it is in my 
roles outside of the university. I think we're moving more in that direction we're making 
data driven decisions, but I think a corporation that is their business that's how they 
make change a lot of times and see industry trends and see trends within their business 
is by looking at the data.  

BM: I would say annually kind of on a broad scale at least really digging into that data 
annually I, personally, I look at things every month. I look at like website analytics and 
social media analytics every month to kind of see those potential trends, especially, 
after we send a campaign or we do a specific piece around a campaign I want to see 
how it's working, right? But then I also want to see in a month kind of standpoint how 
it's working, and then I also want to look at a quarterly basis to see how it's working, but 
I would say like surveying your customers. The company that I was at for 10 years they 
had a policy of not wanting to burden their customer list, and I think that's very similar 
here and that's maybe why we don't do a lot of that because there's like constant 
surveys, right? I think there's value in doing it maybe not every year on such a broad 
scale, but maybe every other year, but I do think that there's definitely value in doing it 
on a regular basis. 

BM: There's something I was going to say with that and I don't quite recall, but in our current 
business, actually, right here we have at CTSI we have an annual survey of our users of 
our service lines. Our entire business isn't all service lines, but the majority of it is so we 
survey those who have used our services. We have a generally low participation rate 
and I think that's probably indicative of many things, but it's really helpful to see trends. 
It's really helpful to see what service lines are performing better than others, and those 
that are what can we learn from them? What are they doing right? For example, our 
current survey that's in draft form, for 2017 is showing at the project level there's 
maybe a dip in communication like the customer is looking for more communication at 
that exact moment or better communication or frequent that kind of thing so the 
communication took kind of a dip on the project level so those are like strategies how 
do we kind of train up our staff and provide better and more consistent communication 
across the lifetime of a plan or a project. 

BM: I remember what I was going to say. The company that I was at for 10 years while I was 
there for five years we were known as one thing and we had a female president and we 
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had this really big vision, but we weren't really interested in growing our business at 
that point because there was like the 2001 kind of- 

Speaker 1: Oh, dot-com, yeah. 

BM: I don't want to say recession, but yeah, kind of a financial blip so we weren't really 
looking at growing. It was kind of more stabilizing, but then when I was there for five 
years she was stepping down she was retiring and we were looking for a new CEO. We 
were rebranding, restructuring, completely changing our business. One of the things 
that from a communication standpoint that we learned during that process is our 
internal partners and our external partners really responded better when we provided a 
survey at the completion of a specific project versus surveying them annually. If we 
surveyed them annually they had decent marks, but they were always better and more 
fruitful feedback almost immediately after the project was completed it was like top-of-
mind, right? 

Speaker 1: Sure. 

BM: So it was just really much more valuable feedback and information at that point. 

Speaker 1: Do you ever do other things like focus groups or just even like content analysis or any of 
that stuff? 

BM: So great question. We're not there yet. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, I know it's definitely one I'm sure that's challenging. 

BM: Exactly, it's very challenging and I think with our particular business we're in just a 
challenging environment where everything around us is changing. 

Speaker 1: Sure.  

BM: Even being stable for five months it's like unheard of here. We change based on all of 
our partners and the industry and kind of what's happening in the federal government 
and what's happening here at the university, so it's being stable right now for me that's 
a goal. So it's hard to even like get focus groups and do content analysis because we're 
constantly changing even what we're calling ourselves what services we offer so it's 
challenging here. In other environments, yes, we've done content analysis, we did focus 
groups. I found the focus groups to be very helpful. We did like usability testing with 
websites when we would roll things out like that and like the eye tracking software and 
things that's really helpful to kind of watch that process unfold.  

Speaker 1: Oh, good. So it sounds like one of my own questions is kind of getting at that piece 
about how to understand communities that might be different whether it's a disability, 
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race or ethnic difference, language differences, and it sounds like from what you're 
saying in this current role with CTSI you don't really have the capacity. 

BM: Exactly. 

Speaker 1: For the kind of over change framework. 

BM: The structure right now, yeah, I mean, I think we're trying to move in that direction, but 
I don't see us there anytime soon.  

Speaker 1: Sure. 

BM: There's two parts of our business that engages externally outside of the university walls 
and in one of those their whole purpose of being is to engage the community in 
university research so they've done things like what I would consider like smaller focus 
groups, but they're called community research studios. I mean, I think it's somewhat the 
same as a focus group. It's not called that and it doesn't flow exactly the same way, but 
it essentially provides the researcher feedback about their idea, about their research 
process, about what the study design is that they currently are thinking about, and 
would it really help that community like is it just a pie in the sky that doesn't really in the 
end help them, or could be perhaps the community says, oh, or the attendees from that 
community would say if you just changed it this way it would have much impact and 
that's that real-time feedback that really helps them go, okay, and it's from the audience 
who would greatly benefit from it so it's really valuable. We do those, but beyond that 
we haven't delved too much into that, so, yeah. 

Speaker 1: Sure. Then I guess one of the questions, too, is like looking at we have this era right now 
particularly in social media of like the Me Too movement, Black Lives Matter, these kind 
of broader social and kind of movements does that play into any of your kind of 
communications planning or it's not maybe not relevant? 

BM: It does in some ways. We take a lot of our direction from our primary funding agency at 
the NIH and they're releasing or have over the last two months releasing a big program 
called All of Us which is essentially to try and get over a million or at least a million 
people enrolled in research in the next year I think. While like campaigns like Black Lives 
Matter and things like that they don't directly impact us. There's two things with that 
that does like the idea of social movements and just kind of voices matter, so one of our 
biggest challenges is how to get the public and/or patients involved in research because 
the number one reason why research studies fail, health research studies is because 
there aren't enough people participating so then the study has to close because there's 
not enough people to say that's a sample size, right? 

Speaker 1: Sure. 
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BM: So that's the number one reason why studies fail, and we need to try and get people 
into studies so that they're participating so we can all benefit, but there's that stigma 
with research so the idea around our voices matter and enough social change to get 
that movement. I feel like we're right on that cusp where if partnered with the right 
organization with the right messaging all the rights come into the right mix we could be 
having one of those movements ourselves not necessarily Black Lives Matter or Me Too, 
but with engaging in research the public engaging in research.  

BM: The Me Too thing I have noticed directly impacts our business in that NIH has long said 
there's not enough diversity in leadership at the university, at other universities it's not 
just us, and other businesses, right? For our first grant application in January 2016 that 
was one of the critique feedback that we received was there wasn't enough diversity in 
our faculty leadership so while it's not necessarily like sexual harassment it's kind of like 
the representation of women or minorities in our leadership and our researchers really 
needs to be reflected in who we are and what we do. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, I've heard about those efforts locally to engage more particularly the people of 
color and communities of colors that don't trust.  

BM: Yes. 

Speaker 1: They feel that there's some very negative history in terms [inaudible 00:17:37] and 
things like that. 

BM: Absolutely. That is one of our biggest issues with that that core that works with the 
community is there is such a level of distrust based on previous issues around syphilis 
and just really things that have not been good, especially, at those underrepresented 
areas it's just like really unfortunate that that's where we're at, but it is so they're really 
trying hard to build that trust, but it's hard, it's not easy, so I think like a big movement 
needed by the people in that community it can't be, I think what we're learning, it can't 
be us telling them you need to do this. It needs to be people in that community realizing 
the value that participating in research could provide them and their community so 
we're trying to kind of get there, but we're not quite there yet, yeah. 

Speaker 1: So kind of the next thing was talking about like kind of your planning methodology 
because I know there are a lot of different ways so how do you approach when you're 
planning because I know there's like kind of a traditional PR say based planning 
approach and there's some variations on those themes, there's marketing planning and 
even agile, so just kind of like is there a particular method you use or does it matter? 

BM: Great question. I love kind of a mixture. Just in general with everything I try and find I 
like to learn about a lot of different things and then pick from those that work best. I 
would say in this organization there's maybe less focus on big picture planning than in 
other organizations that I've been at. Honestly, in this organization it's what works best 
with the people I'm partnering with on that particular project. Some people don't like 
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planning at all so it's just like you have to make it look like you haven't planned this kind 
of thing, right? But you have to put some planning into it, right? One of the issues that 
we have is audience segmentation, right? So kind of figuring out who are you targeting 
and how are you segmenting because I would say globally one of our issues here is we 
want to talk to all researchers. We want to talk to the community. 

Speaker 1: Sure. 

BM: Well, that's thousands of people. 

Speaker 1: Right. 

BM: Give me more definition there so really getting people to understand that there is 
definite value in segmenting so just like throwing something out there is probably a 
really good way to waste money and resources, and segmenting is a way to kind of 
really hone in on what you're trying to do and who you're trying to really target and a 
way to hone messages, right?  

Speaker 1: Right. 

BM: Like this message wouldn't work for all researchers, but it would work for this segment 
of the research population. I think that's been a battle that's been hard fought and I'm 
still kind of fighting it, but I think it's well worth it for sure. My planning it's like I loved 
taking some of the PRSA. I was actually trying to get I was looking at getting certified 
PRSA this year, and it just hasn't worked out so I'm going to do it next year, but I really 
enjoyed learning about that really in-depth process, but what I've noticed in real life 
most things happen really fast and the people who want them they don't have time for 
planning. They just want you to do it with maybe add in some of your planning expertise 
in there, so if it were a project that I was leading I would really take a mixture of PRSA, 
some marketing, planning kind of technology. A little bit of agile, I would say, but in this 
environment, especially, that kind of tends to scare people off. They have a host of 
terminology that is foreign to some and it just seems kind of militant.  

Speaker 1: It can seem like a religion the way some people approach it. 

BM: Exactly. Yeah, so I would say that my biggest way is to just be flexible and use the 
amount of planning that's needed for that particular project and not over plan it. 

Speaker 1: Okay. So when you talk about big picture planning do you mean by that kind of the 
more strategic focus? 

BM: Yes. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, that sounds like a familiar issue. 
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BM: Yes. 

Speaker 1: Okay, I guess the next thing I want to kind of go in was like this idea of creativity and 
ideation. Some of these may or may not be appropriate, but since you're kind of a team 
of one, but it sounds like you also work with partners across your institution. 

BM: Yes. 

Speaker 1: So how important do you consider creativity for your role? 

BM: I'm going to be honest and say in my role here at the university I wouldn't say creativity 
in this particular moment is of high value it's mostly production like mostly just do the 
thing that I want you to do, but in general in the communication process I think it's 
highly valuable. It's something that I've noticed that if I don't pay attention to it's easy to 
stamp out and easy to kind of forget. I'm trying to think of a good example, but there 
have been. One of the ways I bring creativity because I am a team of one is attending a 
lot of professional development things, right? I don't have a team to bounce ideas off of, 
but I have colleagues in my network that I can bounce ideas of and learn from them so I 
like to network with professional communicators and go to different events and 
activities and learn from them and go, "Oh, my gosh, I didn't even think that you could 
do that. That's really interesting tell me more." That's one of the ways I really bring in 
fresh ideas in different perspectives. 

Speaker 1: So do you ever then reach out to those people, too, if you're kind of looking to 
brainstorm? 

BM: Yes. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

BM: Yes. 

Speaker 1: So that I guess encompasses like peers across the U or is that a wider network? 

BM: Wider network. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

BM: Last week I was talking with the vice-president of communications at US Bank. I actually 
saw her speak at the IABC Minnesota International Association Business Communicators 
their conference event was on the university campus at McNamara earlier this spring I 
saw her present. I attend these events all the time like I attend professional 
development events all the time because it's one of the ways I stay current on 
technology and information. I have never in any of my time at these events never seen a 
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presentation where I went, "That's me. That's exactly what I say. That's my thinking. 
That's how I would approach this." 

Speaker 1: Interesting. 

BM: I immediately thought, "I got to know this person. I have to know what got her here and 
just like how she does her work." So I connected with her on LinkedIn. She was totally 
open to meeting with me. We've now struck up this mentor-mentee relationship.  

Speaker 1: Oh, nice. 

BM: So some ideas, yeah, when I met with her initially I was like there's something I was 
working on I'm like how do you approach this and do you think this would help hit this 
target audience, right? This message, so yeah, I find it valuable and helpful. I don't know 
if others would see that reflected out, but that is one of my main ways of getting fresh 
ideas since it's just me. 

Speaker 1: Well, yeah, that makes sense. I guess we've talked a little before so this might seem so 
the question was sort of like I'm assuming you've heard of design thinking because 
we've talked about that in the past have you ever used it? 

BM: Yes. I'm going to qualify that. All of last year CTSI was embarking on a design thinking 
approach process to this new center, and I participated in the design thinking process 
with about 34 other people across the U who have some sort of role or stake in the 
clinical research process. I thought that it was really refreshing. I've gathered in my 
experience as well it was not an approach people were used to here, so it was like really 
new and different and fresh and it had that excitement with it. 

BM: I would also say that it helped people get outside of the box of being territorial with 
their like, no, this is my part of the work. This is what I do. It really kind of helped shift 
that thinking in my opinion anyway instead of like, no, this is my part don't touch it, 
don't talk about it, don't think about it, just do, right? Do what I say. It really shifted that 
to like, oh, well, maybe someone who touched this process would have an idea of how 
we can improve it. It just helped I think people open up and listen instead of just 
immediately react of, no, don't talk about it, don't touch it, it's mine.  

Speaker 1: That was led by CDes, correct? 

BM: What was that? 

Speaker 1: College of Design for that? 

BM: Exactly, Tom and Jess. 
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Speaker 1: Great. What about like have you we talked a little bit before I think about like customer 
or journey mapping whether it's like patient have you done that before? 

BM: So we started we haven't finished we as in a couple of folks here at CTSI who kind of 
help with that. We haven't finished. We've done more. We paused on that a little bit, 
but first started then looking at voice of the customer kinds of things like what 
mechanisms do we currently have to get feedback from customers because we have a 
lot and what we discovered through that whole process is there were tons that we 
didn't even know we had.  

Speaker 1: Oh, interesting. 

BM: It was like an inventory an audit of what we had, and then taking that and going, okay, 
what information can we pull from those places that can help us map a customer 
journey that can help eliminate, well, we don't know we're trying to figure out what the 
customer journey is and it's varied is what we found out. I mean, it's going to take a lot 
of effort I think, but what we found out through that process was there's feedback that 
we can assign to each part of that journey that will help us kind of go what could we do 
better, right? 

BM: I think one of the challenges here at the university for us is that we have, A, a wide 
variety of business entities like in our portfolio we're business units there's a lot of them 
and they do very distinct things so we have to figure out what that. There's not one 
customer, generally, that comes in from A and leaves at Z, so we have to figure out what 
entry points they are. One of the things that I found helpful with that is figuring out first 
this sounds weird, but targeting like audience segmentation, right? 

Speaker 1: Sure. 

BM: Okay, if it's a junior investigator, someone who's relatively new to research they're going 
to have a different experience than someone. They're going to come in at a different 
point into our journey here of our business. They're going to come in at a different point 
and they're likely going to leave at a different point so one of the first things for me was 
really identifying who our customers are. I mean, we have such a broad range so there's 
such a broad range of customers, but I found it helpful. I think it's hard to kind of get 
that buy-in from people to say the time spent doing this is worth it. I think we're just 
starting to kind of understand that it is worth it. I would expect in the next year we'll 
probably make definitely more strides to finish that and to do the work necessary.  

BM: One of my challenges here at the university being a communicator is and I've always 
said this I will be a much stronger communicator when I leave the university because it's 
not just like, hey, listen to me this is a great idea. You really have to work hard, very 
hard to get buy-in from even the people who should care about it to be quite honest like 
leadership like wouldn't you want to map out what your customer's journey is. It's 
probably going to make business better. You're probably going to be faster, quicker, 
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more efficient. You're going to increase the amount of customers that you have. You're 
going to increase the amount of positive kind of feedback that you're getting and 
improvements process improvement. It's probably going to be for the better. Yes, 
there's work involved, but that's anything worth doing, right? 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

BM: That has been the hardest part is to get people to go, okay, you're right like there is 
value in this we should do this. We should pay attention to our own business, but I think 
because like for us I can't speak for anyone else, but for us our faculty leadership hold a 
bajillion other positions and roles. They're not just dedicated to us. Our director has one 
role for the AAHC a very big role, a very big role in the medical school, a chair. He's a 
clinician, so he sees patients. He's a researcher a very well established researcher that 
does his own research.  

BM: He's got all of these different things going. It's almost impossible for him to focus on 
with any length of time on our business so I think that's kind of one of the biggest 
undercurrents is that the way we're structured is that we don't have dedicated 
leadership. The staff doing the work is trying to kind of do the work plus kind of mitigate 
I don't want to say the lack of leadership, but the lack of their attention, so always trying 
to get buy-in from them and anyone else is probably the biggest challenge. 

Speaker 1: It sounded like my other question was about co-creation session and the idea of like 
bringing people from different communities in to create the message and it sounds like 
that example you gave when it comes to community outreach around research is really 
that approach. 

BM: Yes, it is. 

Speaker 1: Do you think that's accurate to say that? 

BM: Yes, and then that same group also has a management council that is made up of people 
from community organizations from the community, from partner areas like HCMC, 
health systems that we partner with, and they meet once a month and they go through 
basically like that group we want to push out this email they literally review the email 
and go, oh, I don't know about that language. Tell me more kind of thing. They really 
kind of co-create. They bring people together from various walks of life and areas 
outside and inside the U, but that group is purposely positioned not to be U heavy, so 
there's only like three people from the university on that group, again, to kind of make 
sure the community has that voice, right? 

Speaker 1: So almost like an advisory council sort of? 

BM: Exactly. 
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Speaker 1: Okay. 

BM: Then another way that we kind of co-create that we're doing now is this clinical research 
support center the thing that we did the design process for. We just opened for soft 
launch yesterday, and the communicators from all four entities that are included so it's 
CTSI, OVPR, Fairview and UMP, University of Minnesota Physicians. All four of those 
entities have a stake in the clinical research process here so we bring not only the 
communicators together, but then there's a council kind of a steering committee of 
leaders that make sure because we're basically being stewards of each other's brands 
here, right?  

BM: We each have a stake in this process, and we're partnering together on this new center 
so we bring each other together and we talk about, okay, messaging for this group, 
okay, it could be different for that group and just different things like that tactics that 
are different that work different. That's been helpful. I would say that has been 
historically from a CTSI standpoint that has probably been one of the pieces of feedback 
that we get the most from various groups is we aren't co-creating enough, so that I think 
is something we're trying to move the mark on a bit, but it's always hard, I mean, and 
we're talking about 15 plus thousand people inside the university that we're 
communicating to and with. 

Speaker 1: So it sounds like that co-creation is very much at the kind of foundational programmatic 
level in addition to the communication so it's a more wholistic approach. 

BM: Yes, exactly, yes. 

Speaker 1: Okay, that's great. It's interesting to hear that. Then I guess the last question is more 
about and I'm not sure this applies again what you were saying earlier about since 
you're a team of one when you get ideas it was about facilitating any kind of group 
process whether you use any kind of tools, but it sounds like you're not really convening 
groups to the ideation or do you? 

BM: I am at times it just kind of depends on what the project is.  

Speaker 1: Like do you use consultants? I mean, sometimes, people bring them in like even the 
usability lab or do focus groups. 

BM: Exactly, we're actually working with a consultant right now for the CRSC that website for 
the big center that we're opening. What was the question? I'm sorry. 

Speaker 1: It was essentially are there researchers, individuals or groups that you use to help 
planning to facilitate any kind of group process? 

BM: Yes. 
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Speaker 1: So as whether it's like the ideation piece or bringing a group of people together whether 
it's even like books or cards kind of that range of resources? 

BM: Absolutely. Yes, we bring in we have in times past worked with consultants and 
whatever kind of tools that they're used to using. A lot of times it's the usability lab. 
We're also toying with the idea of doing I don't know too much about this, so I 
apologize, but the art of hosting we're looking at doing some stuff around that. I mean, 
I'm a big believer in books. I'm just kind of one who likes throw everything at me, and I'll 
just pick kind of like I process with everything which is like I'll pick a little bit from this 
and a little bit from that and make the process that kind of works for me and the team.  

BM: It just kind of depends on what the group is, but I like books, I like materials just 
different things like that and new ideas like the art of hosting that was something the 
chief of staff I think she has a colleague who works there like a friend, personal friend, 
too, so she knows a lot about it. It's going to be helpful in a certain situation we're in so I 
was like, "Oh, this is interesting. I've never heard about this." So I want to like go 
research, right? What is this. Yeah, that kind of the stuff that we use. 

BM: From a tool standpoint, I mean, around the idea of not necessarily ideation so much, but 
like organization. I mean, I just like to use I don't like the term parking lot of like a 
spreadsheet with parking lot, but essentially that's what it is like when we're coming up 
with like this thing that we have to do and there's all these great ideas, but they're not 
necessarily something that we can use for this particular thing I like referring back to 
that. It's just going to help think about different things. 

Speaker 1: Then kind of I guess more specifically about like would it be of interest do you think 
there would be some interest if you were like using a deck something like the IDEO 
decks, or the PSEO ones where it's like more kind of taking the tactical tools, so you 
don't kind of forget what so that would be of interest? 

BM: Yeah, very, yeah, I think that would be very interesting. 

Speaker 1: Okay. Is there anything else that you would add in terms of like either sort of challenges 
or, I mean, it's interesting you have both this kind of pre you experience, and the new 
experience, which sounds really prominent. 

BM: They're very different, yes.  

Speaker 1: Yeah. In terms of like these challenges or do you think there are other challenges like I 
said at the beginning besides the pace you're trying to keep on top of things and being 
asked to do more? 

BM: I mean, yes. I think, yeah, some of the challenges at the university and I can only speak 
from my experience I can't speak for everybody, but it's not viewed as a business, and I 
think that very word gives people hives like we're not in business don't treat it ... We're 
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a land grant university like stop messing with our mission that we're a land grant 
university, and I totally understand that, but at a point at the end of the day it does have 
to function like a business. We are, I mean, one of our main goals is an internal service 
organization. We provide service to people. We have to act like a business. If we're not 
doing what a business would do like profit and loss like how do we stay afloat? How do 
we make sure people are getting what they need from us because if not they'll go to our 
competitors, right?  

BM: Like how do we prevent them from going to our competitors? How are we the best that 
we can be in our business? That whole philosophy is absent here at least in my neck of 
the woods, and I think it's just highly complicated because the world that we're in with 
this clinical translational research there's so many overlapping pieces and partners that 
it's almost, I mean, one of the challenges is it's almost impossible it seems to have any 
amount of control over our business, but even the very little control that we do have we 
give it away we don't even look at it we just pretend it's not there in some cases. Like 
our own business data like up until a year ago couldn't even tell you how many 
employees we had. I mean, I don't understand that, but, I mean, like at another 
company it's like what now? They're either hired and work for you or they're not. How is 
that there even a question there, but that's this weird structure that we're in that's a 
really challenging thing to even get or how many researchers have used this particular 
service? 

Speaker 1: Sure. 

BM: Somewhere that's got to be documented, but it's hard to even get at it and get at it in a 
consistent way. I mean, I guess, ultimately, my point is one of my biggest challenges 
here is that everything I've been trained to do in corporate America or outside of the 
university it's like I have to change my way of doing things because we don't even value 
the same things here. We don't measure the same things. Again, maybe it's just my neck 
of the woods and not indicative of the entire university. I don't know when I'm 
successful. I don't know what is successful.  

BM: One of my biggest for my chief of staff when I came onboard one of my biggest goals 
and charges was we need a better reputation on campus. Well, if you're not measuring 
what your current reputation is how do you know if you've made any improvements? 
We have no measurement, so it's like I couldn't tell you if we're even attempting to hit 
the mark on that because we're not even measuring it how would we know. I mean, all I 
can say is anecdotally, no, it doesn't seem like we've gotten any better maybe even 
worse, so it's really hard to know when you're successful and know like, yes, we did this 
right.  

BM: Another challenge for me, again, I don't know how indicative this is anywhere else, but 
it's almost impossible to get any positive momentum going or any momentum because 
we're in an environment that changes so frequently. I mean, I know, and you know that 
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to see change in behavior, in attitude, in beliefs that's the hardest thing, and it takes a 
very long time to do that generally much less change in action. It takes a while and when 
we're fickle and we change so frequently we're not giving that enough time to kind of 
work itself out like is it going to make a positive improvement? Would it lead to a 
behavior change?  

Speaker 1: To mature essentially. 

BM: Exactly, and it's almost like immediately like, no, knee-jerk action that's not going to 
work because one person complained. I'm not at all advocating ignoring complaints. I'm 
basically saying the political structure here it's I'd never thought I'd say this, but the 
political structure at an academic institution is like corporate America on crack. It's like 
political wrangling and stabbing people in the back. It's all about what that current 
political climate is like versus what's good for the business globally, what's good for the 
university globally, what's good for the business, what's good for our customers, right? 
It's kind of like, oh, well, so and so is now the leader what does he or she want? Okay, 
well, that's what we do then I guess. Then when the leadership changes and because we 
are in this realm where we deal with university, we also deal with UMP, we also deal 
with Fairview.  

BM: I don't know how much you know about the M Health, Fairview stuff, but that's not easy 
to be in the middle of and they've all changed leaders in the AAHC and UMP and 
Fairview so then it's that getting to you know. They need to know what our business is 
and what we provide so that takes time that's not quick, and then it changes, and then it 
doesn't come together. It's like it's slow, but it's fast. I don't even know how to explain 
that, but like the ramping up time takes a long time to get someone to understand who 
we are and who our business is, but the pace of change is so fast that we don't even 
know who we are, and we just kind of end up ping-ponging between all the various 
things. Maybe that is just literally our piece in this world because we are in this middle 
ground between all these players, but I would say we as an organization haven't taken 
our control of the situation. We've given our control away. 

BM: There's a proper kind of, yeah. 

Speaker 1: It can be reactive then based on this. 

BM: Yes, very much so. I mean, I would just say at a corporation ... Oh, sorry, my eye is like 
doing a twitch thing. In my experience at a corporation the CEO, president, CEO and the 
board and the executive management team kind of shape the organization they make 
decisions. Employees and middle managers certainly influence those decisions they're 
valued. Most good organizations value their employees, but what was I going to say 
there? They make decisions, and they decide the path. They see future trends. They see 
industry trends. They see what's happening in their environment, and they make those 
calls and the job of the employees is to do the work that has been kind of dictated, 
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right? To do X, Y and Z because that's what our CEO is saying, right? That's what they 
see is in the environment so that's what we need to do. There's no questioning it and if 
you do it's kind of then like, okay, maybe you shouldn't be working there anymore. 

BM: I mean, it's very simple. There is no question about whether I do this or I don't. If I don't 
I might not have a job, so I just have to do it, and if I don't like doing it then I need to go 
find another place that I might enjoy that a little bit better, but here in this environment 
there's question about everything. Everybody can question everything, so it makes the 
job of communicator like almost impossible I would have to say. At a certain level I don't 
want to say because I said so because that's never a good thing, but in the end at least 
in a corporation because I said so at least gets action happening, whereas, here it's just 
like I think you should do this. No, I don't want to do this.  

BM: It just swirls, and you don't get a clear path and decision and for communications a clear 
path and decision like that's my job is to help make a decision understandable, relatable 
for people. My job as a corporate communicator and get people across the organization 
and stakeholders to kind of buy into it, but it's almost impossible when they don't. They 
never have to. There's never a bottom line where like at the end of the day you just 
have to say, okay, I might personally disagree, but I have to do this because it's my job 
it's always in question here. It's never a known of yes I just have to do this. 

Speaker 1: Do you find that at various levels because I have run into that and have been surprised 
that it can happen at any level almost within the organization. 

BM: Yes.  

Speaker 1: Okay. 

BM: Yes. I think the kind of frontline employees learn that from being in this environment 
that there's, I mean, under certain direction I guess they learn that no one is going to 
make you do anything. We're a land grant institution with academic freedom. That has 
been beaten into my head over the last three years of why I can't tell someone like, no, 
the proper process to submit news to me is this way because God wouldn't that just 
make more sense and make everybody's life easier. No-no, there's pushback, though, if 
you can't tell someone what to do, well, for goodness sakes, I mean, it's all anarchy and 
chaos then and that's what I experience I got to be honest. It's hard to find how to do 
my job in this sort of environment and much less do it well.  

BM: I mean, another kind of challenge that I have at the university, and I'm sure you've 
heard this from multiple people, or you will. I never went to school here. I've never been 
at an organization this large, but it's almost impossible to even know what resources 
exist. It's like you need a resource guide for the resources and even the guide would be 
too big, but it was like I was here for I don't know three or four months and I may have 
mentioned this before, but people would add calendar invites to my calendar, and they 
would have like that three or four digit building code and I'm like, whoa, how do we 
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even know where's the directory to tell me that that's what this building is. I mean, I was 
totally lost. 

Speaker 1: Oh, yeah. 

BM: So having some sort of like a place, a website, a guide, a whatever, like that has this is 
way comprehensive and almost impossible to do I'm sure, but to have all of the 
resources available to staff, faculty, students like here's A to Z everything you could ever 
know like that could be available like, hey, did you know there's a map thing I've 
discovered that. I'm like, "Whoa, this is helpful," but it's hard to get set up when you 
don't even know what your parameters are like what is even available I don't know. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, the new centralized majors. 

BM: Yes.  

Speaker 1: I've been scratching my head for years trying to link really there seems like there's some 
I keep expecting that some secret thing that I never knew about that was the secret to it 
and you're like, oh. 

BM: Exactly, that's it, yeah. Wow, I mean, it's fun because it's almost like a treasure hunt like, 
oh, did you know? You're like, "Oh, this is cool. I'll use this resource now." It can get 
confusing, especially, I think from someone who's not used to the university culture like 
me coming in I looked at it like these people can't get this straight. You either have the 
resource or you don't. You either know you have it or you don't. There's all these 
questions here, and I took it as like probably inaccurately that people just weren't good 
at their jobs. They didn't know because any other place I was at the expectation of being 
an employee and being a communicator is you know like that's your job to know. Your 
job is to communicate about it so you have to know everything that there is to know 
about the business, and here there's so much to know. Coming in initially I viewed it as 
people weren't effective at their job. 

Speaker 1: Oh, interesting. So by resources do you mean like information resources or do you mean 
other types of resources? 

BM: Information resources, who to go to for what. What even the business was like, I mean, 
most of our employees couldn't tell you what we do. I mean, on a broad scale like they 
know what their job is and then their team, but they don't know kind of the bigger 
broader vision and goal and believe me that's a communications issue that we are 
definitely trying to rectify. They didn't know like how do you not know about your 
business? How do you not know who your employees are? How do you not know how 
many employees you have? How do you not know that there's a mapping system for the 
university at different buildings. How do you not know that a new employee would 
question what the heck this three digit thing is like it's just very clear that there's a 
culture here of just like you get normalized to it, right? You don't really see it from a 
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different viewpoint after a while. I know I've done that now. I've been here for three 
years so it's just I forget, again, what it's like to be someone from the outside someone 
new doesn't know. 

BM: It's just fascinating to me like I'm not used to working in a big culture like this where 
there are these long tails like usually it's like the directive is to do it. I'm going to do it. I 
know where all the documents are and if I don't I talk with people and we get it and we 
do it that's what we do, but it takes a long time to get that. Even to get people to be 
okay with saying that like, no, I want to say this campus, this satellite campus, and the 
directive that I get here from my leadership is that's academic freedom. That's their 
right to choose not to do that. 

Speaker 1: Interesting. 

BM: So as a communicator how do you marry those two? It's their right to say no and to 
pushback and use the term that they want, but I'm supposed to provide some sort of 
consistent brand experience for people those two don't go together, usually.  

Speaker 1: Especially when people don't even, I mean, they have such a different stake in their 
work it seems like faculty and researchers in particular in terms of we know that they 
consider themselves often employees. 

BM: Exactly. 

Speaker 1: Even though it's just their paycheck comes through the U. 

BM: Exactly. Yes, absolutely, that's exactly it, yeah. I guess one of the struggles that I have is 
being an education institution I'm going to be totally frank I think there's such a 
devaluation of the staff level here. Again, I've never worked at a university so I've never 
worked at a place where there are students that there's essentially three kinds of 
populations. There's faculty, there's students, and then there's staff and there's some 
outliers on the list, but I would never raise my child to treat someone differently 
because of their education or whatever plus or minus they have on education, or some 
other characteristic. Most people teach their children and treat people equally, but in 
this situation faculty are generally considered gods and there's no touching that, I mean, 
you can't.  

BM: It is what it is and I'm not saying that they don't have the right to express an opinion or 
be a leader because they deserve that they've earned that, but I think it comes at a cost. 
The students are that group that make money like they bring in the money so, of course, 
they're important, right? But the staff they get shit on pretty bad I would say. It's hard 
because coming to this culture I would say, well, it's an academic institution they value 
education. They value continued learning, and from a staff perspective, again, I think it 
might depend on where you're at in university, but I think that is so far from the truth. 
It's kind of surprising to me because I would have thought just logically education they 
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value education, and what I find as a staff member they value a body doing the work 
that faculty dictate. Meanwhile, those faculty they have multiple roles, and they've been 
in academia for so long they've never viewed it as a business and they're very busy.  

BM: They're doing 18 different other things so they don't have the time dedicated to make 
good sound strategic decisions. Meanwhile, the staff continue to be put upon, and put 
upon, and put upon, and put upon and not being elevated by those same opportunities 
that are available to students and faculty. From a communication's standpoint that's a 
culture issue. That's our moral for a variety of reasons not just that, but our moral is I 
think across our university is suffering. Again, a variety of reasons not just particularly 
one and it's challenging to lift people up when you feel so oppressed yourself like I don't 
see it changing so it's kind of like I can find a positive here I'm sure of it.  

BM: I'll give you another example. In the Clinics and Surgery Center this building the clinic 
when that went up I was here when that started to go up and the whole thing was it 
was supposed to revolutionize make things better, right? Free up space, making parking 
better, all the experiences that people had with the old setup, the old hospital and 
everything was supposed to be better, and I think in some ways it is. It's certainly a new 
fresh look, but what we hear from the clinicians and the researchers who have space in 
that building who practice in that building is that the marketing PR crap that comes from 
the leadership, from the marketing team, from the leadership about how great it is and 
how wonderful everything is and how much better patient times are and all that they're 
very vocal in saying that's not our lived experience. We can't even do the basic like 
finding a clamp to do a basic procedure. This one faculty member who's a leader here 
he's very vocal about this, and he's like, "The problem is the mismatch between what 
the PR spin is telling us and our lived experience." That's what I continually find myself in 
as a communicator here. They're very different so more spin isn't going to help the 
problem at all. In fact, it's probably going to make it worse. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, that's interesting because I've asked people who work over there just little things 
and they're like, yeah, it's ... 

BM: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: The intentions are good it saves money and it tries to create this different kind of 
experience, but their downside is bad news. 

BM: Exactly. 

Speaker 1: They can't work around people walking in the wrong areas. 

BM: Exactly, yeah. So how do you change that experience? How do you communicate in a 
positive way? I don't know, I mean, that's been probably my biggest challenge here is 
across the board the message that I'm told to kind of get out there, rah-rah, positive, 
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we're doing all these great things is not at all the lived experience of people on any level 
faculty or staff so they're just looking at you like, whatever.  

Speaker 1: Right, because everyone's trust [inaudible 01:03:19] 

BM: Exactly, and that just breeds more distrust and here we are. Fortunately or 
unfortunately I don't know, I have been at the university dinner during from what I 
understand to be probably one of its hardest times from a PR standpoint the Markinson 
thing was really blowing up when I came onboard. The Jack Chang thing, I mean, all the 
kind of the nasty athletic kind of stuff, the psychiatry stuff, which CTSI had a role in, 
unfortunately. I think there's a lot of just ickiness.  

BM: There's a lot of distrust. I do feel like we're really ripe for a change, a positive change, 
but I think in order to do that you got to get real. I think that's not something the 
university culture is good at and by real I don't mean throwing a particular person, 
group or individual under the bus, I mean, accurately address the problem. State what 
the problem is. Don't be afraid to state what the problem is and work positively to 
change it. That shows your audience that you're trying. You're not afraid to address a 
very big tough problem, and I think especially recently with the abortion thing here 
there's more and more evidence that you see that the university is doing something, 
wants to do something for a valid reason. I forget the college it was, but the child 
health- 

Speaker 1: Yeah, CEHD. 

BM: Thank you, yeah, I understand, I totally understand why that decision was made, I mean, 
it's like, yep, makes good sense, but then there's backlash, and then they backed down. 

Speaker 1: And then the way it was communicated was a big piece of that. 

BM: Exactly, and continual things like that it just sets up this- 

Speaker 1: Then from people I know who went there they're like, well, it seems like a decision was 
made, but they want to convene people so what is our role here? 

BM: Exactly. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, it leaves more ambiguity and questions. 

BM: Exactly. These things just keep happening and then they keep snowballing and piling on 
top of each other. From my understanding and from what I'm hearing from people who 
have been here for a while this is a challenging time. Someone even used the word 
demoralizing. I mean, it's not like these are easy things. I'm not trying to make fun or 
poke light at any of it they're challenging things, but I think what needs to happen and 
from a communication's standpoint is let's get real with it. Let's address what it is. Let's 
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name it. Where and when in your life have things really ever gotten better by 
pretending it's not there like kicking that can down the road farther so you just don't 
have to address it right now only works for so long and then it's just like it's a complete 
breakdown, right? 

	

#2—TT 

Speaker 1: So, I was going to just ask briefly about your professional background although I know, I 
have some sense of it. But if you had to sum it up, how would you characterize your 
experience? 

TT: I would say I’ve been in PR and marketing for I guess about 17 years. It’s been a fantastic 
journey of learning and learning from my peers and the industry has evolved and 
changed rapidly. And I’ve had a number of very different types of jobs within that 
career. So, political communication was my backdoor into public relations and 
communications. I went from political communications to the agency world where I 
learned like you did at [PR AGENCY]. And then … Sorry, hang on one second. Can you 
pause it? 

 So, learned at [PR AGENCY] and then went back into the public sector, government. I 
worked for [POLITICIAN]; I was communications director for the City of Saint Paul and its 
spokesperson. And then now I am in the private sector doing marketing and 
communications for a developer, real estate developer. 

Speaker 1: What do you think are the biggest challenges within the field? 

TT: I think still when I read, the industry trade pubs and I listen to my colleagues, I think a 
lot of people are still trying to find that strategic seat at the table. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: I think marketing and communications can still be an afterthought for a lot of 
organizations where it’s either still about making something look pretty or while we’ve 
made the business decision to do X, Y and Z so just make it work. And so that’s still like 
we talked at [PR AGENCY] about how I do you get into the C suite and who was the 
woman there, I can't remember her name; from New York. 

Speaker 1: Leslie Gaines Ross. 

TT: Yeah, Leslie Gaines Ross who was always about, how do you break into the C suite; and 
getting your marketing person in the C suite. It’s interesting to be in an organization 
that’s small enough now where I am in the C … I’m in that. But that challenge is still 
there. It’s in any organizations like trying to be a source of influence and information 
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and insight. And so that’s still a challenge but it’s … I’ve enjoyed that I guess. The 
building influence and figuring out what kind of insight can we bring to the business. 
How can we influence the actual business decision that drives the profits and whatever? 

 Other challenges; I think just staying current. When I was in the public sector, there 
weren’t a lot of resources. Everything was earned. Absolutely everything was earned or 
owned; there was no paid anyway. And so I think how do you find that perfect position 
that allows you to hone your expertise and all of those things? In the public sector, 
working for the Mayor, working for the city, I got incredible … I feel like I so deepened 
my crisis communications and my positioning and messaging and earned media is still a 
thing. I remember being at [PR AGENCY] and hearing someone say that press release is 
dead. And I was like, “No it’s not. It’s still the lifeblood of actually a lot of things.” 

 And traditional news is still driving a lot of the communication on social and everything 
else. It’s like the ripple effect. But staying current is a challenge I think for our profession 
but I’m also guessing it is for every profession. Whether you’re in the medical profession 
or the legal profession or the technology and technological advances are constant. So, I 
guess that’s being relevant, being influential in your organization and helping your 
organization to put marketing first and then just professionally as a practitioner, staying 
current. 

 And trying to figure out, how do you measure ROI and there’s so many ways to 
measure, so many things you can measure, what are the right things to measure? 

Speaker 1: Doing all that piece yeah. And so, right now do you have others who report to you? 

TT: I do. 

Speaker 1: You do. Okay. 

TT: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: How big is your team? 

TT: We have three of us who are immediately in the marketing and communications team 
but then we have extensions of us in each business. 

Speaker 1: Okay. So you have sort of lines that you support in particular. 

TT: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: Okay, so this is going into the use of, using research in advance as you’re beginning a 
campaign or project to better understand your stakeholders or audiences. Just to, like I 
said, because I can't find that data anywhere, so just rough idea, how often do you 
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either use or have access to research of all the stakeholders or audiences you’re trying 
to reach? 

TT: In my current job, we have a lot of research. We have research that we do, we have 
market analysis that an outside firm does for us. That’s just about the viability of a 
particular development. And it’s used to secure financing to basically say, yes this 
project is viable but there is benefits to me in reading and understanding that data. But 
then I do my own. Being in an entrepreneurial environment where we are developing 
new properties. Generally speaking, Kelly’s model is to go into an area that hasn’t been 
served by this high end rental and creating it for the first time. And so figuring out, he 
can make the decision, this is where we’re going, this is what we’re building. My job is to 
figure out, who are we going to market that to? Yes, we have this market analysis and 
market research but I need more than that. 

 So, for example I’ll talk to, in a particular area, I’ll talk to the city planner. I’ll talk to the 
city, the person who knows the most about the demographics in the city. Whoever it is, 
generally it’s in the planning department but sometimes it’s … I met with someone from 
the parks' department of Maple Grove because they have an initiative that happens to 
line up with the target audience I’m suspecting. 

 So, I look at census data, I looked extensively at census data and the state keeps 
fabulous levels of data that most cities are linking to on their websites that are specific 
about them. So I can look at Maple Grove and Brooklyn Park and Shakopee and see 
what are the traffic patterns? Where are people working? What routes are they taking? 
Who are their biggest employers? How many of them work in the city they’re in versus 
work elsewhere? What’s their daytime population versus their weekend population? So, 
there’s a lot that you can actually find just from census data and I mine that. 

Speaker 1: A lot? 

TT: A lot. 

Speaker 1: Down to the zip code and the block and the- 

 [crosstalk 00:08:18] 

TT: Down to the zip codes and then I identify targets of codes and it’s different for every 
property, every project but when we’re starting from scratch I’m going to identify the 
zip codes, the demographics of age and income and all those things. Some of our 
properties that were built before I got there, I’m going back and looking at who’s living 
in them, where are they coming from? Can we target? What’s the common tie that 
binds? 

Speaker 1: So, your sort of marketing sales data, you’re drawing. 
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TT: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: Any other pieces that you tap into? 

TT: And then just the constant communication with our frontline staff. So, we have the 
benefit of not only being a development firm but we hold these properties and then we 
manage those properties. So I have property managers and leasing staff that I meet with 
weekly to get their, what are you hearing? And I’m getting daily reports from them 
about all their leads. 

Speaker 1: Their needs and - 

TT: Their leads. 

Speaker 1: Their leads but also probably on the needs. 

TT: Right. What are their businesses objectives? We have quarterly meetings I’ve set up 
where we’re saying what do you see as your … What’s coming online for you? What do 
we need to be thinking about? So, it’s all … And that’s primarily what I’m doing. And 
then we’re also using digital tools to research. So we’re looking at what are our 
competitors doing? How are they using Google search? What are the big Google search 
terms people are using? 

Speaker 1: Right. So, SEO and SEM. Okay. 

TT: So, we’re doing some of that competitive analysis too. We regularly shop our 
competition, so seeing what they’re offering, that kind of stuff. 

Speaker 1: Okay. All right. If you were communicating with audiences that are different than you, I 
don’t know if that really rolls into what you’re doing right now. Do you have different 
ways of approaching them in terms of how do you gather data or input into 
communications or research? 

TT: Yeah. I would say I talk to as many people from the local community as I can. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: So, in my current job, like I said, it’s literally going and talking to the city planners of that 
community. I have found literally D Company employees who happen to live in these 
communities and I say, talk to me about this community. Talk to me about the contours 
of the neighborhood. How do people talk about their neighborhoods? How do they talk 
about this part of town that we’re considering? What do the people say is the assets of 
this community? What are the challenges of this community? How do people talk about 
the regional centers in the area; Minneapolis, Saint Paul? Where are the major shopping 
areas that they orient themselves toward? 
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 Like if you’re out in Maple Grove, where do you shop? If you’re in Minneapolis, you 
shop at the Mall of America or Southdale or, everyone has their … So, I’m looking at that 
kind of stuff. But for the Mayor’s office, it was totally different. For the Mayor’s office, it 
was constantly thinking about that; thinking about the fact that he was representing the 
entire city. And I was acutely aware that I did not have a lock on Hmong culture and East 
African culture and all of the various languages and just different communities within 
Saint Paul. 

 And so, I think it was finding people who were trusted, who I could run things by in the 
very informal way. Hey, how do you think this will? What do I need to be thinking about 
with this? Hey, this issue’s bubbling up in this community. What insight can you provide 
to me? And so developing over time those trusted people that I could go to and 
generally they were the same people that the Mayor would go to. And he would say, 
talk to this person or talk to that person but was constantly aware of it. 

 And in particular when we were talking about community engagement, how do you 
engage that … Engagement looks so different for every community, so really thinking 
differently about it. We had one example, we had a city artist. We had two artists and 
residents in Saint Paul which was just fantastic because they talked about creative 
approaches. And one woman, Amanda Lovely came up with this idea of a pop up truck 
and it was literally, it sounds super hoaky but it was fabulous. And it was a truck, former 
Xcel Energy truck that had been retrofitted. It had a little cart that you could push up 
into the truck above right there. 

 And she had popsicles and she would stand with city planners … Basically she made 
herself available to anyone in the city government who was working on an issue that 
needed public engagement. And we would have pop up meetings. And we would pop up 
in a park and we would pop up in a music festival in Mears Park. We would pop up on 
the bike path. We were talking about biking. We wanted people so we’d pop up at 
Como Park to talk about the pavilion and what kind of business should go into the 
pavilion or should we be thinking about to activate the water. And then the river, when 
we were talking about how do we better activate the river; we would literally pop up 
along the river. Food truck day, we would show up and pop up. 

 So, it’s like this idea of Hmong market, popping up at Hmong market and at least even if 
it’s not culturally the way it’s done, showing up on people’s terms was at least a step in 
the right direction. So- 

Speaker 1: It’s interesting. 

TT: I think there’s a long way to go. I think the city has a long way to go in terms of getting 
to … Equity and employment is not just about creating opportunity for everybody in the 
community, it’s about government becoming better. And I think it’ll be interesting to 
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see what Melvin Carter’s administration is doing. It’s a much more diverse 
administration and they’ll benefit I’m sure from that. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. That’s interesting. Because I have a number of questions so I’m just going to keep 
moving. And this might not apply as much in your current role, but are there broader 
societal … How do you scan and see, are there broader societal movements that you 
need to take into account of as you’re doing your planning? For example like, Black Lives 
Matter, Me Too Movement or something that might be more specific or more 
vocalized? 

TT: Yeah. I felt like I was constantly thinking about Black Lives Matter in Saint Paul because 
there were ongoing protests and – 

  

Speaker 1: It was just there, obvious. Yeah. 

TT: Yeah. I was personally protested on and respected as an ally. So, I don’t know, maybe - 

Speaker 1: There probably would make - 

TT: Say it in a different. 

Speaker 1: Probably in a different context, it might not be as obvious for people but given you’re in 
a political environment- 

TT: I guess, here’s what I would say as a developer. I’ll tell you a story I don’t want 
attributed to D Company but when I got to D Company, there was a property in Edina 
that Kelly was about to develop; he owned it and he had named it. And it was candidly, 
off the record, it was an offensive name. It was called Envy. 

Speaker 1: Oh. 

TT: And I was like, “Are you seriously naming a property Envy in Edina?” I said, “Edina is 
engaged in a massive conversation citywide about race and equity and Black Lives 
Matter just protested on 50th and France. What are you doing?” And he said, “Well, it 
was going to be called cake, like for cake years.” And I said, “What the [inaudible 
00:17:33]. This is terrible.” And I basically over … I planted that seed and after about five 
times, I was like, Eric said, “TT, you can't push this anymore. Kelly is going to do what 
he’s going to do.” But every time, then they went to the city to present the site signage 
and I was supposed to go and I was like, “I’m not going. Not going to go. Not going to 
stand behind this name and defend this name.” I was conveniently unavailable. 

 And the team that went, of course the city was like, “This isn’t our brand. This is not 
what we want as a city. We hate this name.” And then city council members started 



 
 

98 

coming to Kelly and saying they don’t like the name. And so he changed the name and 
now it’s Aria, it’s a super boring name but I don’t care, I’ll take boring over that. 

 So, yes I’m constantly, yes I’m aware of what is happening in our world and the cultural 
realities and how we are, we’re not … No one operates in isolation right now. We’re in a 
got you call out, a call out culture. And I think that’s a beautiful thing. It’s hard and you 
can get caught in the crosshairs of that but the reality is, a call out culture means you 
don’t get to just do something and not have to stand in front of all audiences together 
and say the same thing. You can't speak out of both sides of your mouth. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. That makes sense. 

TT: And I think that’s … I don’t know, that answered your question. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. No, I think that’s perfect. Okay. So, going back to that piece about how do you 
plan? So, what kind of planning process do you … Do you say, I’m going to use [inaudible 
00:19:34] or do you use some variation on that or do you use more of a marketing plan 
or something totally different? 

TT: It’s interesting; when I took … I feel BI really taught me the art of a plan. And when I first 
got into political communications, there were … The DNC for example had political 
campaign plans. Here’s how you wage a campaign and here’s what a communications 
campaign looks like. These are all the components. You have your third party validators, 
now we call influencers. And so they had all the component parts broken out and that 
was a really helpful framework for me going into [PR AGENCY]. And I get to [PR AGENCY] 
and BI had her own way of building a plan. But really it kind of aligned with what I was 
doing on campaigns anyway. I think her focus was much more on research. 

 And whereas political campaigns, I inherited the research, hers was about conducting 
the research. She really taught me the importance of research and really understanding 
your audience and not making assumptions. And she spent a lot of time talking to 
treasury and the fed and all of her clients about the importance of research and I think 
that was the differentiator that BI was. And consequently, I think there were incredibly 
smart campaigns that really moved the dial because it was based on something real, not 
imagined or assumed. 

Speaker 1: Artificial; yeah. 

TT: Yeah. But I will also say to that, there’s also gut element and I think there are still a lot of 
people who are incredibly successful who rely on their gut and they have a good gut 
because they’re constantly reading, they’re constantly surveying the scene. They know 
their industry, they know the eco system around them and they just have really good 
instincts. And so I think there is a little bit of - 

Speaker 1: So, the intuitive element. 
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TT: There is a huge intuitive element and if you’re just someone who naturally connects the 
dots, you don’t necessarily need research. And I will say that I had to rely on no research 
in [POLITICIAN]’s office. And we had the hardest issues anyone would have to deal with; 
issues that could take down an administration but that’s where I relied on my gut. 

Speaker 1: And it’s just that’s honestly like crisis you don’t have time for research and that’s not the 
nature of it. 

TT: Yeah. Anyway, so I think that was all really … I forget. What was your question again? 

Speaker 1: It’s just planning framework. 

TT: Yeah. So, I think those were the origins of my frameworks that I used and then when I 
got into my current job, I was grappling for that framework. Every new industry is a little 
bit like, ooh, what’s the framework? How do I market luxury apartments and also 
market a full service construction company and also do executive thought leadership for 
a group of developers? I was grappling for that a little bit but I think once I got really 
comfortable with some really good … I found my way through that and it’s still all based 
on the audience. Who do I think the audience is and putting a lot of time and focus into 
answering that question and getting a lot of inputs into that. And is this what you guys 
see? This is what I see as the target audience, do you agree? Is there any reason you 
don’t agree? 

 I’ve gotten this through a compilation of census data, talking to city planners, looking at 
just news stories and everything else over time about demographic changes. Looking at 
state demographer info and - 

Speaker 1: So, just testing that with your internal stakeholders to get check. 

TT: Yeah; and then setting up marketing systems that constantly give me feedback. So, right 
now, for example one of our properties, all of our marketing tactics are layered over 
particular zip codes and particularly demographics within those zip codes. I get to the 
benefit of my front line staff who are in the properties talking to people. They’re 
answering the phones, they’re answering the emails, they’re taking people who are 
walking in off the streets. And most of those tactics, I have measurable things, call real 
numbers and I can track on my own without them but they add the color. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: They’re able to say, these are the kinds of people who are walking in. Here’s what 
they’re saying, here’s what their concerns are. Here’s what their barriers are. And so, it’s 
this really dynamic thing and I’m able to take all of that information and constantly 
adjust. So there’s very … I am not doing today what I was doing three months ago at this 
property. Does that make sense? 
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Speaker 1: Yeah. Because you’ve adjusted and fine tuned it based on that data and feedback. 

TT: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: That makes sense. Okay; so the next question is ideation and creativity and 
brainstorming, how do you and your team. So, how important does creativity factor into 
your current role or roles you had in the past couple of years? 

TT: It’s huge. I think creativity is, it’s interesting. I think you constantly need to think outside 
the box. I think of that as creative. Do you just have a set way that you do things or are 
you constantly looking for what’s new and what should I be thinking about that I’m not 
doing? So there’s that intellectual curiosity and intellectual creativity which is I think 
really important to our profession. Then there’s the creativity of just good copy and 
good branding and good … Here’s what I know about my audience, what’s going to 
really nail it with them? 

Speaker 1: Surprise, delight and all that. 

TT: Right. And what’s going to connect? And that is a process. And generally I’ll say in my 
current job, it’s been a very … I think about it. I don’t do a lot of brainstorming and good 
brainstorming. I sit and I think about it and I come up with ideas based on the target 
audience and based on the culture of those target audiences. And I think about what are 
the images that would resonate? What are the features that we should be talking 
about? 

 I come up with brand promises that I think will resonate and that’s when I start talking 
to people. These are the promises that I think this project makes to people and get that 
going. And then I have the benefit of working with a fabulous graphic designer who I can 
give visual assets to, I can give those brand promises and taglines and copy to. I write all 
the copy. And he can give it that visual lift. He’s really the brains behind any logo 
creation and just digital assets but I’m coming up with the overall layout, the theme, all 
the words. 

Speaker 1: The direction and all that. Okay. 

TT: The words and the general art direction. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: I don’t have an agency that I use, I don’t. 

Speaker 1: Okay. So it sounds like it’s … So, in terms of ideation, it’s mostly you. Do you bring in 
your staff periodically or is – 

 [crosstalk 00:28:08] 
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TT: Yeah, oh sure. Oh yeah. I think once I have the core nugget of the ideas and a sense of it, 
what I’m trying to accomplish, then yeah. There are only three of us so we get together 
and talk it through. And for one of these projects, we riffed on and came up with four 
core promises that became our taglines for all of our marketing collateral. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: But we came up with it. I came up with the first couple and then we riffed. 

Speaker 1: Went from there. 

TT: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: Okay. So, the next piece is asking about design thinking. So, as we were talking earlier, it 
doesn’t sound like that’s something you’ve used or - 

TT: Never heard of. 

Speaker 1: Okay. Have you ever used a customer experience or journey mapping? 

TT: Yes. And I think that was really important for me when I started in this because it’s a 
new industry for me. And so thinking about how do people start to make the decision to 
live in an apartment; what is the cycle? What’s the natural cycle for that to happen 
across different targets? So, millenials, what’s their pattern? When do they start 
looking? How do they start looking? What is that first looking look like? It’s very 
different from empty nesters who own really big homes. Making that decision to 
downsize is a much slower process but what are the touch points and what’s the drip 
that we can create? How do we stand in front of them over the course of that time? So, 
yes we’ve definitely mapped that. 

Speaker 1: That feasibility. Okay. Do you do personas as part of that process too? 

TT: Yeah. Definitely. Like, for one property, I identify eight different personas. And I think 
that’s helpful and that’s again, that’s a collaborative process with our development 
team to say is this right? Is this who you’re thinking? 

 But those personas are really helpful and they know you can get really detailed in terms 
of what do they read and what do they, culturally what do they care about and how 
does that connect to our business? 

Speaker 1: Does that guide your website development with everything essentially? 

TT: It guides everything. 
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Speaker 1: Okay. Oh, interesting. So, we talked a little bit about co-creation, this idea of bringing in 
that group stakeholder audience that you want to reach. And partnering with them in a 
more direct way to get their input beyond say a focus group where you might share 
some of the concept and ask for feedback. Like a co-creation session, sometimes they 
might include something like using images and doing a deeper and asking a lot of 
probing questions, asking them if they were going to create something, what would 
they create? And it might not necessarily result in the final construct but it might help 
influence it. And I was just wondering if that’s an approach you’ve used. 

TT: And how is that different … I was just [inaudible 00:31:59] Direct Express focus groups at 
[PR AGENCY]. 

Speaker 1: They’ll give you idea of saying … Like some groups for example, I have a colleague who 
works in a medical area and they have researchers who are trying to reach particular 
communities of color to engage them in research because they need more subjects. So, 
sometimes they’ll work with those partners and they’ll bring them in and say, “Here’s 
the email.” It might be reviewing things, it sounds like maybe somewhere to the 
relationship you had in the Mayor’s office or certain stakeholders. But if they be 
bringing in people to get feedback on the prototype or draft of copy or content. Or it 
can be like saying, okay, here’s some magazines and some images, help us if you were 
going to create the ad for this, what would you put together? If you kind of gave them a 
range of resources, that’s another approach to it. So like a one size fits all but it might 
involve in really creating versus reacting and giving feedback to creative. 

TT: I don’t think I’ve done that. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: I can’t think of an environment where I’ve done that. 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: Where I’ve said from scratch, so how would you create? 

Speaker 1: From scratch; yeah. Or if we gave you this framework. Yeah. 

TT: What else are you hearing? What do people say? 

Speaker 1: So far, like I said, it’s been limited to sometimes more how you change the wording. 
Would this mean the same thing? Checking on the meaning of words and how that 
would react versus I have- 

TT: That’s what we did with the Direct Express. 

Speaker 1: And that sounds like especially- 
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TT: Doug led these conversations and we were having them react specifically to words like 
secure and convenience. We had different test phrases that he was … 

Speaker 1: I think it would be different from having a test raise but it might be saying working 
them, almost like they were up here and saying, “Okay here’s the problem we’re trying 
to solve. How would you help us try to solve this problem?” You might not know so you 
give them a solution. If I was trying to co-create a deck like this, I might bring around 
communicators and maybe say, here’s the problems I had for my research so far, what 
do you think of those? If we had some images and maybe I’d give them some prototypes 
to react to but they might just spend some time sketching things on their own too. 

TT: I think we did that with - 

Speaker 1: I know it’s a really ambiguous term too and that’s hard to nail down to. 

TT: It’s interesting. I’m a control freak and I don’t like to throw a lot of things out there with 
their expectations then. In particular in the public sector when you do that, is the city, 
you’re in the Mayor’s office, it’s like there’s an expectation that you’re going to then - 

Speaker 1: Use it. Yeah. 

TT: Use it. And so we were always really careful and intentional about how do we focus 
people rather than a carte blanche. We want to have a soccer stadium, what are all of 
the things we should be thinking about? It was like, we had experts who could say, 
transportation is going to be an issue. Impact to the area, housing is going to be an issue 
on residents. Impact to local businesses is going to be an issue. Sound and noise is going 
to be an issue. We started with the main categories but then we had many community 
meetings that were very much … Like let us give you an overview and then let's break 
out into different groups. And if you care about this issue, go and there’s a workshop or 
we might have had a different workshop that broke out different ideas on one. 

 But it was focused, it was less about a thing or a product and more about concerns and 
an idea and what should we be thinking abut to solve for these issues? With the Ford 
site that was being redeveloped, I was very involved in all of the community 
engagement planning we did. Down to like working with the city planners to identify 
what is the structure of this conversation with 250 residents? So, not only how are we 
getting the residents there but once they’re there, what are we doing? How are we 
taking their expertise and their energy and benefitting from it? 

Speaker 1: Sure. So, it sounds like that was a way of bringing people together and it was more of an 
open format within these certain topics. Some parameters. Right. 

 [crosstalk 00:36:39] 
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TT: We had a general framework. I guess it all comes back to … It wasn’t just, let's get 
together and talk about the Ford site. 

Speaker 1: Sure. Right. It was – 

 [crosstalk 00:36:49] 

TT: What should we be talking about or what should we be thinking about? It was - 

Speaker 1: But it was open in terms of they could articulate it in ways that they thought and it 
would be considered more maybe possibly of value versus a directive; like this will be 
the copy that appears. 

TT: Absolutely. Yeah. More value. Definitely. 

 [crosstalk 00:37:06] 

Speaker 1: So it’s more of assessing values. Okay. 

TT: Yeah. That’s huge. And honestly, development is all about that too. I think Kelly, when I 
knew him 15 years ago, he told me about how he built Carlton Village. He said there 
were 84 community meetings [inaudible 00:37:27] for Carlton Village. And that’s all 
about dialogue and what are your expectations? What do you think we need? And it’s 
like you do that because the product changes. Everything changes but then you also 
have this shared collective understanding of why decisions were made how they were 
made. 

Speaker 1: It sounds like co-creation. It’s used like, design thinking is used in architecture too for 
that process too, gather that important feedback. And it might not be working for 
[inaudible 00:38:02] but it might still be, what does this mean to us? Defining things. 

TT: We’re talking about that for some of the projects we’ve … One of the projects we just 
bid on was in Hopkins and it would have activated the Minnehaha Creek. And so 
identifying ahead of time, what are the four areas where we would engage in the 
community. One is, what do you want to see in terms of a public asset to help activate 
the creek right here? What do you want to … So, they were again very specifically 
talking about affordable housing. What’s of value to you? 

 So those, big picture absolutely; it’s fundamental. 

Speaker 1: That makes sense. 

TT: I think you just throw in terms of, what specific collateral am I creating? 
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Speaker 1: Oh yeah. The sphere of co-creation is broader because I’m just thinking of it in, that’s 
one way of approaching it. 

TT: Huge. And it’s all over city planning. the Green Line; I learned so much in the Mayor’s 
office about just that whole development project. Because it went, the Green Line 
opened when I was there but the planning had been in the works for three years. And 
one of the lead planners was in the mayor’s office and she was fabulous, [inaudible 
00:39:24]. They had what were called station area plans. Are you aware of this? 

Speaker 1: Yeah. The firm I was at, Marketing That Matters, one of their clients was, I just can’t 
remember the name of the group. There was that essentially a consortium of 
foundations that were coming together to support Green Line. 

TT: The Central Corridor. 

Speaker 1: Central Corridor Collaborative, yeah. 

TT: Okay. Yeah. Jonathan Sage-Martinson. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

TT: Yeah. So, he became the Saint Paul city planner when I was there but … So all those 
stationery plans were exactly that. It was like bringing the community together with the 
developers, together with … All the stakeholders in saying what’s important to us here. 
When you walk out of this train station and you get off the train, what do you want to 
see? And what should we be thinking about for transit oriented design and what are 
your hopes and fears? And each on[e of those plans is, and super extensive detailed well 
thought out plan for every station. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

TT: The comprehensive plans that each city goes through every 10 years, the City of 
Minneapolis is just finishing theirs. It’s a huge endeavor; tons of public engagement. 
What do we want our city to be? What should our zoning laws say? What should our 
investments and our parks look like? Where does conservation fit in and what does that 
mean? All of our values are collectively represented in these civic documents. 

Speaker 1: I know the parks do a lot of those and for their own planning for [inaudible 00:41:07]. 
Good. So, the last part is going into tools that you use to facilitate. So it sounds like if 
you were, when you’re talking about using things for research or creativity, that you’re 
drawing on internet resources as well as people who can be helpful. Are there pieces, it 
sounds like for creativity and idea generation. 

TT: Which [inaudible 00:41:32] like we do. I feel like that’s a very popular tool in civic city 
planning. Just guided brainstorm sessions where people can react to words and share 
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particular words. And so basically highly structured brainstorms for people, 200 people 
in a room. 

Speaker 1: Okay. And then are there other tools or anything that you use right now? 

TT: For? 

Speaker 1: I guess the brainstorming pieces or planning, thinking through. Some people I know for 
example might have a checklist to think about. Like, oh the range of tactics and what 
may or may not be appropriate for any given project just so they don’t overlook 
something. 

TT: Yeah. I definitely have that. I guess I sort of take that for granted the most. 

Speaker 1: For granted. Okay. 

TT: And I should say, I’m constantly looking for new tactics. 

Speaker 1: So just - 

TT: Like in the ever evolving digital space. 

Speaker 1: And then so think about how is something that would be maybe as sort of, kind of 
specific as they use types of cards whether it was in a card format or something 
different. Would that be helpful? 

TT: Yeah. No, I was just looking at this thinking this is really interesting. When I started, I feel 
like every job I’ve taken has been a stretch in some way. And so when I took this job it 
was, when I took the MPS job, I spent the month and a half I had off in between my two 
jobs researching communications and marketing plans for school districts all across the 
country because a lot of it was public. Because I’m looking for that framework that what 
are the things I should be thinking that I’m not thinking about, what are the typical 
tactics? How are they segmenting audiences? 

 When I went into the development world, it was the same thing but none of it was 
public. So it’s like, I knew from a government planning forward sight development, 
soccer stadium development, I felt robust plans for that from the city side. What’s the 
development? What is that framework? And so I remember someone handed me a 
couple of marketing plans for a couple of luxury apartment buildings and I was like, 
“This is it? Okay. I’m fine. I got this.” And I was like, all of the Barb Iverson in me was 
even no research. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. A SWOT analysis. Yeah, there’s nothing else yeah. 

 [crosstalk 00:44:46] 
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TT: This is like pure fluff. This is pure tactics, there’s no strategy here. And so I think once I 
got my sea legs and I got my strategic approach and my framework, it’s not a cookie 
cutter. It’s liberating once you know, these are the things I have to think about in any 
new development. These are the range of tactics that I’m aware of in my current view 
and I’m by the way constantly meeting with people who might have new tactics and 
new ideas. And which are the right ones for what I’m trying to accomplish here? 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

TT: I think I forgot your question. 

Speaker 1: Oh, that’s okay. 

TT: I just put something like this be helpful. 

Speaker 1: Yeah - 

TT: Yes. In that it’s more just like, these are I think what I’ve just looked through in two 
seconds here is like … I think this one honestly is more interesting to me. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

TT: This is a little more … I could just feel like I have my own process. See what I mean? 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

TT: But the tactics are what … I have my own strategic process so I think the tactics are 
where I’m like, it’s okay, what are some tactics I’m overlooking here? 

Speaker 1: Okay. 

TT: And I can ladder these back to my strategy and my strategic approach. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. That makes sense. Is there anything else that you think would be, that you’d like 
to add or that you think would be helpful? 

TT: No. I’m really curious what other people say. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. I’m just starting these interviews and I’ve done the survey so it will be interesting 
to see what people say. 

TT: Yeah. 

Speaker 1: I read Brian Solis’ Putting the Public Back in Public Relations which I really liked. But I can 
see there’s a gap between doing a focus group and understanding the customer journey 
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from spending some time with customers and they don’t know that that always 
happens. Or we have the tools to do that and then analyze it. And then I think the tools 
are there, it’s not hard to figure it out but it takes some time. 

TT: Yeah. And I think a lot of PR practitioners; honestly I just go back to my political roots. 
We were out there doing retail politics. I was going all over the state. I was going on to 
farms and into union halls and into local coffee shops and bakeries and churches and 
mosques and the Somali Mall. I was doing all these things with these candidates 
gathering a very nuanced … Honestly, I feel like it was such a gift to just understand the 
state and the sense of diversity and there’s nothing like it. I’ve never experienced 
anything like it in the marketing world. 

Speaker 1: For being on the ground so to speak. 

TT: Just on the ground and having an appreciation for holy shit, you really, you really have 
to thread this needle. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. 

TT: How do you unify all of these just different people and needs in a core message? You 
got 30 seconds; what is it? And that discipline, I just, I feel like it’s been invaluable for 
me. So there’s a lot of this that, like I just have to get out there. I have to go to the 
community. I have to shop, I have to look around, I have to talk to people and 
experience it. 

Speaker 1: And quite worked for me, honestly this came out of, was working on Go Direct which 
was really interesting and I got to see some of the focus groups via video and stuff like 
that. But I was still like, when I went to a conference, I’m unbanked in hearing how this 
non profits were setting up immersion experiences. We’ll be like, okay you’re going to 
go, you don’t have a car, you only have cash. You don’t have any credit. And try to 
experience that experience for a few hours. I’m like, why are we doing that? Why are 
we thinking a focus group gives us enough insight into all the challenges that these 
people have? 

 Maybe they don’t have that, maybe you have a disability, maybe you’re not a native 
English speaker. And I was really struck by-. 

TT: How disconnected we were. 

Speaker 1: We did okay because it was a mainstream campaign. We got the mainstream but - 

TT: Yeah. No, why weren’t we at the check cashing places? Why weren’t we going to - 

Speaker 1: Plaque Street. 



 
 

109 

TT: Pawn shops and local Bordellos and, or whatever they call it- 

Speaker 1: Bodegas. Yeah. 

TT: Bodegas. Yeah. How do money transfers happen? What does that look like? 

Speaker 1: How much interest rate? 

 [crosstalk 00:50:44] 

TT: Go to the Somali Mall, look at the all their money transfer places. We just didn’t do any 
of that. And that’s I think 99.9% of our profession. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. I agree. 

TT: And so you’re paying all this money for these huge focus groups and I was like just go 
out. 

Speaker 1: Yeah. That’s my concerns too. And you learned a lot more going to a retirement 
community, about what retirement means to people. The challenges they face, that it’s 
not just a pot of money which is the way they were talking about [inaudible 00:51:14] to 
think about it. It’s about your healthcare; it’s about your spouse if you’re still lucky to 
have a spouse. It’s about your kids and just to get that holistic sense of what that means 
to people. And it just made me so frustrated and honestly was like, why are we doing 
this stuff this way? It doesn’t take that much money to go out and talk to people. 

TT: Right. 

Speaker 1: It’s easier. 

TT: It takes time. 

Speaker 1: It takes time. Right. It’s harder to sell in. 

TT: Yeah and if you do something national or global, it’s like, oh my God, you can't do that. 
But I think for what you do, you absolutely can. 

Speaker 1: But you know, it’s an- 

TT: For what I do, I can't. 

Speaker 1: It’s amazing the number of marketers who are doing this. I was looking at campaigns 
that honestly were, so MassMutual was a client that I had briefly at [PR AGENCY] 
through New York. And so they basically hired idea of the company that did this. They 
came up with a website which is to me, that’s a communications vehicle. But it was 
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because they were targeting millenials and realizing that through their research which 
was more qualitative focused, some quantitative obviously. But they were realizing 
these barriers that people had and not feeling competent enough and tapping into that 
with a really authentic message. That I know we probably would have pitched that kind 
of stuff at [PR AGENCY] but we wouldn’t have spent the time to really get to know the 
audience. I really understand that what makes them uncomfortable and what makes 
them … How to get that right. 

#3—JH 

Speaker 1-JH: Really intriguing to me in terms of communications planning is the iterative approach of 
design thinking. I think especially as the field changes so quickly, the idea of taking a 
more iterative approach to planning is really interesting.  

Speaker 2: One of the things too that's been interesting has been that focus on empathy. To me, it 
sort of reframes how to approach a plan too versus a more clinically ... like this is a 
situation analysis, which could contain that. But it's been interesting, in a literature 
search, empathy isn't a term that comes up often in the academic PR literature. So when 
it does come up, it's like how can communications use empathy but without ... Can you 
get in trouble in a crisis situation with a lawyer essentially. 

Speaker 1-JH: And I'm wondering if you've found that if empathy as part of communications planning 
processes here, and understanding your audience is here, whether some colleges and 
universities are way back here in terms of thinking about what they want to say. If this is 
thinking about what you want to say in broadcasting it, this is what thinking about what 
your target audience wants to hear. And thinking about how you adjust that messaging 
based on you know ... and this is being even more sophisticated about it. And using 
empathy as a lens. 

Speaker 2: So I know you worked in ... just to kind of back up and have a fuller extent of your 
background. So I know were at Weber Shandwick for quite a while. 

Speaker 1-JH: I was at [AGENCY] for 15 years. And the whole time as part of the consumer marketing 
team. I also led the non-profit Making a Difference Program. And so, I can't remember 
how many of those years I led the team. And then, left almost four years ago, and went 
to World Savvy. Spent three years there as the Chief Operating Officer. And then I've 
been at Macalester since September.  

Speaker 2: Were you in a different environment before the agency? 

Speaker 1-JH: No. I was actually at a sister agency. I was at Cole and Harris in Chicago.  

Speaker 2: So you've had a lot- 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. So I spent seven years at Cole and Harris in Chicago.  
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Speaker 2: Oh, interesting. 

Speaker 1-JH: And starting at the very beginning of my career, when I graduated from college, I spent 
a year teaching English in Japan.  

Speaker 2: Oh, interesting. 

Speaker 1-JH: And then, found my first agency job at a very tiny agency. I worked there for a year or 
two. I can't actually remember how long. And then I quit my job and traveled for a year. 

Speaker 2: Interesting. Wow. Okay. That makes that global piece then ... I could see how that could 
be really important to you and what you want to do and like to do. Well, very 
interesting.  

Speaker 1-JH: It was cool to be able to sort of bring that back full circle.  

Speaker 2: Yeah. I know especially here at this campus because there's so many international 
students.  

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. Exactly. 

Speaker 2: Yeah. That's exciting. So again, like I said, one of the things that I've been struck by is I 
know communications are a lot of stakeholders. And I was looking back and fluffing, I'm 
like sometimes I think I honestly spent more time we might or received some marketing 
data, which maybe it was helpful and maybe it was just demographics. I spend time 
actually researching journalists, or other stakeholders, or thought leaders. But not very 
much honestly. It didn't seem like we always had the resources or to do that kind of 
audience research. But I just was kind of interested process in terms of you approach it 
what your experience has been in terms of are there any particular methods that you 
use more frequently? Or approaches? 

Speaker 1-JH: I mean, I think because my experience was on the marketing side, the consumer 
marketing side, a lot of times we were working in partnership with an ad agency. Or we 
were working in partnership with the internal marketing contact. And so not all, but in 
some instances, we had quite a bit of audience research. And I'll give you a really 
specific example. So 10 years ago, 11 years ago, I can't remember, we were working on 
the launch of Truvia. So this was an introduction of a brand new product. A strategic 
partnership between Cargill and Coca-Cola. We had access to a lot of research on who 
the target audience is, what their current perceptions of the sweetener market were, 
how we would look at this product in terms of a point of differentiation, and how the 
target audience might perceive that.  

Speaker 1-JH: We weren't facilitating the market research. But we were definitely factoring that into 
our planning process. I'm trying to think. As part of the new business process, fairly 
frequently we would use research. And what that research might have looked like would 
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vary based on the opportunity. But sometimes it was influencer research. So doing IDI's. 
Doing individual interviews with experts in the field. Sometimes we fielded research just 
not as sort of the scientific research to guide everything, but sort of to help guide a 
hypothesis or get feedback on a platform. And a lot of times, that took the form of small 
qualitative, whether a focus group or something like that. And then sometimes, but not 
always, a follow up with quant.  

Speaker 2: And in your current role is that? 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. So actually in my current role, one of the things that's interesting is that 
Macalester has not done market research for a number of years. And we've just hired a 
market research firm, specifically one that focuses in higher ed space. And we are in the 
middle of a market research study. And so that will include sort of a look at the 
competitive landscape both qual and quant. And we're expecting to finish that product 
this fall. And then really look at how that influences how we're talking about the college. 
So, yeah. I'm excited about that. We're looking specifically at prospective students. So 
it's in partnership with admissions. 

Speaker 2: So kind of very targeted piece. What about addressing communities that are really 
distinct of different? Like working on the Go Direct campaign, we did focus groups and I 
think we had access to a lot of secondary research. We didn't tend to do sort an 
immersive experiences for example as being white middle class educated. We didn't as a 
team realize, oh, we could've gone and tried to live without access to a credit card for a 
day. And use the bus. And did some things that we not necessarily research. They are 
research, but more experiential avenue building activities. 

Speaker 1-JH: I was involved in a number of new business pitches where we did that. I would say that 
was atypical. I would say what was more typical would be focus groups. But I was 
definitely part of processes where it we did some of that. And it was typically ... It wasn't 
even like spend a day with someone. But it was sometimes in their home. I can think of 
on a couple of food pitches where you watched parents or families prepare dinner. 
What did that look like?  

Speaker 2: Okay. Interesting. 

Speaker 1-JH: Who was involved in it? Who was doing what? And that that was something during the 
pitch was really an interesting part of the discussion. 

Speaker 2: To talk about that? 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. To talk about this is what we heard in terms of who the target audience is, but 
here's what we saw.  

Speaker 2: Okay. Yeah. So those differences. 
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Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. But I would say it was unusual in my experience.  

Speaker 2: What about message testing? I know sometimes that happens and sometimes it 
typically doesn't due to a variety of factors. 

Speaker 1-JH: I would say one place where I've seen message testing change a lot in terms of the 
tactical approach or the frequency of doing it, is in the last 10 years or so with the 
advent of digital and doing a lot of A/B testing. And so I did a lot of that when I was at 
World Savvy. I did a lot of that when I was at [AGENCY] where we would test messaging 
by doing that. You know, A/B testing. And then adjusting as we went. Which messages 
were resonating more strongly? And not even messaging, but obviously the visual 
component of a story is so strong. Did this particular story resonate, or paid ad, or fill in 
the tactic perform better with this photo or that photo? Exactly the same language. This 
photo or that photo? And I'll give you a really specific example for this one. 

Speaker 1-JH: When I was at World Savvy, one of the ways we used digital communication was to try 
and drive enrollment in a certificate program that we offered. It was in partnership with 
Columbia University and it was a Certificate in Global Competence targeting specifically 
to in service teachers, usually middle school and high school. So we did a lot paid 
Facebook advertising. And did a ton of A/B testing with images, with messaging. And the 
goal of all of the advertising was to drive the awareness of the program and click 
through rates to a website where teachers could learn more about the program. So we 
were targeting teachers in the US. In service teachers who had shown some sort of an 
interest in global education.  

Speaker 2: Oh, interesting. 

Speaker 1-JH: It was very effective in terms of doing that message testing.  

Speaker 2: And then refining it. 

Speaker 1-JH: And then refining it. Absolutely. Yeah. 

Speaker 2: Very good. And another piece has been ... I've been reading some academic studies of 
what can go wrong. I guess it's sort of bridges into research and planning. I guess more 
of a planning question. In terms of we have so many social issues currently that are part 
of the consciousness, whether it's the Me Too Movement, the Black Lives Matter, or 
sometimes more localized kind of issues or social movements, do you ever kind of 
research around those? Or plan around them? I guess it's more of a question of how 
does that factor in, or is it more of an intuitive sort of gut check in terms of realizing oh, 
we need to reconsider this piece because it's- 

Speaker 1-JH: I haven't thought of specifically in terms of social movements. I've thought about it in 
terms of trends, and how those trends may be impacting an audience. And how that 
may shape your communication. So for example, here at Macalester, as we're thinking 
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about the kinds of stories that we're telling externally and how they support the 
objectives that we're working on as a communications department, those trends might 
play into which stories we're selecting to tell. In some cases, I think you might say 
something like the Me Too movement might influence that. And I'll give you a really 
specific example. One of our professors, who's absolutely phenomenal, her name is 
Dutchess Harris. When we did a story on her recently, we did a half an hour long 
interview with her. Talked about a lot of different things that's she's working on. Books 
that's she's writing. But ended up pulling and focusing on her perspectives as an African-
American woman on the Me Too Movement. And just because of the relevance of that 
movement, there was a strong timeliness.  

Speaker 2: It was of a timely- 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. As we're thinking about not just what do we want to say, but do the audiences 
that we're talking to, what are they going to be most interested in? And those audiences 
for us obviously are alumni based, prospective students and families in particular, and 
then the community more broadly. 

Speaker 2: Oh, interesting. It was interesting because I was finding some article about a higher 
education institution which used a hashtag for promoting a student athlete who had 
been involved in some incidents. So it quickly became sort of the hashtag hijacking. 
People were pushing back saying, why are you promoting this athlete, when they, I think 
they were accused of sexual assault. So very serious allegations. And I was like, oh, 
that's interesting because the clearly the tactic's viable but not put through the filter of 
the appropriateness at this given time. And it's an interesting thing because I think it 
happens often automatically. Their gut says, no don't do that. It's your spidey sense. But 
is there a way to kind of ensure that people kind of step back and think about that part? 
It's hard to sometimes do that in the midst of things.  

Speaker 1-JH: Right. Absolutely. And I think if your goal is sort of reputation and visibility, which I think 
in many instances a communications team goal is, and you see that kind of a trend and 
think, oh, how can I be a part of it in a relevant way? How do you ensure that you do 
that- 

Speaker 2: Appropriately. 

Speaker 1-JH: Appropriately. 

Speaker 2: So I'm curious too because [AGENCY] my experience was that most people use sort of 
very Shandwick PRSA based sort of plan because it was more PR type of planning. Do 
you personally use that? Or use that here given your role might be different? 

Speaker 1-JH: A PR based- 

Speaker 2: A PRSA. Like that sort of- 
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Speaker 1-JH: I don't know what a PRSA based plan is. 

Speaker 2: Oh. Maybe it was just Barb and our group. We always had to use this one particular 
format. But it's essentially starting with ... it could be research, develop your strategy, 
tactics. And then measurement piece. So they're different acronyms that professional 
associations might use like RPIE or some variations on that. Or versus like a marketing 
plan or creative brief, or do you sort of use a combination depending on the project? 

Speaker 1-JH: I've definitely have used creative briefs and strategy briefs. I tend to describe in an 
academic environment as a strategy brief. And we tend to use those for larger projects 
that happen over time to just ensure that the approach and the strategy that we've all 
decided on at the beginning of the project continues throughout the project. Or if things 
change, we can go use that strategy brief as a touchstone to basically say, wait a second, 
it feels like the audience that we're talking about now is really different from the 
audience we were talking about at the beginning of the project, can we revisit that? And 
I found that to be really effective. In terms of overall planning though, I don't know. Let 
me grab a copy of our team plan. I've never heard it called a PRSA. So that's interesting. 

Speaker 2: Yeah. I've been looking at their accreditation documents, and so they have a couple of 
formats int that that they recommend as part of the APR process. And it seemed like 
what we used, at least within the financial group, at the time was very similar to that 
sort of form. I've sort of seen variations on it.  

Speaker 1-JH: I think a lot of times where were doing, on our team, where we were doing strategic 
planning in many instances, we were doing it in partnership with the marketing team.  

Speaker 2: Oh, okay. So probably different approach too because I know marketers don't typically 
use that same format.  

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. So this is a plan that we ... and it doesn't have the tactical piece in there, that we 
worked on as a team when I first got here. And the goal was just ensuring that 
everybody's work was aligned. So before we do this, my team here at Macalester, has 
14 full time members. It includes digital. So digital includes oversight of the website, 
management of social media channels. We have a creative services team basically. And 
the creative services team includes writers. It includes the editor of our magazine, which 
comes out four times a year. And our design team. So two full time members of our 
design team. And then, we've got one person focused on media relations. Two people 
focused on special events. And then, we've got a whole host of freelancers that we use. 
And those freelancers run the gammet of writers to we have a photographer that works 
with us half time, videographers. So that just gives you a sense of the team.  

Speaker 1-JH: So some of this is looking at what's the goal as a team. And some of it's backward 
looking because when I first got here, here's what the team was doing. And we were 
just thinking through, is that where we should be focusing? And then some of the 
strategic questions that we were asking ourselves as a team. And then the sort of 
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content fusion sort of model, which was new for the team in terms of starting with 
content, and then thinking about the channel. I think previously the team had spent a 
lot more time thinking about the channel. And in some ways some of the most 
interesting conversations that we're having are doing less rather than everybody 
scrambling to fill their pipes. 

Speaker 2: Create one- 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. Right. Exactly. Is this helpful to you? 

Speaker 2: Oh, yeah. Yeah it is. 

Speaker 1-JH: And then really thinking about from a trend perspective what's happening in terms of 
communications. And this is the primary strategic filter that we use as a team. What are 
the overall priorities of the college? So these are the seven priorities that come from the 
college's strategic plan. Who are our key campus partners? And what are their goals? 
And how are we supporting them in working against those goals? And then these are 
the four.  

Speaker 2: Oh, okay. Kind of bringing it down from a higher level. 

Speaker 1-JH: Exactly. So as we're thinking about new projects, and how we're all spending our time 
ensuring that everything that we do ladders up to this. And then thinking about how 
these four things support the other priorities. So an understanding of the audience and 
how we want to reach them. And then from a strategy perspective, how are we getting 
there? Does that feel like that PRSA model? 

Speaker 2: It seems like it's got a lot of the same sort of elements too. And obviously, you said that 
the tactical piece isn't a separate piece. And probably with that measurement [crosstalk 
00:22:19]. 

Speaker 1-JH: That's exactly right. So the two pieces that are missing are the tactics and the 
measurement. 

Speaker 2: Yeah. That's seems similar. Like I said, it's been interesting to just kind of just start from 
that point too assuming that people will sometimes make their own versions [crosstalk 
00:22:37].  

Speaker 1-JH: You know, one of the things that I always loved being in an agency is how iterative 
things became because you were able to say I worked with General Mills on this, I 
worked with Land O Lakes on this, and Coca-Cola on this. And I'm able to take pieces of 
what I saw in each of the teams and apply them to amalgamated approach. I feel like 
the plans that I wrote evolved based on what I'd seen work with lots of other ... I don't 
know if you felt that way. 
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Speaker 2: Yeah. Yeah. And sometimes we would do things that were kind of a different ... like we 
were asked to put together an integrated plan, which was really interesting to kind of 
say, okay, we're going to integrate thought leadership in our meeting and coordinate 
that [inaudible 00:23:41]. Even for me to kind of step back and be like, does this PRSA 
based model ... I mean it's very general. But now we're sort of in this PESO world, is it 
still the right framework because like I said I'm reading people saying, oh, you could use 
agile as a planning methodology. And I'm like, oh, that would be interesting.  

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. Absolutely. And are you finding a lot of people who are part of large organizations 
where they're planning model is dictated at a corporate level? I'm thinking about 
Children's Hospital for example. They have a strategic planning team. And the strategic 
planning team puts in motion the model that everybody in all departments use. And 
that ladders up to their overarching strategic plan.  

Speaker 2: You know, I haven't had conversations yet with people from larger corporations. So 
that's a good question to kind of keep in mind as I do.  

Speaker 1-JH: You know who would be a really interesting person who would be fascinated with this 
process is Heather Snell. 

Speaker 2: Oh, okay.  

Speaker 1-JH: At 3M. Because I bet the 3M process is really interesting and really defined. So that 
might be interesting to you too.  

Speaker 2: Oh, that's a good idea. So one of the other pieces too is that in doing a lot more reading 
about design thinking is intriguing as ... and your group did a lot more brainstorms for 
example than our group did. We kind of had that small set of crayons, and not as many 
colors to color with. How much does ideation and creativity factor into how you work 
with team? Are there particular ways that you approach doing that? 

Speaker 1-JH: That was huge when I was at [AGENCY] on our team. It was something that was a part 
of, I would say, everybody's daily work. And really thinking about ideas coming from 
everywhere. And I think it has been amazing to watch the agency evolve as the industry 
evolves. One of the things that was really fun for me last summer when I left World 
Savvy, I had about a month between when I left World Savvy and when I started at 
Macalester. And so I freelanced at [AGENCY]. And so to see over the course of three 
years, even how much things have changed, and how really it was an idea from 
anywhere kind of environment. I was working with the team on some new business 
projects. And I think that that culture stronger as the agency is getting more integrated. 
And as I think the industry is getting more integrated.  

Speaker 2: And that's what in my reading honestly about design thinking, and to me it's as much as 
about culture and having that mindset because it seems like it obviously reduce 
psychological safety and inhibits people from contributing if they don't feel like the 
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expectation as the leader has to have the idea first. Sometimes that can be a model that 
can play out in different environments.  

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. I mean, I think I definitely saw that sometime, but I think for the most part, I guess 
I had some amazing mentors who had an idea anywhere approach. 

Speaker 2: Well, I'm just thinking like I think within the context of human resources, brainstorming 
doesn't happen very often. There's a very operational driven area. And some other parts 
are different in terms of leadership development. But we don't do as much 
brainstorming probably as in other environments as part of that culture. So trying to just 
kind of step back and look at that, are there tools and techniques that you find really 
helpful? 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. The most important technique from my perspective is who's at the table. And if 
you've got all the same people at the table, it's not going to be as effective as if you've 
got really diverse perspectives around the table. 

Speaker 2: So it's more about the who and not the- 

Speaker 1-JH: I mean I think some of it's about the what. And I think some of it ... I think one of the 
challenges with brainstorming is sometimes the constraints that you put on it. And 
sometimes the constraints you put on it are really helpful and sometimes they aren't. 
For example, time. Come up with an idea in the next hour. Ah. Sometimes that works 
really well. Sometimes it doesn't. And sometimes, it works really well and sometimes it 
doesn't. I think one of the things that we got better at at [AGENCY] in terms of 
brainstorming was sharing information in advance. So giving people the opportunity to 
think on their own in advance, and then come to the meeting with some ... We 
definitely had times when we were including other people outside of the agency in 
brainstorming. A lot of times, I'm thinking specifically about State Farm where we were 
doing that brainstorming with other marketing partners. And that was really interesting 
and fun. 

Speaker 2: Yeah. All very interesting. So one of the things too that got me intrigued with this, so 
IDO is a design firm and huge influencer in the design thinking space, so they had these 
method cards, which are more focused on research tactics, and a lot of them are kind of 
idea starters. Here's a little bit of ... Some of them kind of maybe even kind of more in 
the analysis. But for the most part, they kind of focus on getting to know the audience 
first. It's real interesting and thought provoking, which is what I'm kind of exploring is 
whether, because so often creative brainstorming ideation is a group process. And what 
tools and techniques that could help facilitate that. So books are great medium, but 
they aren't shareable in this kind of context of face to face. There's another deck that's 
about communications, and it's kind of based on a PESO model. So part of what I'm 
doing- 

Speaker 1-JH: The what model? 
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Speaker 2: The P-E-S-O. The paid, earned, shared, owed.  

Speaker 1-JH: Oh. Oh, yeah. Okay. 

Speaker 2: In my dream world it would be creating a more specific version of this and mixing it with 
that. So I'm kind of just looking for feedback because I know that this might not be a 
tool you've used because it's- 

Speaker 1-JH: So I have not used either of these tools. But they look really interesting. Wait a second. 
So this is ... I'm looking at the PESO tool. Are these tactics on here? 

Speaker 2: Yep. These are all tactics. So I mean, the gap with that is you don't necessarily have a 
strategy, which probably there's a way to design something we could kind of build in 
your own strategy and then figuring out what aligns with that. 

Speaker 1-JH: And so what's helpful to you? If I just react to this? 

Speaker 2: Yeah. I guess, sort of like if there was a tool that was not just have the tactics, but also 
have ways of thinking about maybe more ad hock ways of learning about your audience. 
Like whether it's doing customer experience. You could do low fidelity, high fidelity 
usability research whether it's asking somebody to think out loud as they're going 
through a task on the computer. Some of those things. Or subject line testers, or some 
of those things. So kind of  mixing in the research and analysis tools and then sort of the 
tactical pieces using more a design thinking framework. So you kind of have a prototype 
and ideate to. 

Speaker 1-JH: I don't why I'm thinking about this specifically. And sorry if this takes us down a little bit 
of a rabbit hole. So my husband was at home with our kids as well when I was at 
[AGENCY]. And he went to the U, and got his master's certificate in technical writing. 
One of the things that he did when he was at the U was they had a website usability lab, 
which was fascinating to hear him. And I'd never used anything like that, but to be able 
to look at where people looking at on the page. How do people actually use your 
website? I don't know why I thought about that. 

Speaker 2: That's one of those tools we could see use the lab too. But there are some that are kind 
of, like you said, there are some other techniques they use even when they're sitting 
down with somebody to assess like what would your expectations be. Whether it's a 
website or a piece of collateral based on the subject line or the headline. And then 
seeing if the content meets that need ... the expectations that people have. 

Speaker 1-JH: I will say this tool, this PESO tool, sort of scares me because it's so tactical. But I think 
the way that I could see using it is if you have a plan completely written, or maybe not 
completely written. You're writing a plan, you got a really solid goal, you really 
understand your audience, you've got the strategy in place, and you're just looking for 
new inspiration to think through are there things in here that we haven't thought of. But 
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it's so tactical that I would think that it would be a tactic, oh ... you know how someone 
says, oh we should do a? And now you've got a tactic in search of a strategy.  

Speaker 2: Yes. Exactly. Yeah. That was my thought too. Like if there was a way to kind of build out 
a strategy, even you could add some core strategies. 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. Right. So this looks like it's more approaches.  

Speaker 2: Yeah. And like I said, this is kind of a little bit more ... often it's really based on the model 
of somebody's doing product design, and kind of understanding features, functions that 
people might look for in a product per se. But some of it gets into a little bit more of like 
from a marketing perspective. I think understanding deeper metaphors. Going into sort 
of a meaning in [inaudible 00:34:53] of what does this really mean. So it gets a little bit 
more into that sort of space. 

Speaker 1-JH: Oh. That's really interesting. I will say some of things on here are things that I am less 
familiar with. And so therefore, to me, it's more intriguing because some of them I may 
have tried. Like cultural probes, assemble a camera journal kit, and distribute it to 
participants across one or many cultures. Huh. That's interesting because if you're 
thinking about making sure that you've got a really diverse group of people represented 
at the table, but you can't physically do that, how could you represent their perspectives 
in different ways. Huh. That's interesting. 

Speaker 2: Yeah. And this other one is very different. It's more marketing focused. It's more about 
innovating a new line of business, or kind of expanding. It has a different sort of 
[inaudible 00:35:50] if you wanted to look at it. And I guess, like I said, we're kind of 
intrigued with the idea of these cards. It's more just that it's about creating a 
conversation with people, and helping facilitate it as much as it is ... or even sometimes I 
know people are sole practitioners or party of one. It's easy to kind of get locked into 
your own.  

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. I mean, I think in some ways, this is a really sophisticated version of years and 
years ago we used to do imagery to help inspire. 

Speaker 2: Oh, yeah.  

Speaker 1-JH: So okay, the goal of today's brainstorm is to really think about a new way that General 
Mills is going to encourage people to consume cereal. Okay. So now we've gone around, 
we've done this sort of everybody put your ideas on the table kind of thing. Okay, now, 
draw from the middle. Draw an image. And now, come up with an idea that's specifically 
related to this image. And so that just sort of inspires or sparks a whole new line of 
thinking. And so, oh, well what I got was a bubble bath. You know, like okay, wait. What 
does that have to do with ... and so how does that get everybody sort of thinking along a 
totally different line? In the brief that you shared in advance, it was really clear that 
mom's felt this way. So I'm thinking about that and the bubble bath. So being able to 
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combine ... I'm not sure I'm articulating this well. But using visual prompts to trigger new 
and sort of different ways of thinking about something. 

Speaker 2: There's this thing called Zaltman's Metaphor Solicitation Technique, which is interesting 
because there's some parallels with ethnography too. But what they do is they ask a 
pool of people a question. Like new moms to kind of answer a question like, how would 
you describe the experience? And they're ask to bring in images. And then they have a 
designer who's trained to work with them, and essentially, they kind of composite that. 
And they use sizing and proportion, and the person guides it. And they're also listening 
for those metaphors. And they kind of say like oh, cross culturally, they think there are 
like seven main metaphors they might touch on. Things like balance, security, or some 
of these pieces are used more on the branding, but sometimes on a communications 
strategy too. So it's kind of interesting to kind of have that kind of connection to 
something that's ... There are elements of a visual that can spark that more easily 
sometimes that words do. 

Speaker 1-JH: Oh, and I think what's very interesting about that is sometimes the most inspiring things 
from me is an insight. So for example, at Macalester, one of the things that we know 
from our alumni research is that the one thing that alumni and Macalester are most 
interested in is being involved in the intellectual life of the campus. I think with some 
alumni, it may be the thing that they're most interested in is connecting with their 
friends from their class. Some of them it's fill in the blank with a million other things. But 
Macalester alums, the thing that they're most interested in is connecting intellectually 
with the life of the campus. So we think a lot about how do we do that. So that's led us 
to think differently about how we're doing that. Okay, something's happening on 
campus that has an audience of 200 people. But we've got an alumni base of 28,000 
people who are really excited to connect intellectually with the life of the campus. If we 
can somehow allow them to tap into that, they're going to feel really connected. And 
you can do that in a very low cost way. 

Speaker 2: Yeah. That's true.  

Speaker 1-JH: I don't know if that's a helpful example, but those insights really do help me think 
differently and more creatively sometimes. 

Speaker 2: Okay. So those research insights then kind of help frame and prioritize- 

Speaker 1-JH: An idea. Yeah. So it's not just here's an idea because I think this would be cute. Or here's 
an idea because I looked at a card and it said executive speaking opportunity. It's 
because here's what will resonate with the target audience. And here's how you make a 
really cool connection between something that we have and that insight.  

Speaker 2: Yeah, that makes sense. That is sort of the challenge with this one I think especially. And 
again, trying to find something that's not overwhelming in terms of- 
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Speaker 1-JH: Right.  

Speaker 2: The scope of it. But yeah- 

Speaker 1-JH: But I do think those prompts are really helpful sometimes because they just encourage 
you to think in such a different way.  

Speaker 2: I've seen even other methods where sort of like you create a matrix. And you're like, 
okay, this is what we're looking for. You're kind of using these as your guide posts. And 
then, you're kind of sorting and using cards to have that conversation. But how do these 
things ... does it meet this criteria and this criteria? 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. I have seen case studies from IDO, most of them are product design case studies, 
that I think are fascinating. Right? Like we watched people vacuum, and we realized that 
this was a problem as you're thinking empathetically about your target audience. And so 
we created this that solved this problem that we didn't know we needed to solve 
before. 

Speaker 2: It's interesting too I actually saw they won business with Mass Mutual, which was a 
client for [AGENCY], and I worked on that account. But what they did was created a 
website. And a lot of things that would, to me in my mind, be a communications skill. 
But they were targeting this audience of mostly millennials and Gen X who don't feel 
confident with their finances. But they really were able to kind of tap into honestly a 
much maybe authentic kind of visual and positioning than I don't know if we would of at 
that point been able to come up with. It was very interesting to be like, so what is this? 
IDO, they work with everything from governments to product design and things 
communication linked to me. That's part of what made me step back and take a look too 
as like having a broader potential.  

Speaker 1-JH: I think that's really cool.  

Speaker 2: So we'll see. It's interesting. But just to kind of have that conversation with a 
professionals has been eye opening too just how do people approach and think about 
things. 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. What's surprised you most from all of your conversations? 

Speaker 2: I think how different they are. And it's seems like where people are too in terms of ... I 
talked with Tonya too, and her experience has shifted because she does like I said, have 
more of a marketing role. But her previous experience too with doing so much kind of 
everything crisis, public affairs in a kind of government context where there's so much 
visibility and so much risk and don't have time to research. Well, you do have some. 
Obviously, there's access to data. It's like very different. And you know, having to 
develop that kind of really strong gut check for what are the hot buttons potential 
dangers. Versus a colleague at the U who works at this very kind of complex center. 



 
 

123 

Center for Translational Medicine and Science, where they sit between the NIH, and 
health, and the U. And they're also a national center.  

Speaker 2: And so having to manage a really complex set of offerings, and dealing with faculty who 
have multiple appointments, plus they're a director here, and they teach, and they're a 
clinician, and it's like their challenges are different in terms of getting the attention of 
their leaders, let alone being able to think through the kind of customer experience. 
Their customers might be researchers. So kind of very interesting, very different 
perspectives.  

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. That's really cool. The biggest communications and marketing challenges we're 
tackling as a college are very audience driven. So with our alumni, how do we keep them 
connected in ways that are meaningful to them, not to us? So like, hey, we're doing this. 
Well, so what. You know? And then with prospective students, how do we ensure that 
the kinds of students who would be good fit students know about Macalester? Because I 
think a lot times, with a school like Macalester, where only 20% of the student body is 
from Minnesota, there are a lot of students who would be great here who have no idea 
about Macalester when they start looking for a college.  

Speaker 2: And I don't know if you found this with your son too. But watching my daughter, it's was 
like she was just like, I'm just looking at YouTube. I don't care about any marketing 
material. So clearly, this it's like this is now for the parents. And you're just watching 
YouTube videos from students. So okay. 

Speaker 1-JH: Yeah. That's very interesting because the channels, of course, are so completely 
different than they were 5 or 10 years ago. And then they are for each of the different 
audiences, whether it's guidance counselors, or parents, or prospective students 
themselves.  

Speaker 2: Yeah, it's interesting. I was reading an article from somebody who has [inaudible 
00:46:09]. Somebody who does a lot of academic work around kind of research and 
metrics of evaluations in communications. And his point was like, we more marketers 
and communicators than we've had in the past. But we have so little ... and if you look 
at Edelman's Trust Barometer, people's trust in institutions is lower. And his point was 
that that core function of listening isn't necessarily happening. Obviously we've gotten 
very skilled at creating very persuasive and good communications and marketing, but 
something's happening. So there's a disconnect in terms how people trust institutions 
versus rejecting marketing. We hear that a lot from our internal audiences. They just 
don't want things that appear too marketing. And all of that. So it's interesting. It's a 
very tough kind of line to navigate too. And how to do that listening piece that ethical, 
and that's valuable, and a good use of your time.  

Speaker 1-JH: Right. Well, in the era of fake news, and do you make sure you're listening in the right 
places too. So that's fascinating. And so how many interviews will you do? 
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Speaker 2: So my plan is to do about five IDI's. I'm kind of doing a mix of people from kind of 
marketing, and communications, and PR. I might consider Heather too. And then, I'm 
going to do a survey for just more based in Minnesota people. So just to kind of get 
feedback on the same issues. But this has been helpful to kind of help refine it. Like I 
was using the term co-creation, which is used in design thinking. And I'm like, and I'm 
like, oh, when I've read about it in PR contacts or communications, it's not clearly 
defined what that means. It could mean a lot of different things. So I'm like, oh, I have to 
kind of double check that term.  

Speaker 1-JH: Right. So people know exactly what you're talking about.  

Speaker 2: And then, I'm going to try to do a co-creation session to actually start from a prototype 
of cards, and gets some feedback. 

Speaker 1-JH: Oh, that's really cool. 

Speaker 2: So we'll see. It's kind of an experiment to see.  

Speaker 1-JH: Oh, that's exciting. 

Speaker 2: And then if I have time, it would be going out and testing the concept.  

Speaker 1-JH: I don't even remember what is in it. But I remember years ago, using something called 
the Creative Whack Pack. Have you ever heard of it? 

 

#4—CW 

Speaker 1: ... but if you don't mind just kind of telling me a little bit more. Currently you're a 
freelancer and you have some kind of corporate background and ...? 

CW: Yes. I have experience on both sides of the coin, in terms of agency and corporate 
experience. I started my career back at United Health Group and went to an agency 
from there. I'd say my experience at ... I started off in what was pure public relations at 
the time, which meant a lot of media relations. From there, when I went to an agency 
environment, that was branded as an integrated marketing and communications 
agency. That's really where my experience, then, took on that flavor for really the rest of 
my career, doing aspects of the paid and the earned and owned and not just working on 
... because I know some folks who worked on just community relations for 20-something 
years. That hasn't been me. 

CW: That's probably the thing that's least in the bucket, in my wheelhouse nowadays, 
because it is so specialized. Yeah, I just don't do that as much. I do the writing, but when 
it comes to pitching, not so much anymore. 
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CW: But yeah, I've also worked with nonprofits. I primarily worked within the health care 
industry. Being on my own, that's also branched out into some different industries as 
well, including the financial industry. I've got a couple clients now. 

Speaker 1: Okay. From where you sit, what do you see are the biggest challenges to the industry 
right now? 

CW: I would say defining the industry has been a challenge for some time. It's really big, and 
how people we're ... where people are asking themselves, is public relations dead? 
What does it mean to be in public relations? What does a public relations firm look like? 

CW: Those definitions, people are circling around. I'm not as concerned with definitions 
when it comes to that because again, I think we're all playing in that same sandbox. So 
whatever you call it, I look at public relations very holistically, in terms of those aspects 
of relating to the different publics, the different audiences, stakeholders. Again, you can 
define that in different ways, if that means the same thing. But looking at that very 
holistically.  

CW: There are a lot of people that still look at public relations and think, "Oh, that's media 
relations." That's one subset of looking at that, but that to me, does not define what 
public relations is. 

CW: So yeah, the definitions, I think we'll definitely continue to see, and maybe see some of 
them shed away if there's more agreement on what that is ...  i.e., I mentioned a little 
bit earlier about the integrated marketing communications. So if there's more 
agreement that, "Oh, that's the umbrella for all of this," then maybe some of that will be 
used more often. I know that there are some agencies in town who switched from 
calling themselves public relations agencies to integrated agencies for that very reason. 

CW: I think with that, that definition brings that aspect of those core services. As you showed 
me in your cards, again it's the paid, it's the earned, it's the owned. Are we going to see 
more segmentation? Are we going to see people take on more of those niches, so that 
we'll only work on paid, only work on owned? I feel like I'm seeing more people doing 
the integration, of understanding those. Maybe if you're lucky to have a team of people, 
you can have some segmentation. But I think we're seeing a lot more people having to 
do all of those things or more of those things. I've seen that change in the past few 
years, and I think we'll definitely continue to see more of that into the future, especially 
as organizations go lean and you just have to do more with fewer people. 

Speaker 1: One of the things I've been interested in, too, is that use of formative research. How do 
organizations and communications practitioners understand the people that they're 
trying to communicate to? Kind of going back to buying. So what's putting the public 
back in public relations. What is even the right term? User? Audience? I don't really 
know anymore. 
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Speaker 1: And maybe it's a little different given your role now versus when you've had other roles 
in different organizations. How often do you get to use research that's given to you 
that's valued? I guess I'm qualifying that because sometimes I've just been given 
demographic data, which doesn't really help message development, from my 
perspective. Can you tell me about how often you get research? Do you engage on any 
on your own to supplement? 

CW: Sure. I agree that I think we underutilize research, primarily because it costs money and 
it's usually one of the first things to go, where a lot of people will be like, "Oh, well, what 
can you do with just some of the demographic data?" like you mentioned. I feel like 
we're all pinched with that. When I have been lucky enough, a couple ... one of the 
organizations I worked for, the dental organization, we did do some dental consumer 
research. I think, to me, it was a perfect example of, when you've got the ability to do it, 
how that can reinforce things you've been doing, or help navigate you toward various 
new aspects. 

CW: With that research, we did online surveys. We were part of a national organization, so 
100 surveys in 10 different markets throughout the country, various demographics that 
we were looking at so you could get a broader breadth, that whole thing. We asked 
them questions such as, "Why do you change your dentist? How do you seek a dentist? 
What are you looking for in a dentist?" so we could understand a little bit more about 
how two market to them, how to create a good patient experience for them, those 
aspects.  

CW: From there, it did reinforce some things that we were already ... we'd already started 
down the path with because we'd already started changing our brand from a doctor-
centric brand ... Think about dental offices a lot. It tends to be, kind of 8:00 to 4:00, 
Monday through Thursday- 

Speaker 1: Sure. Never on Friday. 

CW: Never on Friday, certainly not Saturday. We were starting to shift that, so we were 
moving from a doctor-centric to a patient-centric brand. The research really aided us to 
be able to talk to our own doctors more about the reasons why we were doing what we 
were doing. It helped get those who might not have been already on board, on board. 
Because then they could see, "Oh wow, people are saying that they want appointments 
before 8:00 a.m. They want to come in after work." They want to come in sometimes on 
Saturdays because they all have busy lives and can't take off work all the time.  

CW: So that research did aid, again, a lot of what we did. We changed our hours, which was a 
significant operations change for the organization. But again, from that, when you 
talked about empathy ... I was hoping we'd had that research, and one of the things I 
kept saying, especially as we translated the results into, "Okay, what are we going to do 
operationally now with this data?" ... to be able to look at it and say, again, if we have 
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the information in front of us saying that people are kind of crying out for this, why 
wouldn't we listen to that and be empathetic to their needs? 

CW: That's what it is to be that patient-centric brand, rather than ... We could have stayed a 
doctor-centric brand and said, "Well, that's what they want. But I want to go home at 
4:00." So yeah, definitely. I don't think we always look at it in terms of looking at things 
empathetically or looking at it, but I've always been someone who wants to look at that, 
the end-user experience, whether it's a patient, it's a customer, again however you 
define a customer, audience, stakeholder. To me they're really one and the same, but 
you've got different segments within that. 

Speaker 1: I'm sorry, I'm just trying to remember if there was ... so you're using focus groups ... so, 
not surveys. Did you do other ... Did you do focus groups too? 

CW: Oh yeah, we did focus groups. We did focus groups as part of the online survey process 
as well. Again, we could get down a little bit deeper into some of those aspects. We did 
that after we had the online survey info, so then we could again have a little bit more 
direction. And a lot of it reiterated things that we were already looking at. Like I said, we 
were already starting down that path of, "You know what, we need to be patient-
centric." So we knew that. We didn't need research to necessarily tell us that. But the 
research also aided things like ... I mean, this has been several years ago ... The 
organization was spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on Yellow Pages ads 
because that was a traditional method of marketing a dental organization at one point 
in time. And that did not ... it came up like a blip on the radar at all on the research, 
whereas, online ... it was huge.  

CW: So again, those type of things. I knew it. My team knew that, but to be able to have the 
research, then to show others. It was that ah-ha moment for a lot of folks. So anyway, 
that one I remember distinctly. It was just kind of crazy to be able to take something, 
and then have those executives say, "Oh, wow, yeah. We shouldn't be spending that." 

Speaker 1: Yeah. Futuristic. 

CW: Which was not big. 

Speaker 1: You talked about the patient experience. Did you map that out at all, in terms of kind of 
looking at those touchpoints? 

CW: We did. That was before the phraseology of the customer-driven mapping, and all of 
that. But yeah, we absolutely looked at what does it mean at the time that they're a 
prospective patient, when they're researching, they're looking for a new dentist? 
They're looking for things like close to home, close to work, close to school for the kids, 
those various aspects. And then, what does it mean once they're in the door? Especially 
from that patient experience option, what do those reception areas look like? Are the 
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magazines old? How do we create a warm comfortable patient-centric, bring in from 
that aspect. Once they're in the chair ... on and on and on. 

CW: We did look at those various touchpoints, and realizing that the hygienist is the person 
who's got actually the biggest role to play- 

Speaker 1: Because they're 90% of the time. 

CW: Totally, because you're going in for cleanings twice a year. Some people never need a 
filling or a crown. That  could take years in the relationship to get to the point because 
otherwise you're only seeing the dentist for a couple of minutes. They come in, check 
the work, and then they're out. 

CW: So again, looking at all those touchpoints, and realizing that we needed more training 
for the hygienist to be able to have a good chairside manner. Those types of things. 
Everything that they do for those touchpoints. 

Speaker 1: Right. How important they are in that [crosstalk 00:13:54]. 

CW: Exactly. And so, again from that standpoint of just some research being able to aid not 
only the marketing and the communications, but also how it impacted all the 
operations. Because as I looked at it, they all go hand in hand. If the hygienist or the 
dentist isn't giving a good chair set experience, it's really hard to do marketing and 
communications for people who might go right back out the door because it's a poor 
environment for some reason. 

Speaker 1: It's interesting what you say ... I think because there's so much ... Literally, people are 
right in your face and they have issues with the dentist and the hygienist. There's no 
good communication or there's friction. It's really interesting. Again, they're so 
[inaudible 00:14:48] in the patient. 

CW: Oh yeah, totally. Totally. And I know some people who said that dentists get to be 
dentists because they don't want to talk to people. I thought that was kind of funny 
because you've got an environment right there where it kind of begs for ... Okay, you 
don't want somebody talking back to you while your hand's in their mouth, but at the 
same time it's pretty intimate. When you're talking about an experience ... so, yeah. 

Speaker 1: Talking about online advertising, did you use that to kind of ... For example, A/B testing, 
where it's not exactly formative research on the beginning but you can sort of test 
hypotheses and then kind of refine your work, or ... ? 

CW: Yeah. We did a little bit of it there. We did more at a different ... I worked with two 
different dental organizations. So the other dental organization, we did a lot of A/B 
testing of online, a lot of Google ads because again, one we knew that that's where it 
made sense to put more of our money. We were seeing the results, and so we really 
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wanted to ... Okay, so now that we're seeing results, we really want to make sure we're 
maximizing our dollars. We had everything from A/B testing of the headline to A/B 
testing of the design, of having landing pages ... hundreds of landing pages for various 
key words and aspects. Yeah, we did a lot of it, and that we outsourced to an 
organization that specialized in that just because it's just a lot of detailed work. 

Speaker 1: And yeah, metrics to track. 

CW: Oh my gosh, yes. Yeah. But very important, again, to be able to understand that there's 
a need for that because otherwise you could still do Google ads without that, but we 
would have spent a lot more money to achieve the same results. 

Speaker 1: One other question, too. One of the challenges in some of the work I've done is, I've 
been in projects where I'm communicating with audiences that are different from most 
of the people on the committee. For example, I worked on ... A project I had to do, it 
was people who were unbanked. And so, it would be a different education level, 
different race and ethnic mix. Have you used any particular research methods or 
approaches if you had to deal with ... or people that are different due to race, ethnicity, 
and disability, demographics, or ....? 

CW: I actually don't think so. I'm just going back and going ... again, I think a lot of good 
reasons why we didn't had to do with limited funds- 

Speaker 1: Sure, the project. Yeah. 

CW: I would definitely say that I've always looked for, and had our teams look for, diversity in 
terms of representation of photography and imaging and things that could be as 
inclusive as we could be in that regard. But we didn't do specific research behind that. 
Again, I think those are all ... If I had a lot of dollars and resources, absolutely. I think all 
those things are pertinent to do. It does get a little more difficult when- 

Speaker 1: Yeah, when it's a scale- 

CW: Yeah. And a lot of those, the various organizations I've worked with, are pretty similar to 
that environment here. I wouldn't say that we weren't specifically catering to a 
demographic, although we did have a couple dental groups that were in Texas and 
Arizona. There we did do specific marketing that was in Spanish, and it was low-income, 
so we had to switch up. So there we did make sure we were in some of the telephone, 
the Yellow Pages because that was a way that they were coming in. So we switched up a 
little bit of what we did there. That's probably the only time we did that. 

Speaker 1: Okay. One of the other things that has come up as I've looked at some of the literature 
too, is [inaudible 00:19:41] in that ... It's somewhere between research and planning, is 
we're in an environment where there are these broad social movements sometimes ... 
I'm thinking Black Lives Matter and #metoo, that can impact audiences and the planning 
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in that landscape ... kind of moving, thinking about the landscape and the plan. Do you 
kind of have a formal way that you take that into account into your thinking about a 
plan or ...? And it might not be relevant for every type of marketing, either. 

CW: Yeah. I'd say, from a social responsibility standpoint, I've most often worked within that 
realm when it comes to philanthropy. So having worked for organizations that have had 
a cause or causes that they support, and then how do we bring that into helping 
communicate that. That's probably the most relevant aspect of what you're referring to. 
I haven't necessarily ... I was thinking about some of the things like YouTube. It's not like 
I've purposely said, "Oh, you know we need to do something similar to that."  

CW: But a different organization, a women's health leadership organization ... we made sure 
that over the past year or so, we've been trying to talk more about women rising 
together, female empowerment, finding their authentic voice and your authentic 
leadership, and really trying to tap into ... I mean, that's part of what the organization is, 
but really communicating that more, I think does tie into some of those current themes 
that you were referring to. But we didn't set out and say because of the #metoo thing 
going on, we need to do this.  

CW: So yeah, that's kind of curious. Like I said, I don't feel we set out to do that because of 
that, but it probably had an influence on it, kind of an unspoken influence. 

Speaker 1: Okay. The other area I'm kind of looking at is how individuals, organizations do their 
plan. So since you have APR, I'm assuming you're familiar with that kind of planning 
methodology. That's part of that. Do you use that? Or do you use a mix kind of based on 
what you're doing? 

CW: I use a mix, especially as a solopreneur, a solo consultant, because then I'm working 
with a variety of different clients that have a lot of different needs, a lot of different 
budgets. I've worked with some social media things where the budget's pretty small. 
They don't have the opportunity to do a lot of research and ... so those type of things, 
with the RACE model, doing your research and action and all of that. 

CW: Sometimes some of those stages just don't come out, but even if I can't do the research 
the way I want to, I still dig in and do the informal research. I do an audit of their social 
media platforms. I do an audit of their audiences. It might be something like, a lot of 
their social media posts are focused on this audience, but you should have this 
audience. This is your primary audience. We need to change that.  

CW: I'd say a lot of those aspects just become more informal, rather than formal. But yeah, 
they're definitely always there. I think they kind of have to be. As you were talking about 
your anthropology background, my bachelor's is in psychology. I feel like I've always got 
that hat on. Always thinking about who's the audience? What do they want? What are 
they looking or? Are your messages related to that? All of these things. Are you using 
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communications that they're looking for? Are you communicating to them via Yellow 
Pages, or not on the Yellow Pages? All those sorts of things.  

Speaker 1: Okay, okay. That's helpful. I guess the next area is kind of idea generation, right? And 
being a solo practitioner, it might be a little different, too. Just kind of a summing it up 
generally, how important do you consider to be creativity to the field? 

CW: Wow. I think it's ... I'm hesitating on that because part of me says it's everything, and 
part of me says it doesn't have to be everything. By that, I mean I think it depends upon 
what you're looking at.  

CW: I think you need a certain level of creativity ... Okay, so I should also step back and say 
I'm somebody who, because I work in a lot of words and things and I've worked with a 
lot of designers, I feel like designers are the ones who are more creative than I am. So I 
don't always see what I do as being creative, and that's probably why I'm conflicted in 
terms of that definition. Because I know I've had a lot of people over the years say, 
"You're so creative." I'm like, "I don't know. I just do what I do." I look at other people 
and go, "You're so creative." 

Speaker 1: Because of their products? 

CW: Because it may be a divisional product, or just was working with somebody yesterday on 
some themes and logos for an event and I'm just wowed by what they can do. It feels 
like sometimes creativity has a wow to it. So I can recognize it in others, and maybe I 
don't recognize that in my stuff because I just do it. 

CW: But yes. Just going back to your general creativity, I think that the more creative you can 
be, it aids and it benefits all you do. That being said, I don't think every single social 
media post, for example, has to be like, "Ahhh!" 

Speaker 1: [crosstalk 00:26:34] coming, yeah. 

CW: Yeah. It just doesn't quite work that way. I see some accounts that like to use snark in 
their ... I just keep using social media as an example because ... You know, that's great 
for them. That's creative. Well, at a certain level it's creative, but then on a certain level 
it's derivative of other brands that are doing similar things. At what point does it stop 
being creative? That aspect.  

CW: But certainly I can say with a lot of content marketing, we're seeing a shift from what a 
standard newsletter used to be to what is more of a storytelling aspect. I would say that 
is definitely getting more creative. I'd say that I've had to switch up more of my writing 
style because when you're in the industry 20 years ... I would say 20 years ago we 
started off with more of this very professional, buttoned-down way of writing. Now it's 
like wow, I can really open this up. You can talk about it differently. You're creating a 
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little mini-novel in some ways. It doesn't have to be just that boring kind of corporate 
speak anymore. 

Speaker 1: That's interesting. Are there particular ways you help yourself generate ideas, or when 
you're working with other people? 

CW: It kind of depends on what it is. For example, this women's health leadership 
organization that I'm a member of, and they're my client ... We're looking at our 40th 
anniversary this next year and we wanted a theme, something we could look to to say, 
okay, this is our 40th year. All these things planned around it. So when I was looking at 
trying to be creative on that front, we just kind of did some Google researching, because 
then I can look at images and I can look at articles quick. Even if it's just for half an hour 
or an hour.  

CW: And I go, how have other people looked at a significant anniversary and how do they ... 
And it really did kind of help blend ... this brainstorming done, so then I could, "Oh, 
yeah..." That word, that phrase, that feeling. Maybe we should explore this. Once I 
presented several options, it became this quick decision. So taking the time to spark 
some further thought because we didn't have the ability to sit down and do a big ... It 
wasn't rising to the level of doing a big focus group, or something like that. 

CW: At the same time, when we've got the ability to do a focus group ... I've worked with a 
financial client where they wanted to look at the branding. That was a type of situation 
where we looked at okay, so we need to talk to some of your clients. How do they view 
you? How do your employees view you?And then taking that all together and getting 
started from that regard. Again, doing that research to step back and say ... you can't 
just go ... You can't just ask me for, "What is our brand?" We need to look back and do 
some of the research to say, okay, these are the components that are coming together 
that tell me what your brand is currently. Even if you want your brand to be this, this is 
how we can bridge that. 

Speaker 1: Where we start from. 

CW: Yeah. And I think I forgot your question. 

Speaker 1: No, that's okay. 

CW: I'm rambling. 

Speaker 1: That's okay. 

CW: But yeah, again, it's just different ways of looking at various pieces that I do. 

Speaker 1: One thing I've kind of been interested in, and I know this can have different names in 
different contexts ... Sometimes it's called cocreation. That's the way design thinkers 
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may call it. City planning, and people in that area might call it a [inaudible 00:31:25], or 
whatever, where you bring community people together and it can involve getting them 
to help ideate around what are the values we want for this space? What does this mean 
to us? So it's not exactly like working with an audience to create the campaign together, 
but it might be working with the audience to develop some of that kind of language or 
imagery. Even if it doesn't end up in the final product exactly, it can help shape that. 
Have you done anything kind of similar? Have experience with that? 

CW: I'd say the only experiences that come to mind are using focus groups before launches. 
I've had an experience with creating a women's heart clinic several years ago. For that 
experience, we were talking with women, some who had a heart condition, some who 
didn't ... asking them the questions of, "Are you thinking about your heart care? If you 
were looking for that type of environment, what would you be looking for? What would 
get you to think about your heart care?" So asking them various aspects, and that 
helped us, again, not only define how we wanted to market, to communicate to them, 
but setting up the patient experience.  

CW: It was as relaxed as possible. It had an all-female staff. All the cardiologists were women, 
nurses, everybody, because they were looking for more feminine touches. They didn't 
want a medical office that felt like a medical office. They wanted to kind of feel like a 
spa environment. And so, that feedback then helped us with some of that decision 
making, again, all kinds of aspects. The more that set it up operationally, then we could 
look at it and go, "Okay, yeah, for marketing communications, we can have that spa-like 
feel. We can have that female-forward kind of feel to all of those type of things." Even 
down to creating a My Heart book, so it was a very personal journey to that.  

Speaker 1: Thanks. That sounds interesting. You really add a lot of rich insights from this. 

CW: Yeah, it was a really cool experience. And I think because we did all that, again, it really 
took looking at the audience experience to that next level. We had folks come on out as 
we had the space built, to have that open house, so we could have certain select people 
come on in. We were still using that experience as a research. What were their thoughts 
as they went through? What was the excitement level? All of that. It helped write this ... 
We called it the My Heart book. It was a hard-bound book that they got when they 
became a patient, so it had information about heart care and all of this. And then kind 
of a journal so that they could keep track of their own heart care, stats, thoughts and 
feelings depending on diagnosis, and things like that.  

CW: That was such a cool experience because we heard from a lot of women. As they came 
through they were just wowed by the attention to detail, that there was finally a place 
for them ... other than an OBGYN, I'm sure there weren't a lot of places where a woman 
could go in and get any kind of health care that felt like a really personal, friendly, warm 
experience, especially at that time. That's 13 years ago. Health care is changing a lot 
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over that period of time. I'd say there's more of those experiences now. But it was very 
different at the time. 

Speaker 1: Yeah, it's interesting. It sounds like you started [inaudible 00:36:22] through that data to 
kind of tap into the unmet needs in terms of maybe nurturing and reassuring their 
needs to emotionally and psychologically process that experience [inaudible 00:36:33], 
and dealing with that disease, and then providing them a tool to [inaudible 00:36:37]. 

CW: Yeah, yeah. And I think the reason for doing all this is because the female cardiologist 
said women are underdiagnosed with heart conditions. They're more likely to have 
heart attacks that could kills them, could debilitate them. We need to change how this 
works, how the dialogue happens, so that part of it.  

Speaker 1: How interesting. 

CW: It's not around today, though, so it wasn't a self-sustaining model. I'm not quite sure 
what happened in the end. I think, again, consolidation within the industry kind of 
sometimes kills innovation. But yeah, at the time, it was doing very, very well. 

Speaker 1: It makes me think too, if you would ever be interested, they have an innovation ... a 
design team lab down in Mayo. And once a quarter they open it up, and you can just 
come down and they'll tour it, and talk to you about it, so they might have a designer 
position and other people who help, within Mayo, to do a design [inaudible 00:37:46] 
for innovation. 

CW: That would be cool.  

Speaker 1: Since you work in the health care space, I thought if you're interested ... It's on my list of 
things to do, but I haven't been there. 

CW: Yeah. No, absolutely. I think it would be super cool. I would just ... I think Mayo Clinic is 
definitely one of those organizations that is held up for the right reasons as a model of 
creativity. So when you talk about creativity, I look to that and go yeah, they're leading 
the front. I've also talked to a few people there who would say that they're not, just 
from the standpoint of they see how slow it can be, or they'd love to do more. So again, 
kind of with that creativity, it is and it isn't, depending upon how you look at it and who 
you ask, which is always fascinating in and of itself. 

Speaker 1: And within an organization you probably have that mix of ... those areas that they kind 
of set up nicely to try to spark innovation and diffuse it through an organization, but 
when you have a big organization sometimes it doesn't go very far- 

CW: Absolutely, yeah.  
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Speaker 1: So anything else? I guess one of the things I was asking about was the resources, and it 
sounded like something like that could be of interest. But do you use other resources, 
like a network of peers or books or websites or- 

CW: A network of peers often comes into it. When I worked at organizations, certainly team 
discussions about here's what worked, what we're looking to do, the brainstorming, all 
of that, the solopreneur side. I am part of a group of other solopreneurs, so we get 
together every other month. We'll just talk about certain case studies, the challenges, 
things that you just don't have the opportunity to do when you're working for yourself. I 
find those very valuable because sometimes it can be that aspect of, "Oh yeah, I was 
struggling with that with a client. Oh, and you did something similar. Okay, I hadn't 
thought about that."  

CW: So it's part continual learning, part problem solving with that type of a group. I try to use 
some of the other organizations that I'm a part of in the same way. Again, I've built up a 
pretty deep network within PRSA because I've been a member for so long. So there's a 
lot of folks that, when I've had a certain stuck moment or just wanted to say, "I feel like I 
should do this for this reason, but I don't think they're going to go for it. Should I be 
looking at it differently, or do you recommend that there's a way to approach that, that 
I'm not thinking of?"  

CW: Sometimes we get stuck in the worlds we live in, and again I think, like I was saying 
earlier, that creativity thing ... Sometimes I can see a certain path and you can get stuck 
on that path. I know there are other paths out there. I may need to jump start that 
discussion with somebody. And you can't always have that discussion with your client, 
so yeah, I'll reach out to other folks for that. 

CW: Books, not so much actually. I mean, I've read a number of books. Purple Cow is 
probably one of the last ones that really resonated with me, just because again it wasn't 
saying anything differently, necessarily, in terms of ideas. But, yeah, just reframing it 
and it was easier then to maybe communicate that idea to other people. We need to be 
unique. We need to stand out. We need to be the purple cow type of thing. 

CW: Definitely a lot of online stuff because that's a quick way to see it. For example, if I'm 
looking for let's say, something on change management, has anything changed with 
change management models or this or that? That's a super quick way to Google some of 
that and go, "Oh yeah. Here's an example of another health care financial organization," 
or something like that, that was going through something similar. Again, I put all of that 
into informal research, but it's definitely there. 

Speaker 1: Okay. Is there anything else that you think could be helpful in terms of your 
perspective? 

CW: I don't know because what you're doing is so cool. I can't even think about what might 
go into that, based on some of the things that we were just talking about. I don't know. I 
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would probably, again, reiterate just that integrated marketing and communications 
aspect, thinking about the cards that you showed me, I mean I think something like that 
... To me, it just seems it would lend itself more and more in the future as a way to help 
educate teams about some of those options. Again, everybody comes to these types of 
marketing and communications positions very differently.  

CW: You talked about how you got into this field, and how I got into this field. Some people 
come in just from journalism. So not everybody has all that understanding, and you 
don't always have 10 years to wait to build up somebody's background to be able to do 
that. I could see what you're talking about being used as an educational tool to help 
professional development and aid ... To me, it seems like you could use something like 
that through all of the industries. You could use it at a PR firm. You could use it as a 
solopreneur, perhaps even more so as the solopreneur because I could see stuff like 
that being really cool to use with certain clients. 

Speaker 1: Even to kind of show them here's the range this could be. 

CW: Totally, yeah. So just in from that standpoint, if you're looking for ... Is there a place for 
that? Absolutely. I think that there is within this industry. 

Speaker 1: Okay. Well thank you for your time and your feedback. I really appreciate it. 

CW: Yes, well thank you. It's been really kind of cool.  

CW: So you wrap up in December? 

Speaker 1: Yeah. The professor who's actually my advisor is ... She's an architect, and she teaches 
design thinking. She also is assistant provost in the office for equity and diversity. 

Speaker 1: She wants me to do this as a design thinking process, with means I have to do it sort of 
iteratively if I can. So I'm doing interviews. This is my empathy-building part, and then I 
have to define the problem again.  

Speaker 1: And then my intent is to co-create with some people in communications. I'll make a 
prototype deck and get feedback and work with them on it. And then if I can get it to 
the point of testing it, I've a friend who has a small business and just to say ... if I were 
using this as a planning model instead of a traditional PRSA plan ... because my 
challenge sometimes with the PRSA plan is sometimes I've spent more time, been 
directed to, to be more empathetic, honestly, for the client and maybe not the end-
user.  

Speaker 1: I understand there's marketing and there's a reason why we're doing this, but I think 
sometimes there's not always a good connect. I've spent more time researching 
journalists than understanding the people that we're really trying to affect on the other 
end. 
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CW: That's interesting because I feel like I've been the opposite side of that. I'm more 
focused on what that impact ... what's the empathy with the end-user- 

Speaker 1: Which is where I think it should be, but I think sometimes the imperative for speed- 

CW: Yeah, totally. 

Speaker 1: -and everything else push us to- 

CW: Totally. Well, and like we were talking, the whole aspect of how many times do we hear 
people ... and we've been through it ourselves. Research is so important, but yet 
research is one of the first thing that goes because people don't want to take ... It 
usually comes down to money in my opinion. It can take time, but it's usually the 
financial aspect of the said time.  

Speaker 1: What's interesting is the design thinking, and even people I know who do usability 
testing, are like there is a lot of good data you can get informally. To your point about 
that, and that people undervalue that informal qualitative feedback and overvalue, 
maybe, the quantitative feedback. 

CW: I can definitely see that. I think that there's a definite richness of data that you can get 
when can do something personal. The more formal ... and I know that I've seen that 
payoff, dividends, internally from an operational perspective because then it became 
more real to the C suite. "Oh wow, that's not just some article saying that," which is 
always funny to me because if the article did some research and they're talking about 
what dental consumers want, why wouldn't that be just as valid as research we did? But 
it's viewed differently by certain folks. At least my experience was that, was that it was 
more legitimate. 

Speaker 1: Whatever, yeah. And I've heard people do ... some people in town who use design 
thinking as a model for their business and kind of innovation, and they'll go in ... They 
just videotape when they're doing either in-home things or whatever they're doing to 
build that empathy. But it also gives them a great tool to, again, go sell it to the C suite 
because it's so much easier to understand someone's experience when you can see it on 
the camera, what that end-user is talking about, versus us writing it out. I'm like, "That's 
so smart," and I ... I know I haven't done that. I would really like to be able to do that 
because I think it cuts through a lot of the interpretation. 

CW: Oh, totally. Well even things like when I've done media relations training. You have to 
videotape those people doing that because they have to see themselves. Otherwise, 
they don't believe. Don't we all tend to build ourselves up? "Well of course I'm a great 
speaker," and "I'm the greatest communications..." And then there are some people 
who just ...  
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CW: I'm way better at telling people what to say and what to do. I don't like to be the person 
that's in front of the camera, and I know that about myself. But that's one of those 
things where I've worked with an awful lot of executives that if they didn't physically 
watch themselves, they wouldn't have believed that they were as poor at it as they 
were. 

Speaker 1: Or they needed practice. It's practice.  

CW: Yeah, practice. Thank you. Some of them couldn't get beyond practice though, I've got 
to say. And that's okay. I mean, as long as you know what your strengths and your 
weaknesses are. Some of those folks didn't want to get better at it. Absolutely were like, 
"Nope." And it's like, "Good, because if you're never going to feel comfortable in that 
arena I don't want to put you out in front of it." We're both going to look bad.  

CW: So that aspect of playing to your strengths, knowing your weaknesses. If you want to 
grow in that area, phenomenal. There are all kinds of tools to help you get there. But if 
you don't, it's awfully hard to keep pushing uphill when you don't want to do it. 

 

#5—DW  

Interviewer: When I'm talking with communications colleagues that part isn't there. And I'm 
just curious about your perspective since you have a marketing role and 
marketing perspective. 

DW: Yeah. Yeah. I was looking at your background. You have come from PR world 
more and it sounds like also a bit more stakeholder communications and that 
world. Whereas I come from the ad world which is more involved in the world 
of persuasion and positioning. So, yeah, it's different. And I have friends who 
have been involved in design thinking. I've been through training in it so I'm 
familiar with the methodology. And been involved in innovation studies over 
time, not in a formal way but in an informal way. 

DW: So, yeah, there's a bunch of different perspectives. What might be best, maybe 
to ask just some pointed questions. 

Interviewer: So you background, obviously, includes advertising and branding. 

DW: Yes. And marketing. And also entrepreneurial adventures as well.  

Interviewer: Okay. Those are just good for me to understand too. And this is a really broad 
question, but it would be interesting for me to hear from your perspective: 
What do you see as the challenges within your field currently? 



 
 

139 

DW: Rapid unpredictable change would be one. Complexity. Yeah, complexity, 
change I would say would be one. New forms of working and organization. 
Having employees with consultants and freelancers. And working virtually. So, 
yeah, I think all of it would fall under the rubric of change and complexity.  

Interviewer: Okay. And I'm assuming that you lead others in your current role. Is that true? 

DW: I do. Yes.  

Interviewer: All right. And then how would you describe your current role at the 
[NONPROFIT]?  

DW: Well, so you are recording this. This isn't going to be, this is for your own 
purposes I take it? 

Interviewer: Yes, essentially so I can have a transcript made so I can code notes and look for 
themes. So that's essentially all your information in terms of who's responding, 
beyond your role, like title, and type of like do you have a marketing role, which 
is different from ... I'm dealing with communications people primarily for this.  

DW: So I guess I was hired I would say because people were resisting change and 
complexity. So I'm really there to help adapt to the change and complexity 
that's going on, particularly in terms of marketing and advertising. Marketing 
communications.  

Interviewer: So the first part of what I want to ask about is that formative research on the 
front end. And I don't even know honestly the kind of set back, if that is in a 
digital age you can measure so many other points along the way. So I don't even 
know if that term is really as helpful as it used to be in terms of how often do 
you use research at the beginning of a campaign or project, whether it's that 
traditional focus group or media analysis or interviews or observations. Or is 
that framework of formative research, is that still even part of how you're 
approaching projects? 

DW: Well, you certainly look at the research we have, look at quantitative research 
and whatever qualitative research we have. We have some. I'm not a fan of 
focus groups. I think that they can warp your thinking. And in general I think the 
one thing that research can't do is it can't shape people's thinking and it can't be 
innovative or creative. So while I appreciate having that, I don't see it in general 
as the most important thing. I think you should get all you can but I'm cautions 
with it. Certain things, like demographic research, that's pretty much what it is. I 
mean I like net promoter score. I think that is a good thing although it's not 
necessarily super functional in terms of what I am doing. 
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DW: But I think that certainly one form of research I think that's under-leveraged is 
small experiments. Try something. Try something small. Don't bet the farm. See 
if it works and then if it works, then try a little bigger one. And then keep going. 
We recently have been doing that with a branding motif. We started small and 
now it's like, Okay, we're going to so large on this now. It's been working. 

Interviewer: And in terms of ... I'm assuming that since it's a department that includes a 
communications function that that data is shared with communications staff. 
Part of the reason I ask that question was coming from an agency and working, 
for example, in financial services sometimes that role with an agency and how 
that data that you have access to isn't consistent. So it's sounds like a stupid 
question but I thought it would be important to ask it. So I'm assuming that your 
communications colleagues have access to this type of research. Do they 
actually sometimes lead that research or is it really kind of centrally through a 
marketing communications? 

DW: So you assume by communications you mean PR? 

Interviewer: Right. 

DW: And that. 

Interviewer: And website. 

DW: Well, we keep each other informed of what we're doing. They usually aren't 
involved in commissioning research. And, frankly, seldom do we commission 
proprietary primary research. We do a lot of syndicated research. We do some. 
We have a research department internally that does research for learning 
outcomes and exhibits and periodically. So they have pretty good methodology 
in terms of exit interviews of people leaving the [NONPROFIT]. They provide 
some pretty interesting research along the way. But, yeah, in terms of the 
communications group commissioning research, no. And, frankly, a lot of the 
work that they do is responsive to opportunities for public relations or media, or 
to position news that we have the right way.  

Interviewer: Okay. That makes sense. And then you mentioned that you're not necessarily a 
fan of focus groups per se. Are there methods, you mentioned net promoter 
scores, but are there other primary research methods that you think are 
valuable. 

DW: Yeah. I like one on one interviews. I think that's good. Depth interviews. I like 
observation. Just pay attention to social trends. Pay attention to what's going 
on. So that certainly. Google, it's just great for trying to understand things. 
Talking to people who are informed in a field. Talking with experts in a field is 
good. 
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Interviewer: That's helpful. Okay. Do you know what? One question, too, I know for example 
the public relations field and communications tends to be ... trends to represent 
a certain demographic - white, middle class, educated. Do you approach looking 
at the needs of different audiences that might be very different from the people 
within a marketing or communications role? Do you approach that research 
differently? Let me give you an example from within the university. We don't 
have data, but we know that we do have a lot of employees, for example, who 
are not native English speakers. And particularly the ones who are of lower 
education levels, we've worked with people who work in those areas to identify 
those languages. That's not exactly the standard data that we would have from 
a quantitative standpoint, but it's more qualitative data about their needs. Do 
you do any types of research to look at audience needs that might be a small 
but important niche? If that makes any sense.  

DW: Yeah. We have a VP of Education and Equity. And then we also have a 20-year-
old arm of the [NONPROFIT] called the science center that serves the needs of 
under-represented populations. 

DW: That serves the needs of under-represented populations. Within those groups 
we have people who are very well-versed in that. In fact, the VP of education 
and equity, Joanne Rizzi-Jones, recently won a national award from the 
[NONPROFIT] Association for her work in equity, and diversity work. We're 
fortunate that we have these experts internally. The [NONPROFIT] itself it at 
least representative of the population in terms of diverse peoples. Not so much 
in senior leadership levels, which is an issue, and the [NONPROFIT] people who 
attend are also pretty represented. We're consciously seeking to provide more 
opportunities to those groups, and to open up some opportunities to them. 

Interviewer: Do you ever test messages in partnership with those groups, or get feedback 
early in the stages of developing a campaign or messages? 

DW: We do, but frequently, through our internal expert people who have insight into 
how messages would play to those groups, so we don't go and do quantitative 
or qualitative research, per se. We're fortunate in that way, that we have people 
who are very well-versed in those groups. 

Interviewer: So, you can provide that kind of feedback during the- 

DW: Yeah. 

Interviewer: Okay. The other piece I was kind of interested in is, explain planning 
methodologies. One area, for example, is I know there can be plans ranging 
from a Public Relations Society of America approach, or IABC, versus a creative 
brief, or using an agile plan. Do you have any particular, or even a SWAN 
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analysis in a more traditional marketing plan? Do you have any particular 
planning process or methods that you use? 

DW: Well, really all of the above, in different situations. In general, I believe that top-
down, theory is a practice planning, and practice the theory. It can work both 
ways. Theory breaks down when it meets the real world. Real world actions 
without any theoretical guiDWce will fail. So you know, the past academic 
marketing approach was theory to practice, and pretty [inaudible 00:17:23]. So 
now it's more test, learn, adapt, repeat, test, learn, adapt, repeat. Then you go, 
"Oh, there seems to be something working here," and then you might have a 
broader perspective, and that will work for a while. 

DW: Also, in terms of quantitative researches, quantitative consumer research is 
pretty broken because you can't get representative sample sizes, and also just a 
lot of the insights into how psychology really works, and what people say they 
are going to do, and what they actually do rarely matches well. There's a lot of 
things, a lot of challenges with all of those approaches these days. 

Interviewer: The next thing I was going to ask about is ideation. How important do you 
consider creativity, both for you and for your team? 

DW: I would say it is the most important thing. 

Interviewer: Are there any particular types of idea generation approaches that you use? Like 
what would typically be called a brainstorm, or are there other ways that you 
try to encourage, or you encourage creativity? 

DW: Well, you know, the team I have is new and emerging, so I'm really in a building 
of that capacity at this point in time. In the past, working with professionals, I 
like the concept of collaboration, and I've got a different view of that. The 
common term of that is like, "Oh, that's where everybody gets along and works 
together." What I see is where people are working towards a common goal, and 
they get there through conflict. Through coming up with ideas, and pushing 
them forward. Then, if someone else can pop that idea, then you say, "Okay, 
let's go with that one." So, kind of rapid trial and error in an ideation sensibility 
until you come up with something that everybody goes, "Yeah, you know what, 
this could work." 

Interviewer: I think that phrase very often. It's so appropriate. 

DW: That's the ideal. We're not there yet. I'm working towards that. We have an 
agency [relationship 00:21:20]. Most good agencies, that's how they work, how 
creative teams work; good ad agencies. I don't know as much about PR and 
design. PR firms, I would assume it's similar. 
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Interviewer: Yeah, it can depend. It's interesting, because sometimes it's that 
introvert/extrovert challenge too. PR might have a few more introverts than in 
marketing or advertising. I could be wrong. I mean, you find them in every field. 

DW: Yeah, it depends. Some of them are introverted creatives, but advertising, I 
think, in general, is a bit more conflictive in its creative process. 

Interviewer: Yeah. So, part of the conflictive is ... To just unpack that, are you talking about 
using ... Is that through dialogue? I mean, in terms of, people are having those 
conversations face-to-face, versus just- 

DW: Yeah, face-to-face. So, dialogue, discussion and [debate 00:22:23]. That's the 
model. You have dialogue, let's share logic. Discussion, let's pick it apart. Then, 
okay, let's advocate for things. It's kind of switching between those three modes 
rapidly. 

Interviewer: Thank you, that's helpful. You were mentioning that you've used design 
thinking, and it sounds like similar sorts of approaches in the past that are more 
iterative in nature. 

DW: Mm-hmm (affirmative)- 

Interviewer: It looks like the [NONPROFIT] itself has someone who focuses on the visitor 
experience, so I'm assuming, do you bring that experience perspective into 
journey mapping in the marketing piece of it as well, or is that really more about 
just the experience within the space? 

DW: We haven't done journey mapping yet. The one thing is, the [NONPROFIT] is 
advantaged in that we have our research department, we have a world class 
exhibits department, we have people with a lot of tenure within the 
[NONPROFIT]. There's pretty strong talent, and an existing footprint within that. 
Our net promoter score is 78. Really, at this point, the gaps are innovation, of 
doing new things, and marketing communication. Those are areas that need full 
strength. 

Interviewer: I know this is kind of a hard term, that I'm finding as a challenge to define. I 
know one thing that's intriguing about design thinking is that approach of more 
of a co-creational approach. I know there's talk about that, and my sense of how 
it's used in a communications or marketing communications space could be 
wide-ranging, from everything of working with an influential blogger to develop 
[segmented tutorial 00:24:37] calendar and content. Versus, something where 
you're doing more of a traditional design, co-creation session, where you're 
bringing in members of your audience, and working on articulating values. 
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Interviewer: It's almost more like that technique of, was it ZMET? Where it's metaphor 
illicitation, where you're kind of looking for your audience members to kind of 
help you unpack, kind of more on a subconscious level of their association with 
the brand. I mean, there's a wide range, and I'm having a hard time pinning 
down what co-creation means. Do you use anything like that currently, to kind 
of help take ideation and design thinking as a process that you engage your 
stakeholders or audiences in that process directly? 

DW: Yeah, although it's not as ritualized as design thinking. I'll give you an example, 
where we're going to be using iconographic patterns in our marketing. This 
week I met with the education group. The teachers who go out in the schools. I 
wanted to understand, what are the icons, what things should we symbolize? 
Then talk with them about what we're doing, and then the conversation led into 
new ideas that they had. I said, "Hey, let us know if you want to explore any of 
these things, or how you can use these patterns, and where you see them." 

DW: Where design thinking, the theory of it is you're actually working with end users, 
so with design thinking it would be like, "Okay, we're going to go work with kids, 
because they're the ones who are in the schools there." Certainly, we could do 
that. It's a very challenging and laborious process to do that, but we have 20 
teachers who work with kids all the time, so I'd say they're expert stakeholders 
in the process. I'm fine working with expert stakeholders, and getting them 
involved in ideation; inviting them into the ideation, particularly [in content 
00:27:09]. 

DW: That would be more of how to do it. There are times when, if you're going to be 
re-designing washing machines, and it's going to take a billion dollar investment 
to manufacture a new line of washing machines, by all means do design 
thinking, in a formal way. It think that's the thing too, is a lot of these 
methodologies, they're appropriate for different scales of problems, but they're 
not one size fits all. 

Interviewer: ... awful. All right. And I think the last piece where it's just sort of that, if you're 
kind of looking at group process, if you were doing sort of a group process, it 
sounds like the collaboration you've talked about is maybe more kinda built into 
how you approach staffing and maybe sort of group dynamics perhaps, or work 
flow. I guess I'm just trying to see if there are resources that you use. 
Consultants or folks or online resources or their IDM Method cards or their 
innovation decks or any kind of tool like that and maybe it's not sort of relevant 
to the current contacts within the [NONPROFIT], but maybe in your past. 

Interviewer: Or maybe that's not even actually- maybe it's not necessarily a tool that is kind 
of used in that sort of way. I guess ... I don't know if that makes sense. I ... 
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DW: Yeah. I've used a lot of those things. What I find that works the best is to have a 
brainstorming session around challenging questions. So use challenging 
questions and then dialogue, discussion, and debate in a rapid iterative order. 
And the ideal method cards, I think that really works for product design, I think.  

Interviewer: Right. 

DW: But just casual conversations and serendipity and opportunities are good too. It 
is kind of a practical approach, what can the need be? Like particularly at our 
scale. It's like okay, what can we do with that? For example, this iconic graphic 
design pattern started out because we had actually a U of M design intern and 
she said, "Hey, I really want to learn how to illustrate and be a digital 
illustrator." Like great. We need to illustrate this van and so she started working 
on that and then came up with this idea, well let's create these hipster stickers 
that have iconic things from the [NONPROFIT]. Let's see how you do on that, 
and she just cracked it. She did great. We didn't know, but it was a low risk 
thing, we're not paying her a ton and she just knocked it out of the park. 
Everybody loved it. And I'm like, hey, there's something here. And so now we're 
looking to- we're gonna hire a designer and that designer will have to have 
illustration skills.  

Interviewer: Okay.  

DW: It's gonna be part, and it's gonna be part of our brand. And so that was bottom 
up.  

Interviewer: Okay.  

DW: Not top down.  

Interviewer: Right. 

DW: We didn't go through some analytical process to determine that graphic 
iconography would be a keystone part of our brand. We did some little 
experiments that worked.  

Interviewer: Right. And one thing, I'm kind of curious, this is unrelated. One, because it's 
come up in other discussions, the public relations or marketing communications 
field is trying to adapt to the new paid, earned, shared, owned model of how- 

DW: Yeah. 

Interviewer: ... How our work is where it is essentially. Do you approach your work any 
differently given that, I guess, framework now? Or does that no really change 
what you do in terms of how you approach projects? 
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DW: Oh, yeah. It changes everything. Sure. Because, owned media didn't mean that 
much before.  

Interviewer: Yeah. 

DW: And paid media is very different now, because some of it bleeds over into 
owned. You have digital and traditional, and yeah, it's all different. And the 
prominence of the concept of customer experience, which is really the main 
piece of some of the [inaudible 00:33:02]. Kind of measure that. So, yeah, it's a 
completely different world than it was 20 years ago.  

Interviewer: Right. Does that framework change how you plan for things? Obviously, it can 
change how you measure things, but in terms of rapping, kind of rethinking how 
you plan?  

DW: Yeah, it does. I think that you have to be more agile for one thing, because 
things are changing so fast and experimentation and agility- 

Interviewer: Okay.  

DW: ... I think are very key.  

Interviewer: Okay. Do you have anything else? Anything else that would add?  

DW: I guess I don't think so. I mean, is there anything else you wanted to dig into?  

Interviewer: No I don't think so, part of the reason I was asking about the cards in particular 
is because it's- there are some parts of the idea of using cards for dialogue that 
are interesting, but there's again, not one step that quite seems like it's right for 
different environments. In terms of like the  IDO and the Doblin Innovation 
Deck. There are even ones now that are focused on that framework, the PESO, 
sort of piece, but very, very tactically driven. But yeah, I'm trying to find tools to 
help not overlook methods or tactics or strategies but not finding what are good 
resources to help groups do that. That's part of why I was just asking about that, 
just if you had any other kind of additional thoughts, but it sounds like a lot of it 
is you've learned different approaches from different environments you've been 
in and seen what's been successful. Do you think, this is a more general 
question, do you think a lot has to do with the culture you create within a group 
or team? 

DW: Absolutely. I mean that's huge. The culture and the people and who's involved, 
because you can have great methodologies, but if you don't have the right 
people, it's worthless. If you have the right people you can have no 
methodologies and they can work fine. So, the right people and the right 
culture, so yeah, absolutely. Some of the methodologies can be useful at 
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different times, in general my sense is the higher the performance of the team 
and the better the culture, probably the less of that you need because the way 
things we do around here leads to good results.  

Interviewer: Yeah, I appreciate your feedback and just those examples too of some projects 
that to your point were more bottom up than top down, does speak to that 
piece about having that culture that's open to innovation wherever that comes 
from.  

DW: Yeah. Well, yeah, and that's kind of like a mindset of being willing to go with the 
flow and be open that's emerging.  

Interviewer: Yeah, which is interesting. When I've worked in marketing departments it was 
interesting because there was such a fucus- there's different perceptions of the 
value of quantitative, too. It almost seems like from the PR perspective, the 
quantitative results and the data are important to sell in to leaders. Which was 
interesting to hear your perspective on it which was, yeah it's there and it's 
important, but maybe you didn't give it quite as much weight as other people 
coming out of this more traditional public relations perspective.  

DW: Well, a lot of that too, is I was chatting with one of our business people and it is 
focused on counting what you can measure.  

Interviewer: Right. 

DW: And measuring what counts.  

DW: And I think a lot of times in companies they'll figure out, hey we can measure 
this so it must count, but then that can lead people into focusing on something 
that doesn't count. And so, there's issues with that. There's tyranny in numbers, 
too.  

Interviewer: Right.  

DW: And so, they're important but I guess part of it is I like science, because the 
essence of it is skepticism. You look at everything with some skepticism.  

 

  



 
 

148 

Appendix C-Design Thinking for PR Cards 

Step 1:Empathize 
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Step 2: Define 
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Step 3: Ideate-Collaborate + Create 
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Step 3: Ideate-Strategy + Tactics  
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Step 3: Ideate-Master Plots 
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Step 4: Prototype 
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Step 5: Test 
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