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Chapter 1

Introduction

Why are stories so important to human life? Because they are made of the same thingwe are: time. Stories are tiny simulations of life itself. They have beginnings, middles, andends, and so do we.
As we live our lives, we notice the things that happen, and we think and talk about thethings that could and couldn’t and should and shouldn’t happen. To communicate, connect,and make sense of the overarching stories that are our lives, we tell and listen to stories,give and receive stories, and build and play with stories.
People in communities and organizations also use stories to make sense of their collectivelives. They plan, discuss, argue, gossip, and chat, and some of what they say takes the formof stories. All groups do this naturally, but groups that pay conscious attention to working
with their stories can improve their ability to achieve common goals.
Conscious attention to working with stories is what this book—and the other books in thisseries—are about.

About this book series
Working with Stories is a textbook series on Participatory Narrative Inquiry (PNI), a form ofParticipatory Action Research in which groups of people share and work with their storiesof personal experiences to understand each other and to make collective sense of complexissues and situations. (If you want to find out what PNI is right now, turn to page 17.)
1. Working with Stories in Your Community or Organization is the fourth edition of myoriginal 2008 textbook on PNI, updated with new ideas and advice.
2. Working with Stories Simplified (this book) covers the same concepts and techniques,but in much less detail.
3. The Working with Stories Sourcebook is a reference collection of question sets andcase studies.
4. The Working with Stories Miscellany is a collection of essays and other writings aboutthe theory and practice of PNI.
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2 Working with Stories Simplified

Why work with stories?
When I first talk to people about working with stories, the most common question they askis “Why work with stories?” Over the years I have come to understand that this question isactually three different questions:
1. Why work with stories? Why not just gather facts and opinions?
2. Why work with stories? What do you mean by that? Don’t we already tell stories?
3. Why work with stories? What can we get out of it? What can it do for us?
To each of these questions I have a different answer.
Why not just gather facts and opinions?
What is it about stories that makes them useful in ways that facts and opinions are not? Ican think of eight things.
1. Sharing stories is an ancient social ritual.When people are talking and a story comes up,the conversation undergoes a subtle shift in tone, signaling a transition to a ritualizedinteraction in which a storyteller will hold the floor and speak freely (within limits).When you ask someone to share a story with you, you initiate this ritual, and you agreeto give them your time, attention, and respect. This helps them say things they couldnot say without such an agreement in place.
2. Stories draw us in. Every story conforms to the same fundamental shape: a context isintroduced; a tension develops; the tension is resolved. This wait-and-see structureattracts our problem-solving brains like moths to a flame, and it helps us to maintainthe effort required to fully explore the story, whether we are hearing it or telling it.Like the arc of a rainbow, the arc of a story engages our attention.
3. A story is a social safety pin. Telling a story is a safer way to do a dangerous thing. Theforms and rituals of storytelling are like the protective guards on a safety pin. Telling astory isn’t completely safe, but it’s safer than complete candor.
4. Story listening shows respect. We are all used to being asked for our opinions instandard surveys, and we all know how to put on our poker faces for that game.Sharing stories is a different game, one with greater respect and freedom, and it canhelp people tap into hidden sources of energy to work toward a common goal.
5. Stories tell us what we don’t know we know. Our memories hold many insights, butthey are not always easy to get at. When we tell and listen to stories, we often learnnew things about ourselves. These revelations can occur at an individual level andacross an entire community or organization.
6. Stories help us to see the world anew. When we listen to a story, we experience asuspension of disbelief and a displacement of perspective that helps us to see thingsthrough new eyes. Groups of people who experience each other’s stories can achievedeeper insights than they can by considering opinions and facts.
7. Stories bring our imaginations together. Asking a diverse range of people what theyhave done and seen—and what they would and would not like to do and see in thefuture—brings their imaginations to bear in a synergistic explosion of creativity.
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8. Stories dive deep into meaning. Asking people to talk about their experiences canlead to useful answers even if you ask the wrong questions, because the contextualrichness of stories provides information in excess of what was directly sought.
What is “working with” stories? Don’t we already tell stories?
Why pay conscious attention to stories? Isn’t this a natural process? Why attempt to shapeit? Won’t you just impose order on something that ought to take natural shape?
Yes, people telling each other stories in unstructured, everyday conversation is a constanthuman activity. It seems people cannot talk without telling stories, at least some of thetime. However, we tell stories in daily life far less than we used to.
• In pre-industrial times, story sharing was strong, habitual, and useful, a valuable asset ofevery community. Travel was slow and rare; connections were multiplex and long-term;narrative continuity was high. Also, people spent a lot of time doing tedious but quietactivities that lent themselves to story sharing, like farming, fishing, spinning, weaving,and processing food.
• The changes brought about by the industrial age caused story sharing to grow weakened,fragmented, and disrespected. Travel became fast and frequent; connections werebroken; narrative continuity decreased. Labor-saving devices made it unnecessary tospend time together doing quiet boring work. Commercial storytelling arose to fill thegap, and we learned how to be good audiences.
• The post-modern age has ushered in a partial revival of everyday story sharing. Mobilityremains high, but the internet has increased both connection and narrative continuity.The revival of crafting and DIY hobbies has created new social contexts for casual storysharing. And the barrier between storytellers and audiences has gotten more complex.
In short, we are beginning to reskill ourselves in story sharing, and Participatory NarrativeInquiry is part of that revival.
What can we get out of using PNI? What can it do for us?
Thewhy part of the question “Why work with stories?” has to do with return on investment.People want to know what results they can get from working with their stories.
This table lists some of the things you can do with PNI.
If you want to You can For example
Find things out Address a specific question bylooking at patterns acrossexperiences and reflections

A hospital might examine itspolicies by asking its patientsabout their interactions withcaregivers
Catchemergingtrends

Pick up on growing problemsand opportunities by askingpeople what has beenhappening to them lately

A non-profit organization mightask its volunteers about the highand low points of theirvolunteering each month
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If you want to You can For example
Make betterdecisions Compare options byexploring relevantexperiences from allperspectives

A town might compare three futurescenarios, drawing from stories of thecommunity in the present and past

Find new ideas Address a longstandingproblem through the useof collective imagination
A community might ask its members torecall times when they saw tenseconfrontations defused withcompassion (or without it)

Reduceconflicts Help people understandthe experiences andperspectives of people inother groups

A community might explore diversestories of everyday life to find commonground

Buildconnections Help communitymembers communicatenorms and negotiatechanges

A university might ask some of itsstudents to build a story-filledorientation handbook for new students

Help peoplelearn Improve collectiveproductivity with real-lifestories of learning andinsight

An organization might build a helpsystem that gathers stories fromsoftware users to diagnose problemsand find solutions
Enlightenpeople Find authenticexperiences to highlightand challenge limitingassumptions

An advocacy group might gather, thenexplore, then communicate stories oflived experience with their topic

What you can’t do
So what can’t you do with PNI? You can’t prove anything. You can’t find specific answers,test hypotheses, or conduct experiments as you would in a scientific endeavor. Workingwith stories is a blunt instrument. You can come up with hypotheses, and you can developquestions that seem like they will test your hypotheses. But you can’t control how peoplewill interpret the questions you ask them, so you can never be sure if those hypotheseswere proven or disproven. Also, you can’t create a control group, because you can’t controlhow people will react.
Is this a problem? I don’t think so. I have come to believe that when your subject is humanbeings and the things they feel and believe, proof isn’t a very useful thing. What is useful is
help understanding people and coming to decisions. For that purpose, working with storieshas an excellent record of accomplishment.
The other thing you can’t do when you work with stories is lie. If you try to use the storiespeople tell you to create propaganda that distortswhat they said (though not all propaganda
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does), chances are the truth will come out. And when it does, nobody will ever want to tellyou stories again. So you can’t really use stories; you can just work with them.
Why not just exchange stories?

Helping people share stories sounds great. But, you may be asking, why do more thanthat? Why help people “work with” their stories? Isn’t story sharing enough?
It might be. If you are not interested in helping your community or organization solvepressing problems or find better solutions, helping people to simply share more storiesmay be enough. But if your goals are more ambitious, you can achieve more by helpingpeople work with their stories.
I have seen people use PNI to discover insights that had been eluding them for years, seeeach other as they really were for the first time, overturn assumptions that stood in theway of needed solutions, and release unhoped-for fountains of energy to build a betterfuture. All of these things happened because people did more with their stories than justtelling and listening to them.
But don’t take my word for it! Try it yourself and see if it works for you. Or better,make it
work for your community or organization. If you start small and work your way into greaterunderstanding of the techniques I describe in this book, I am confident that they will beuseful to you.

Yeah, it’s 
crazy.

To my 
surprise

And 
then

It started I was

We 
knew

Have you had any 
experiences with 

___?

Yes I have.

Could you tell 
me what 

happened? Sure. This 
one 

time...

This is not as simple 
as I thought it was.

Yeah, but I think 
I’m starting to 
understand it 

better.

They 
thought

She 
said

I don’t understand 
why people don’t 

just ___.

Maybe we 
should ask 

people 
about it.
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Who this book is for
You. It’s for you. I wrote it for anyone who wants to help their community or organizationget along better, find out useful things, and make better decisions. You don’t need anyparticular educational background to do this work. All you need is a willingness to listenand learn.

How to use this book
Don’t just read it. Do it. Many of the things I explain in this book are hard to explain inwords. Read a bit, go out and try what you read, then come back and read somemore. Keepdoing this until you don’t need the book anymore. Then write your own book. Seriously.Everyone has their own unique way of doing this work. Find yours.

Image and software credits
Cover image: Parish FSA supervisor talking and discussing farm problems with brother-in-law of rural rehabilitation borrower who had been cultivating his cotton. West CarrollParish, Louisiana. Photo released June 1940 by Marion Post Wolcott (1910–1990).
Blind men and elephant (page 7): From Martha Adelaide Holton & Charles Madison Curry,Holton-Curry readers, 1914, Rand McNally & Co. (Chicago), p. 108. Illustrator unknown. Ac-cessed October 2025 at commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Blind_men_and_elephant.png.
All of the books in this series were typeset using LaTeX (with the Carlito font). I used theTeXShop editor, Inkscape for the book covers, and Calibre for the Kindle conversions.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Blind_men_and_elephant.png


Chapter 2

Story Fundamentals

This chapter sets you up with some basic knowledge you need to work with stories.

What is a story?
You may have noticed that when people say the word “story,” they mean a variety of things.So what does the word actually mean? I’ll answer the question with a story.

A group of blind travelersencountered an elephant.
One traveler felt the elephant’strunk and said, “Watch out! It’s asnake!”
Another felt the elephant’s leg andsaid, “You’re wrong. It’s a tree.”
A third felt the side of the elephantand said, “You’re both wrong. It’s aboulder!”

That’s how it is with stories. What they are depends on how you look at them, and howyou look at them depends on who you are. (That story, by the way, is over 2000 years old.)
We can organize the many meanings of the word “story” into three primary perspectives.
A story is a message
We tell stories to express ourselves and to influence and entertain others. From thisperspective, the best stories reach out and touch their audiences. When we think aboutstories from this perspective, we think about how stories deliver their messages throughcarefully crafted settings, characters, and plots.

7
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A story is a thinking tool
We tell stories to remember, learn, teach, and imagine. From this perspective, the best sto-ries help us make sense of our lives. When we think about stories from this perspective, wethink about how stories help us think through situations, explore possibilities, experimentwith ideas, and decide what to do next.
A story is a connection
We tell stories to build relationships. From this perspective, the best stories help us seethrough each other’s eyes. When we think about stories from this perspective, we thinkabout how stories flow through families, groups, communities, organizations, and societies.
Every definition of “story” is a story
What you think the word “story” means says as much about you as it says about stories.
Here’s an exercise for you. How do you think each of these authors was thinking aboutstories when they wrote these quotes?

“When a prior experience is indexed cleverly, we can call it to mind to help usunderstand a current situation.” — Roger Schank, cognitive scientist
“[Story] structure is a selection of events . . . composed into a strategic sequence toarouse specific emotions and to express a specific view of life.” — Robert McKee,screenwriter
“[T]he symbolic forms we call folklore have their primary existence in the action ofpeople and their roots in social and cultural life.”— Richard Bauman, anthropologist

It seems to me that they were thinking of stories primarily as thinking tools (Schank),messages (McKee), and connections (Bauman). I tend to think of stories as connectionsfirst, thinking tools second, and messages last. What about you? If someone asked youto define the word “story,” what would you say? Which perspective on stories seems themost useful or interesting to you?
My definition of the word “story” is a story about me, and your definition of the word“story” is a story about you. In the same way that no story of humanity can be completeuntil it includes the story of every human being, no definition of the word “story” can becomplete until it includes every way in which human beings see stories.
Stories help us to communicate, think, and connect. When we can look at a story from allthree perspectives, we can explore it from every angle. We can think about why it was told,what it means, what it can teach us, and where it needs to go.
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Stories in conversation
Everyday conversation has a tick-tock turn-taking rhythm. Nice people try to keep thingsfair and equal.

When someone tells a story, they hold the floor for a longer period of time than usual.

Holding the floor is both a privilege (everyone is listening to you) and a danger (they mightnot like what you say). In social situations, where privilege meets danger, you find ritual. Ifyou want to help people tell stories, to you and to each other, it helps to understand theritual.
The shape of a conversational story
A story told in conversation is like an iceberg. What you can see above the surface lookslike any story you read in a book or see in a movie.

• Every story begins with an orientation in which the storyteller sets up the story’s context.We are told when, where, and to whom the story happened, and we are given somebasic ground rules, like whether animals can talk.
• The complication begins when the story’s protagonist—the person to whom the storyhappened—encounters a challenge (or dilemma or opportunity). How will the protago-nist respond? And what will happen when they do? These questions draw and hold ourattention as the events of the story play out.
• Finally, the story ends with a resolution, a final outcome that releases the tensionbetween possibilities that gave the story its energy.
If you think about your favorite books and movies, you can see how this orientation-complication-resolution model plays out in them.
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Now let’s dive beneath the surface. When a story is told in conversation, the story that isbeing told lies nested within another story: the story of the story’s telling. That larger storyis a story of social negotiation. Waves of negotiation ripple up into the story being told andout from the storytelling into the conversation, into the relationships among the peoplewho are talking, and into the culture in which they live.

The abstract

Every conversational story begins with an abstract, a request to hold the floor long enoughto tell a story. Story abstracts are ritualized ways of saying, “I would like to tell you a story.May I?”

These are some of the things you might find in a story abstract:
• Offers, such as these:
– “Would you like to hear how I won this trophy?”
– “Did I ever tell you about the time I. . . ”
– “I’ve had some experience with that. Want to hear about it?”

• Formulaic story starters, like these:
– “Once upon a time. . . ”
– “I can tell you a tale about. . . ”
– “That reminds me of the time. . . ”
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• Past-tense references to moments, events, people, places, or objects, like these:
– “Back when I was in high school. . . ”
– “That park wasn’t always a park, you know. . . ”
– “My uncle was a character, I’ll tell you. . . ”
– “I got this guitar back in 1964 at the. . . ”

If you watch people in conversation, you can see them putting out story abstracts fromtime to time. Often someone will throw an abstract into the conversation, then pause fora moment while they look around to gauge the reactions they are getting.
An audience might respond to a recognized story abstract in any of these ways:
• They might accept it as presented: “Sure, go ahead.” (Or a nod or look.)
• They might reject it: “You told us about that last week.” (Meaning: No. Stop.)
• They might accept it with conditions (requests, redirections, restrictions) related to oneor more of these issues:
– Safety: “I’m sure ___ doesn’t want to hear about our ___.” (Meaning: Yes if you tellthe safe-in-front-of-strangers version.)
– Telling rights: “I was there! We all got the same trophy.” (Meaning: Yes if I get to tellthe story with you, because I have as much right to tell it as you do.)
– Relevance: “We’re talking about football. Is this about football?” (Meaning: Yes if youkeep it on topic.)
– Respect: “Is this about ___ again?” (Meaning: Yes if it’s not the same story you keeptelling us to persuade us of the same thing.)
– Brevity: “Okay, but don’t ramble on.” (Meaning: Yes if it’s short.)

If the storyteller didn’t receive full permission to tell the story unaltered and to everyone,they might respond in any of several ways:
• They might withdraw the story and wait for a better time or place to tell it.
• They might adjust the story to conform to the audience’s conditions:“But did you hearabout the rabbit?” (Meaning: You may think you’ve heard this story before, but youdidn’t hear the most interesting part.)
• They might make a pitch for the story’s value: “It says a lot to me about perseverance,you know?” (Meaning: Despite your misgivings, you will be glad you listened to theinteresting and useful story I am about to tell.)
• They might make an appeal to an authority figure: “Joe said I should tell you about this.”(Meaning: People in power want you to listen to me.)
• They might tell the story in miniature: “It’s about a time when it looked like we weregoing to lose, but instead we won.” (Meaning: Here’s what you’ll be missing out on ifyou don’t listen.)
• They might attempt to tell the story only to those who seem receptive to it, usually byspeaking quietly and turning towards them. At this point the storyteller will enter into anew round of negotiated adjustment with a new (smaller) audience.
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• They might submit a new abstract for a more acceptable, valuable, or appealing story:“Okay, but did I tell you what happened the next day?” (Meaning: I could tell an evenmore interesting story, if that’s what you want.)
• They might ignore the audience’s response and tell the story, unchanged, to everyone.
– They might not understand that this audience doesn’t want to hear this story at thismoment. They might misinterpret the audience’s response (which might have beensubtle) as one of acceptance (even if grudging) rather than rejection.
– They might understand the situation but choose to tell the story anyway due to anoverriding belief based on their status in the group (which gives them the right to speakas they please), their role in the group (they might feel responsible for dispensingwisdom), or their duty to speak up on an important topic.
– They might understand the situation but be unable to hold themselves back due toan overwhelming need to feel heard or to make sense of an experience.

I don’t know about you, but I can think of times when I’ve been in every one of thesesituations, on both sides of the conversation.
Evaluation statements

Once the abstract has been offered and accepted, the storyteller can finally begin to tell thestory. But as they do this, they keep up a running commentary of evaluation statements:things they say about the story that didn’t happen in the story itself. The meaning of everyevaluation statement is the same: this story is worth hearing, so you should keep listening.

Evaluation statements might include elements such as these:
• Repetitions — “It was two hundred, I’m telling you, two hundred!”
• Emphases — “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”
• Appeals to authority — “Coach said he’d never seen anything like it.”
• Reported speech — “He was like (doing a voice), ‘Damn, that’s good.’ ”
• Requests for support — “Have you ever seen anything like that?”
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In general, the more confident and secure we feel as we tell a story, and the more satisfyingof a response we get, the fewer evaluation statements we add to it.
The coda
The coda of a conversational story sums up the story and—once again—justifies its telling.Why do we try to prove that our story was worth listening to even after it is over? Becausewe might want to tell another story sometime.

Codas might include elements such as these:
• Formulaic conclusions — “And that’s all she wrote!”
• Summaries: “And that’s how I became a mechanic.”
• Lessons or morals — “And that just goes to show you, don’t ever give up.”
• The whole story again in miniature — “And so we won! Even though we started out sobadly.” (I do this one a lot.)
• Appeals to authority — “I told my dad about it, and he was like, ‘That’s amazing.’ ”
• Requests for feedback or support — “Did you ever hear anything like that?”
Why all the ritual?
The ritual of story sharing, a carefully negotiated dance of connection that we all learn inchildhood, exists to resolve the tension between revealing ourselves—our feelings, values,and beliefs—and protecting ourselves from ridicule.
The story-sharing ritual resembles another ritual of social negotiation: the exchange ofgifts. We wrap gifts in paper, and we wrap stories in offers and requests.
The custom of shaking hands is another similar ritual, one that is also thousands of yearsold. You can’t hold a weapon in a hand you extend, so offering to shake hands is both anoffer and a request. The proper response is to extend the same hand, signaling a temporarymutual acceptance of vulnerability in order to connect.
Similarly, in a conversation, when someone offers a story abstract and another personor group accepts it, storyteller and audience agree to a temporary mutual acceptance ofvulnerability in order to connect.
All of these social rituals—telling a story, giving a gift, shaking hands—are strongly influ-enced by the context in which they take place. This is why no two instances of these rituals
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are the same, even when people tell the same stories, give the same gifts, or shake thesame hands.
More layers of ritual
Story sharing is similar to gift-giving in several other ways:
• Response stories, told in response to other stories, can build up into long chains ofconnected stories. These are like reciprocal gift exchanges.
• Co-told stories strengthen connections among co-tellers even more than story chains do,because co-tellers build the story together. Telling a story together is like what happenswhen two people “go together” on a gift to a third person.
• Retold stories happen when one person tells another person’s story to a third person.Retelling stories is like what happens when one person passes on part of a large gift(maybe one of food) to someone else. People usually only do this with the permission(explicit or implied) of the original gift giver.
• Counter-stories, told in contrast to other stories, negotiate and reinforce cultural norms.They also challenge limiting assumptions and break up rigid dogmas. Some gifts aresimilarly corrective, especially if they enter into reciprocal gift exchanges after an inap-propriate gift has been given.
• Mistake stories are a particularly vulnerable form of story sharing that requires moretrust all around. These stories are like home-made gifts. To give them, a giver must beassured of their acceptance and appreciation despite their flaws.
• Tall tales are the stories everyone knows but doesn’t take literally. For example, in afamily, the story of how the eldest child said something spectacularly precocious at atender age might be told and retold many times, even though everyone knows it straysa bit from literal truth.
• Sacred stories are unique (and uniquely meaningful) to each group, unknown outside ofit, frequently referenced, and rarely told. They are like gifts that serve as proof of groupmembership. For example, a grandparent might give all of their descendants the sameframed photograph, which everyone displays proudly (but not to strangers).
Storywatching
Learning about story sharing is like learning about birds. Every birdwatcher goes fromhearing a bird and thinking “bird” to hearing a bird and thinking “hermit thrush.” In thesame way, every storywatcher goes from hearing a conversation and thinking “they’retalking” to hearing a conversation and thinking “the abstract was accepted as reframed.”The more you listen, the more you will learn.

Stories and social groups
Why do people share stories in communities and organizations? What role does storysharing play in these groups?
• In the short term, in everyday life:
– People share stories to maintain their social contract through perpetual renegotiation,preserving the boundary between what is acceptable and what is unacceptable.
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– People share stories to meet their daily challenges and solve their daily problems.
• In the long term, over time:
– People share stories to maintain their shared identity, preserving the boundary be-tween what is inside and outside the community.
– People share stories to play with possibility, combining their imaginations to help thecommunity adapt to changing conditions.

Healthy and unhealthy story sharing
In healthy story-sharing cultures, everyone enjoys the right to speak freely, and everyone isexpected to respect the feelings of others. In unhealthy story-sharing cultures, only somepeople enjoy the right to speak freely, and only some feelings are respected.
The paradox of story sharing
It is a mistake to believe that story sharing is always a good thing. In fact, for every positivething you can say about story sharing, the opposite is also true.

Stories can And stories can
tell the truth lie
harm help
connect divide
mislead enlighten
reveal conceal

Stories are like fire, which warms and burns. Working with stories, like working with fire,requires that we pay attention to both sides of the picture. So if you want to help acommunity or organization share stories, don’t just help them share stories. Help thembuild a healthy story-sharing culture.
When story sharing happens
These are some times when story sharing happens:
• During common quiet simple tasks. We might as well share stories as we spin, knit,weave, quilt, sew, cook, can, carve, whittle, paint, and so on. 0r—more likely today—let’sdo something quiet together while we share stories.
• During milestones. We mark important days by looking back into the past.
• During after-parties. In the quiet time after the big event, when the pressure is off, wecan relax and simply connect.
If youwant to support healthy story sharing in your community or organization, ask yourself:When do we share stories? What are our common quiet simple tasks? What milestones dowe celebrate? How do we celebrate them? Do we have after-parties? When? What can wedo to support story sharing during all of these times?
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Where story sharing happens
Story sharing happens in places of relaxed purpose. These are places in which people havesomething to do (shop, get their hair cut, eat a meal, use tools, learn, find a book), butalso permission to linger and connect. The purpose of the place creates a central topic todiscuss (products, hair, food, tools, books). Its owners or managers negotiate and maintainnorms of behavior and responsibility.
Story sharing also happens inmulti-purpose places, to which people go formany reasons: tomeet, plan, play, celebrate, eat, buy, and connect. Parks, sidewalks, porches, town squares,office lobbies, church halls, and community centers are all examples of multi-purposeplaces. Though there is no central topic to discuss in these places, they often containstory-eliciting cues: newspapers, artwork, historical memorabilia, a shared vista. As peoplegather in multi-purpose places, they negotiate behavioral norms within them.
Distinguishing between these two types of places is not important, and besides, places canfit into both categories at once. The most important distinction is between these placesand other places where there is no time, space, or permission to share stories, nothing totalk about, and no way to negotiate behavioral norms. For example, people don’t expectto share stories at a police station, in a courtroom, at a loud dance party, or in a hospitalemergency room. In those places people arrange story-sharing conversations in otherplaces by saying things like, “Let’s go somewhere where we can talk.”
Edges and story sharing

Edges are places between places where people bump into each other and stop to chat—ordon’t, as the case may be. To stop and chat, especially when chatting includes story sharing,people need some measure of privacy and safety, both physically and socially.
• An inviting edge provides a quiet, safe, and socially acceptable space to stop and chat.The most inviting edges look out on an interesting view, like a busy street, a forestedpark, or a museum lobby. Inviting edges support story sharing well, and the better theyare designed, the better they support it.
• An improvised edge is not designed as a meeting place, but it is sufficiently quiet, safe,and socially acceptable to allow rituals of connection to grow up around it. In manycommunities, such rituals develop in parking lots, on abandoned lots, or on quiet streets.Improvised edges support story sharing, but the rituals required to create them taketime to develop, and they cannot develop if story sharing in the community is otherwiseunhealthy.
• A lifeless edge provides no accommodation for story sharing, intentional or otherwise.Stopping and chatting feels awkward and uncomfortable, and the space itself seems todiscourage association. Lifeless edges destroy story sharing.
If youwant to support healthy story sharing in your community or organization, ask yourself:Where do we share stories? Where are our places of relaxed purpose? Where are ourmulti-purpose places? Where are our inviting, improvised, and lifeless edges? What canwe do to support story sharing in all of these places?
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Introducing Participatory Narrative
Inquiry

Participatory Narrative Inquiry is a form of Participatory Action Research in which groups ofpeople share and work with their stories of personal experiences to understand each otherand to make collective sense of complex issues and situations. PNI focuses on the profoundconsideration of values, beliefs, feelings, and perspectives through the recounting andinterpretation of lived experience.
PNI elements

PNI projects vary enormously in scope and ambition. They can take place over hours oryears, and they can include ten or ten thousand participants. But all across those ranges,every PNI project combines three elements: narrative, participation, and inquiry.
Narrative
PNI is founded on the use of raw stories of personal experience. In this respect it differsfrom other approaches that sometimes incorporate narrative but do not require it.
Participation
A co-researcher who facilitates a PNI project does not tell or interpret or change or evenselect stories. All of these things are done by the project’s participants.What a PNI facilitatordoes is help the stories get to where they need to go to help the community achieve a goal.
Inquiry
In every PNI project somebody finds out something about something. They might betterunderstand a conflict, or their own feelings, or the feelings of others, or the nuances of atopic, or how things got to be the way they are, or how things could improve, or any numberof things. PNI helps people see things from new and different perspectives. Even whenthe goal of a PNI project is to create change, the change comes about because somebodyfound a new way to look at something. 17
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PNI

Participatory
When people bring their diverse 

perspectives together to work on issues 
that matter to them...

Inquiry
...they discover new 
insights they can use 
to address the issues 

they care about.

Narrative
...and they explore those 
perspectives by sharing 

and working with stories 
of their experiences...

Essential PNI phases
Every PNI project has three essential phases: collection, sensemaking, and return.
Story collection
In the first essential phase of a PNI project, stories are gathered together. People talk, andpeople listen. Stories can be collected in a number of different ways (as we will explorelater in this book), but stories are always gathered in some way.
Sensemaking
In the second essential phase of PNI, people make sense of the stories that have beengathered. Discussions take place; patterns emerge; discoveries are made; perspectivesare explored; insights arise; actions are proposed. Ideally, all of the people who told thegathered stories are present in the sensemaking phase. This ideal may not always bepossible in practice, but it is always worth striving towards.
Return
In the third essential phase of PNI, the stories return to the people and to the communityin some way.
All participatory work has a return phase, and PNI is no exception. When you ask people todo something with you, you can expect that they will talk to other people about what theydid. The best PNI projects support the return phase by helping their participants pass onthe stories they told and heard.
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Also, every PNI project is a story, and that story also returns to the community, to be toldand heard and made sense of in the times to come.

The essential 
phases of PNI 

are a story

Sensemaking
working with stories

(ideally with storytellers)

Return
the stories go back 
to the community

Story collection
20-20K stories

(hours to years)

Optional PNI phases
PNI also has three optional phases. Most small projects do not include them, and mostlarge projects do.
Planning
If your PNI project is large or ambitious, it is wise to take some time to consider youroptions and test your plans. Some large PNI projects include pilot projects, which are smallbut complete PNI projects nested inside the planning phase of a larger project.
Catalysis
During catalysis, people use mixed-methods research techniques to find patterns in storiesand answers to questions. This is often done by researchers, but it can also be done byproject participants in facilitated group meetings.
Unlike analysis, which presents definitive answers to be accepted or rejected, catalysisbuilds a multi-perspective game-like experience that helps groups of people discoverinsights in the sensemaking phase of PNI.
Intervention
A narrative intervention is an action taken to change the flow of stories in a commu-nity or organization. PNI projects sometimes use the intervention phase to incorporate
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more action-oriented approaches to narrative or participatory work. For example, a PNIproject could include a nested project that uses narrative therapy or participatory theatre.Intervention ideas often emerge during sensemaking.

The essential 
phases of PNI 

are a story

Sensemaking
working with stories

(ideally with storytellers)

Return
the stories go back 
to the community

Story collection
20-20K stories

(hours to years)

The optional 
phases of PNI 

complicate the 
storyIntervention

to change the stories 
we tell

Catalysis
exploring patterns to 
support sensemaking

Planning
may include

a pilot project

None of this is new
PNI is not that far removed from the way people have been working with stories forthousands of years. We all tell stories every day, and we all make sense of stories and passthem on. PNI amplifies and focuses this natural process to help groups of people worktowards common goals.
None of this stands alone
PNI connects to and has been influenced by many adjacent fields, including narrativeinquiry, oral history, narratology, case-based reasoning, cultural anthropology, folklore stud-ies, mixed-methods research, complexity theory, narrative therapy, participatory theatre,participatory art and design, narrative coaching, narrative medicine, and various dialogueand decision support methods.
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The principles of PNI
PNI helps stories get to where they need to go
The central goal of PNI is to find the stories people need to tell and take them to the peoplewho need to hear them in order to help the entire community or organization.
PNI projects may include aspects of study, preservation, and communication, but theynever focus solely on those purposes.
It’s all about decisions
All of the ideas andmethods in PNI focus on helping groups of peoplemake better decisionstogether, decisions everyone can live with in peace. Decisions can be about collectiveactions, but they can also be about collective definitions: about who we are and what wedo, and whether and how we should change.
Don’t mess with the stories
PNI practitioners never polish or improve the stories they collect. PNI keeps its stories raw,simple, and authentic.
People know their stories
PNI asks its participants what their stories mean—to them, not to anyone else. And PNInever asks people to analyze, examine, or justify their stories. It only asks them to reflecton, explore, and make sense of their stories.
Don’t boil stories down; boil them up
In PNI we don’t hide emotion in dull reports. We work with stories to express, not repress,how people feel.
The play’s the thing
Story sharing is a social game that helps people play with reality and possibility. Likewise,PNI helps people use their imaginations—together—to explore what has/not happenedand what could/not and should/not happen.
Stories nest
People have always used stories to explore conflict and contrast. A story about an argument,for example, does not always end in agreement. Instead, such a storymight include within itnested stories that recount the diverse experiences and perspectives of the people involved.In the same way, a PNI project can bring awareness and understanding to a communitywhen consensus is difficult or impossible.
If you do not make PNI your own, you are not doing PNI
When you use PNI, you bring your own background, skills, talents, biases, limitations,and personality to it. That’s a wonderful thing, because PNI is not a dogma. It’s alive, it’sgrowing, and it needs you.
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Ethics in PNI
In participatory work, Sherry Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation is a respected toolfor defining what does and does not count as participation.

Citizen control

Delegated power

Partnership

Placation

Consultation

Informing

Therapy

Manipulation

Citizen power

Tokenism

Non-participation

Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation

PNI is a participatory method, so Arnstein’s ladder applies to it. The higher up the ladderyou are, the more you are doing PNI. But PNI isn’t just about participation; it’s also aboutnarrative and inquiry. So, following Arnstein’s lead, here are two more ladders.

Transformative

Meaningful

Engaged

Hopeful

Speculative

Tit-for-tat

Appeasing

Defensive

Exploration

Disclosure

Non-sharing

The PNI Ladder of Narrative 
(Story Sharing)

Making change

Making meaning

Making sense

Thorough study

Partial probe

Cursory glance

Cherry picking

Lip service

Transformation

Examination

Non-inquiry

The PNI Ladder of Inquiry
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If you are at the top of all three ladders, you are definitely doing PNI. If you are at thebottom of all three ladders, you are definitely not doing PNI.
If you are somewhere in the middle, whether you are doing PNI depends on why youare where you are. If you are trying to work your way up, you might still be doing PNI.People share stories to negotiate and to build trust, even in low-trust situations. Partialparticipation is not ideal, but it can sow the seeds of greater participation in time, whetherthe barrier comes from above or below.
What can you do to work towards the top of these scales? Do the things on the left side ofthis table, and don’t do the things on the right.
If you want to do PNI If you don’t want to do PNI
Find participants who are willing and able toshare stories with each other around a topic ofcommon interest.

Find people who have stories projectfunders want.

Treat all community members, facilitators,researchers, and funders as co-researchers. Treat the people who tell the storiesas subjects to be examined byresearchers for the benefit offunders.
Build a process that helps all co-researcherspursue their individual and collective goals bysharing and working with stories.

Build a process that provides theminimum level of participationrequired to get subjects to handover their stories.
Empower co-researchers by creating anatmosphere of listening, curiosity, safety,clarity, freedom, transparency, and honesty.

Disempower subjects by creating anatmosphere of interrogation,criticism, intimidation, obfuscation,constraint, opacity, and duplicity.
Work with each co-researcher at the level ofparticipation they prefer, from peripheral(sharing a story) to engaged (making sense ofstories) to central (playing a part in decisionmaking).

Work with each subject at a level ofinteraction chosen by funders andresearchers, with no opportunity forchallenge or change.

Erect no barrier but interest; set norequirement but willingness. Erect barriers and set requirementsbased on power and status.
Make all project decisions transparent andopen to challenge by all co-researchers. Make all project decisions opaqueand impossible to challenge (exceptby funders).





Chapter 4

Project Planning

The best way to plan a PNI project is to start at the broadest and most general level, thenwork your way toward more specific plans. Follow these steps:
1. Build a foundation for your project by exploring its goals and topic.

a. Goals: Why are you doing the project?
b. Topic: What is the project about?

2. Understand the context of your project by thinking about its people and perspectives.
a. People: Who matters to your project?
b. Perspectives: What experiences matter to your project?

3. Make specific plans about how you will carry out your project.
a. Scale: How big will your project be?
b. Process: What will happen in your project?

If you are working alone, don’t move forward until you are happy with your answers tothese six questions. If you are working in a group, if you have an involved sponsor, or if youhave an oversight, steering, or advisory committee, don’t move forward until you agree onyour answers. Taken together, they will be your project’s touchstone and your constitutionfor collaboration.
In this chapter we will go through each of the three steps and six questions.

Foundation: Explore your goals and topic
To explore your project’s goals and topic, think about why you are doing the project, whatit is fundamentally about, and what you hope to achieve by doing it.
A goals-and-topic exploration exercise
Here’s a simple planning exercise you can use. It can help you think about why you aredoing the project and what matters most to you. If you are working in a team, the exercise

25
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can help you bring differences and misunderstandings to the surface while you still havethe flexibility to adapt.
Set aside at least an hour. Include everyone who will be helping to run or make decisionsabout the project.
Share some stories

Everyone in the group: working on your own, choose a scenario from the following table.
Scenario Description For example
Ask meanything If you could ask a question and beguaranteed an honest answer, whowould you ask, and about what?

We asked the customers whohave stopped coming here whythey left.
Magic ears If you could overhear anyconversation, who would you wantto listen to, and where and when?

I overheard people talkingabout whether they think I’dmake a good mayor.
Magic eyes If you could observe any event,interaction, or situation, what wouldyou want to see happen?

We watched people findcourage they didn’t know theyhad in terrible circumstances.
Projectaspects Choose an aspect of your project,one that matters to you. We brought people togetheron both sides of the issue.

Next, choose an outcome from this table.
Outcome Description For example
Colossalsuccess Tell the story of your projectsucceeding far better than youhad expected. What happened,and how did you feel about it?

Everyone learned so much in thisproject. I can’t wait to see all thesenew ideas in action!

Miserablefailure Tell the story of your projectfailing miserably. Nobody found out anything theydidn’t know already. The wholeproject was a total waste of time wecan’t get back again.
Acceptableoutcome Tell a story about the projectthat falls somewhere in themiddle, not perfect but not awaste of time either.

Everyone knew about these issuesbefore we did the project, but nowwe have a better sense of what is
really going on. We can use this.

Finally, combine your scenario and outcome into a fictional story about the future of your
project. What could happen?
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When everyone is ready, tell each other the stories you imagined. Make sure everyone hasa chance to tell at least one story. Don’t critique the stories, and don’t spend a lot of timedelving into details. Just throw your game pieces (your scenarios and outcomes) togetherand see what comes to mind.
Look for patterns
When you have told at least a dozen stories, working together, look for patterns in them.What do they tell you about your hopes and fears for the project? Does anything aboutthem surprise you? Do you see any dangers you should avoid or opportunities you canuse? Are there any needs, assets, gaps, or assumptions you would like to talk about? Whatdo the stories say to you about your project? Is there anything you want to reconsider,learn more about, or change?
Answer the first two PNI planning questions
After you have shared and talked about some project stories, you should be able to answerthe first two of the six PNI Planning Questions.

Plan
Scale and Process

Context
People and Perspectives

Foundation
Goals and Topic

Goals
Why are you doing the project?
What do you want to achieve?

Topic
What is your project about?
What is its focus?

Context: Understand your people and perspectives
The next step in project planning is to think about your participants and their experienceswith (and perceptions of) you and your topic.
Think about how many participants you want to include
How many participants does your project need? The answer depends on how deeply andbroadly you want to explore your topic, the proportion of your community or organizationyou want to include, and how much time and help you will have to carry out the project.
But don’t pay too much attention to raw numbers. What you want to maximize is partici-
patory energy, and that only partly depends on how many participants you can find. I’veseen PNI projects with dozens of attentive participants produce more meaningful resultsthan projects with hundreds of barely-there participants.
Think about how you will invite participants
How many people could potentially participate in your project? How much larger is thatnumber than the number of participants you will need for the project? Also, how muchparticipatory energy will each participant bring to the project?
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If you have a large pool of potential participants and you know little about them, your bestbet is to help people find you. These are some ways to do that.
Method How to do it Requirements Limitations
Broadcasting Send an invitation toeveryone on a list. Requires a list thattaps into a commonidentity, whichconfers a socialobligation toparticipate.

Can result in asparse andscatteredresponse.

Advertising Put up a sign or a websitethat invites people tojoin the project.
Requires a place(physical or virtual)that communitymembers often visit.

Can miss peoplewhose habitstake them toother places atother times.Situating Put yourself and yourinvitation in the rightplace at the right time,either once or at eachstage of your project.

Requires you to know(or find out) the bestplaces and times tofind participants.

If you have a small pool of potential participants and you know a lot about them, it is bestto reach out to people directly. These are some ways to do that.
Method How to do it Requirements Limitations
Tapping intonetworks Ask people to askother people toparticipate.

Requires a network ofpeople who trust eachother, and some whotrust you.

Can leave outnewcomers,introverts, andanyone who isseen as strange.
Sending outinvitations Choose specificparticipants toinvite one byone.

Requires trust, plusknowledge aboutparticipants.
Could seemunfair to thosewho were notasked.

Using chains ofcommand Ask whoever is incharge to tellpeople toparticipate.

Requires a hierarchy, butalso requires some levelof trust. If there is notrust, people will attendthe project, but they willnot attend to it.

Can producegrudging,bare-minimumparticipation,even if peoplelike the project.
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Since all invitation methods produce biased, self-selected subsets of participatory energy,it’s best to combine at least two methods.
No matter how you choose to reach out to people, keep two things in mind:
1. Find the energy. Don’t look for stories. Look for unmet needs. Find people who will

appreciate the opportunity to be heard and to exchange experiences with other people.
2. Be realistic. Do not allow yourself to indulge in wishful thinking about the participatoryenergy you will find once you get started. If you aren’t sure whether anyone will wantto be part of the project you want to do, don’t pretend you know. Find out.
Think about how you will help people find the time to participate
Should you pay people to participate in your project? It depends. If they want to participatebut can’t without help, paying them for their time will strengthen the project. If they haveno interest in the project, paying them will weaken it. If you aren’t sure, ask some potentialparticipants what they think of the idea. If they respond with enthusiasm for the project,that’s a good sign. If they respond with enthusiasm for the payment, that’s a bad sign.
It is always helpful to give participants a project gift that shows your appreciation, tells thestory of the project, and provides a memento of participation. A respectful, useful, andwell-chosen project gift is a gesture of good faith, and it’s a way to acknowledge that theproject belongs to its participants at least as much as it belongs to you.
Get to know your participants
Your project’s most precious resource is not your time, your expertise, your tools, or yourtechniques. It is the time and attention of your participants. Taking the time to think abouttheir perceptions and needs maximizes the impact of their investment.
Participant groups
Will all of your participants have similar experiences with, and perspectives on, your topic?Will they all feel the same way about your project? Will they all respond to your invitationto participate in the same way? Or will they differ? If they will differ, are there any groupsyou need to consider separately?
Status, power, and authority
Because story sharing is strongly linked to power and status in communities and organiza-tions, you need to pay attention to those things as you prepare to ask people to share andwork with stories.
If they have You can
High status Prove the value of the project; defer to their authority; ask humbly fortheir help.
Low status Encourage them to speak up; empower them to play a role in theproject; assure them that they are qualified to participate.
Varying status Plan to keep the groups separate, at least for part of the project.
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Perceptions of you

You will hold a prominent place in the social context in which your participants will findthemselves during your project. So their perception of you, your role or position, and thepeople or groups you represent will affect howmany stories you can gather and what thosestories will be like. If there is a cultural barrier (or a sense of distrust) between you andyour participants—whatever “you” means to them—you will need to spend extra timetesting and refining your approach. You may also need to expand your project team toinclude people who will create a more relevant and useful social context for story sharing.
Perceptions of participation

In my project work I have come across several common misperceptions of invitations toparticipate in story work. If you know your participants well, you can anticipate thesemisperceptions and work to counter them. For each participant group, ask yourself howthey will perceive your invitation to participate in the project. I’ve listed these in order ofhow often I’ve seen them happen.
If you thinkpeople will seeyour invitation as

You can

A test Reassure them that they are already qualified and included. Showthem that you respect and value their knowledge and experience.
A nuisance Explain what the project hopes to achieve and how it will makethings better. Ask them to help make it happen.
A meaninglessexercise Explain your method, prove that it has value, and ask them forhelp making the process work.
A favor Explain what the project can do for them as well as for thecommunity or organization.
A party Place extra stress on the serious and ambitious goals of theproject. Ask them to take on some of the burden of making theproject work, even if it is not always fun.
A danger Acknowledge the fact that participation could pose a risk, andemphasize that they get to decide whether and how much theywill participate.
An opportunityto gain status Ask them to put aside their individual goals and think about theirhopes for the future of the entire community or organization.
An opportunityto win anargument

Communicate to them that the project will use story sharing toreduce (rather than engage in) conflict by helping everyone listento and understand every point of view.
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Participation ability

Also consider your participants’ ability to participate.
If they are You can
Too busy to participate Ask fewer questions, lengthen your timeline, find moreparticipants, consider compensation, or find other waysto help people share stories.
Held back by logisticalbarriers (physical,cognitive, legal)

Learn more about the abilities they do have. Adapt theproject to work within their limitations.

Held back by behavioralbarriers (emotional,psychological, cultural)
Talk to them. Ask them what you can do to help themfeel safe and free to share and explore their experiences.

If different participant groups face different barriers to participation, think about how youcan give everyone the opportunity to participate in a way that works for them.
Consider how your participants will interact with your topic
The topic you want to ask about interacts with the people you will be asking to talk, so itis impossible to consider them separately. This section pertains to that interaction ratherthan to the topic alone.
Emotion

Most PNI projects—and most stories—have something to do with emotion, but some aremore emotional than others. The more emotional of a topic you want to explore, the moreyou will need to test and refine your plans, listen to (or include) a larger group in yourplanning process, and build a supportive and transparent privacy policy.
• Ask people where, when, and with whom they have talked about the topic in the past. Ifyou notice any contexts mentioned often, see if you can reproduce them.
• Ask people where, when, and with whom they wish they could talk about the topic.Then see if you can create those contexts.
• Give people multiple ways to share and work with stories. Help them find a form ofparticipation that works for them.
• When emotions are high, people tend to be on the lookout for subtle messages andcommands. Test everything you plan to say.
Understanding

Your participants might have a hard time talking about your topic because they don’t know
what to say about it. It could be abstract, systemic, apparently trivial or irrelevant, or farback in the past. In situations like these, the obstacle is not a lack of safety or freedom;
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it’s a lack of understanding, which can lead to muddled and meaningless results. In thesecases a few extra steps can help to bridge the gap:
• Spend some extra time up front asking people about the topic you want to explore.Don’t gather any stories yet; just ask questions like these:
– When you think about ___, what words or phrases come to mind?
– What does ___ mean to you?
– Have you ever heard the term “___?” What do you think it means?

• Show some potential participants your invitations and instructions, and ask them to say
what you said back to you in their own words. If they can’t, or won’t, or seem afraidto try, or if their explanations don’t match yours, keep working on your messages untilpeople start giving you back what you meant to say to them.

Build your win-win proposal
Now it’s time to get to the heart of what your participants want from the project. Thinkabout every participant group separately, especially groups with different amounts ofpower. Ask yourself:
• What kind of project would this group be excited to participate in?
• If this project isn’t like that already, how can we improve it?
• If different groups want different things, what can we do to help them all get at leastsome of what they want?
Show your project plans to some people from each participant group. Do they respondwith enthusiasm? Indifference? Suspicion? Resignation? If they don’t seem interested,ask them what sort of project they would be excited to participate in. Then ask yourselfthe above questions again. Keep doing this until you find a project plan that works foreveryone.
Answer two more PNI planning questions
Once your win-win proposal has been built and tested, you should be ready to answer thenext two of the six PNI planning questions.

Plan
Scale and Process

Context
People and Perspectives

Foundation
Goals and Topic

People
Who will take part in your project? 
What do they want and need?

Perspectives
What experiences matter 
to your project? How will 
you include them?
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Consider a pilot project
If you are having a hard time answering the “People” and “Perspectives” planning questions,you might want to pause your planning and learn more about your participants before youmove on. One way to do that is to run a pilot project: a small but complete PNI projectthat is embedded in the planning phase of a larger project.
Pilot projects are useful in ambitious projects (ones that involve many people, stories,questions, or topics), in projects whose topics are sensitive or private, and in projects witha large number of unknown elements. In all of these cases, you can maximize your chanceof success by gathering extra background information before you get started in earnest.

Plans: Make decisions about your scale and process
The last phase of planning wades into the details of what you will actually do in your project.
Think about your resources
Consider your skills, time, knowledge, and tools. If any of these things are lacking, thereare things you can do.
If you are You can
New to PNI Start small. Ask a few friends, family members, orcolleagues to help you carry out a practice project over afew hours, days, or weeks.
Uninformed about yourparticipants or topic Build a project team that includes some people who knowmore than you do. Listen to what they say.
Unable to spend thetime you will need todo the project well

Get some help or scale back your plans. You can always do abigger project later.

Unequipped to handlethe number of storiesyou would like to collect
Whichever method you want to use to gather your stories,try it out with a handful of stories. If your collection goalseems unreachable, reduce it, get some help, or giveyourself some extra time to build your skills as you go.

Think about the phases of PNI
Which of the three essential phases of PNI will be the most important to your project?Which will be the least important? And which of PNI’s optional phases will you use? Howmuch time and attention do you want to spend on each project phase? If you don’t thinkyou need some of the phases, do you want to rule them out from the start, or do you wantto leave some flexibility in your plan so you can incorporate them if the need arises?
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Build your privacy policy
Every PNI project needs a respectful and transparent privacy policy. To create it, there arefour basic privacy decisions you will need to make:
• Disclosure. When you were working out your win-win proposal, if your potential partici-pants were concerned about disclosing their feelings, values, or beliefs, you can adjustyour project to reduce the risk of disclosure. You can gather less information to get moremeaning, and you can give your participants more control over how their stories arerecorded and used.
• Anonymity. If you were gathering only factual information about people, it would beeasy to ensure anonymity. Stories, however, contain contextual clues that can makeit possible to guess who told them even when names are not collected. So when yougather stories, you can’t just provide direct anonymity, the kind you can ensure by nottaking names. You also need to provide indirect anonymity by telling your participantswho will hear or see the stories you are asking them to tell. That information will helpthem choose which stories they want to tell and how they want to tell them.
• Exposure. People want to be heard, but they don’t want what they say to be distorted,used against them, used for purposes they don’t support, or told to the wrong people.As you plan your project, think about who will get to see or hear what participants say,how the stories will be made available, and how participants will be given a say in whathappens to the stories they tell.
• Regret. How strongly you will need to support amendment or retraction of stories andother data will depend on how sensitive your topic is and how much your participantsare concerned about privacy. Offering the option can be helpful even if no one uses it,because people will see that you are taking their concerns seriously.
Explaining your privacy policy
Some of your participants probably won’t care about privacy at all; some will care only ifsomething out-of-the-way happens; and some will care very much. The best privacy policyis one that gives everyone the information they need. Here is a simple example.
Tell people For example
What you will andwill not collect Everything you say in this ___ is anonymous. Every question isoptional. Say as little or as much as you like.
What you wantpeople to conceal Please do not reveal identifying information about yourself oranyone else, including ___.
How what is saidwill be processed After the ___, we will ___, taking care to ___.
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Tell people For example
How what is saidwill be used anddistributed

The ___ we gather in this ___ will be used, along with other ___gathered in ___, in a series of ___, to which ___ is/are invited.To join, ___. Your ___ may also be used in/to ___. Do you give uspermission to ___?
How people canchange their minds You can review your ___ by ___, and you can change or removeit by ___.

Answer the last two PNI planning questions
Now it’s time to answer the last two questions in the list.

Plan
Scale and Process

Context
People and Perspectives

Foundation
Goals and Topic

Scale
How big will your project be? How 
many people, stories,  meetings?

Process
How will you carry out 
your project? What will 
you do and say?

Write your project synopsis
The last step in planning your project is to prepare a brief synopsis that describes what youplan to do and puts forth your win-win proposal.
Here’s a fictional example:

To improve our patient care, our group of clinical support staff will collect storiesabout clinic visits from 50 patients and doctors across a wide spectrum of medicalconditions. Then a group of patients and doctors will meet to look at and thinkabout the patterns they see in the stories. Our group will disseminate a report onthe meeting to all doctors and waiting rooms in the network.
Your synopsis will serve as a touchstone throughout your project. Feature it in everyinvitation. Put it right up front so people know exactly what is going on and why.





Chapter 5

Story Collection

In Chapter Two, we talked about how the word “story” means different things to differentpeople. That’s a general definition of the word that suits all purposes. But PNI has a specificpurpose. Which sorts of stories work best in PNI projects?
The best stories for PNI recount experiences
The best stories for PNI tell about things that happened to specific people, not to wholecommunities or organizations, and not to nobody in particular. For example, consider thisstory:

My grandmother started at the hospital in 1918, just three years after it was built.She was in maternity, but with the surge of flu patients, she took on a second jobto help out. It was exhausting, but she was so proud of her work.
Now consider this story:

The town of Eastville was founded in 1829. Its town hall was erected in 1878. Theschool followed in 1901, and the hospital opened its doors in 1915. Hundreds of liveswere saved during the flu epidemic.
Do you see the difference? The first story recounts events as experienced by a real personwho had real feelings about what happened to her. The second story recounts the samegeneral events, but without perspectives or emotions.
Why does this matter? Because to make sense of stories, people have to be able to imaginethemselves experiencing the events described in the stories. It’s hard to imagine yourselfin a story that has no people in it.
The best stories for PNI have plots
Facts, opinions, arguments, and explanations exist outside of time. Some people mayconsider these things to be stories (usually in a communicating or connecting sense), butthey are not as useful in PNI as are stories with plots that play out across a span of time.

37
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For example, this statement flows through time:
When I started this job ten years ago, I didn’t know what I was doing. To be honest,I wasn’t sure I was going to make it. But I did, and now I help new folks get started.

In the statement, the storyteller begins by recounting how they felt at one point in time(“When I started”). Then there is a moment of uncertainty, of branching possibilities, whenit is not clear what will happen next (“I wasn’t sure”). Finally, the story resolves itself into anew state at a new point in time (“and now I help”).
In contrast, the following statement exists outside of time. It has no beginning, middle, orend. It just is.

I like my work. It can be hard. But I’m good at what I do, and I’m proud of that.
PNI helps people make sense of what has/not happened in the past and what could/notand should/not happen in the future. To do those things, people need stories that exploretensions between possibility, actuality, and desire.
The best stories for PNI reveal perspectives
When people feel safe, heard, and respected, they reflect on their experiences and revealtheir true feelings, values, and beliefs about what happened to them. They say things likethis:

I wasn’t sure if I would make it as a welder. It was daunting at first. But I like it. I likemaking useful things. It makes me feel like a useful person.
When people don’t feel safe, heard, and respected, they defend their experiences, andthey tell surface-level stories that hide their feelings, values, and beliefs. They say thingslike this:

I’ve been working here five years. I started when was 40. Yeah, the work is okay.Sure, I like it. Yes, I am good at my job.
Only the first kind of story is useful in PNI.Why? Because inmost PNI projects, the situationspeople need to make sense of involve other people, and you can’t understand peoplewithout understanding what they feel, value, and believe.
This advice is for you, not for your participants
Guide your participants toward telling these kinds of stories, but guide them indirectly.Embed your guidance in your introductions, questions, and instructions. Don’t criticize thestories people tell. Just use these descriptions yourself, to think about how well you will beable to support sensemaking and whether you need to adjust your approach.

A quick overview of story collection methods
There are at least eight ways to gather stories for a PNI project. I will say more about eachmethod later on, but to start the chapter I’ll give you a quick glimpse of your options.
1. A one-on-one interview is a listening conversation between you and one projectparticipant. This option is useful when your participants don’t know or trust each other,
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when your topic is sensitive, or when your participants are of especially high or lowstatus in your community or organization.
2. A group interview is a guided conversation between you and 2-5 project participants.This option is useful when your participants know each other and might remembertheir experiences better if they can talk to each other as well as to you.
3. A peer interview is a suggested conversation among 2-3 project participants. Thisoption is useful when your participants know and trust some of the people aroundthem (but not everyone), or when people might be bored by an interview or survey,or when people are too busy to attend a meeting. However, it does require moreparticipatory energy than most other methods.
4. A survey is a form people fill out. This option is useful when your access to yourparticipants is shallow or fleeting, you don’t know who your participants will be, oryou have too many participants to reach in any other way.
5. A journal is a form people fill out over and over. This option is useful when you have asmall group of strongly committed participants who want to explore a topic in a deepand focused way.
6. A narrative incident account is a story about a witnessed event from the perspectiveof a project participant. This option is useful when your participants already fill outforms as they help other people in some way.
7. A story-sharing session is a meeting of 3-30 participants that includes game-like story-sharing activities. This option is useful when your participants are enthusiastic andyour topic is not particularly sensitive.
8. A gleaned story is a story that was told and recorded before your project began. Thisoption is useful when you have a record of some conversations but no other way tolisten to people.
Two quick points about methods before we go on:
1. You can use multiple methods at the same time. You can offer people a choice ofmethods, use different methods for different groups, or use different methods insequence, with one method setting the stage for the next.
2. You can run an entire PNI project without recording a single story, as long as yourparticipants stay with the project from start to finish. For example, you can facilitate aworkshop that moves from collection in the morning to sensemaking in the afternoon.

Asking people to tell stories
No matter how you choose to gather your stories, every PNI project has to find a way toask people to recount their experiences. What is the best way to do that?
1. You could ask directly for a story. You could say, “Tell me a story about trust.” Theproblem with this approach is that it places an emphasis on the story as an object, andit implies that you are asking the person to hand over something that belongs to them.
2. You could tell a story yourself. You could say, for example, “Trust saved my life one day.I was driving, and my wife suddenly grabbed the steering wheel. If I hadn’t trusted her,



40 Working with Stories Simplified

I wouldn’t have let her avoid the truck that was about to hit us.” And then you couldwait and see what people say in response. The problem with this approach is that itgives people a template to copy, which tends to constrain their responses to what theythink best matches the template rather than what actually happened to them.
3. You could ask a question whose answer is a story. You could say, “Can you remember atime when you trusted someone with your life (or didn’t)? What happened?” Ques-tions whose answers are stories do not command, objectify, or constrain. They startconversations, and conversations are the natural homes of stories.
Examples of story-eliciting questions
You might be brimming with story-eliciting questions you want to ask. But if you’re not,don’t worry; this section will give you some ideas you can use.
• You can ask about a point in time. For example:
– Which hour of your career at this company do you remember best (for any reason)?What happened in that hour?
– You waited in a line in our department today. Was there a time during your wait whenyou felt pleased or frustrated? Could you tell us about that moment?
– Was there ever a moment when you felt that trust in your team was strengthened orweakened? What happened that made you feel that way?

• You can ask about an event. For example:
– Could you describe for us an occasion you remember well (for any reason) on yourbus route in the past year?
– Could you recount for us an event that took place during your time here when youfelt particularly calm and at ease (or especially stressed)?
– Our museum’s motto is “Everyone wants to learn.” Was there a moment during yourvisit today in which that motto was particularly well or poorly supported by someoneyou met? What happened in that moment?

• You can ask about an extreme. For example:
– What was the best or worst moment of your visit to the library today?What happenedin that moment?
– As your car was being worked on today, when did you feel the most pleased orfrustrated with the process? Could you tell us what happened in that moment?
– Can you remember feeling particularly appreciated or unappreciated in your work?What happened that made you feel that way?

• You can ask about surprise or change. For example:
– Could you tell us about a time during our training class today when you were surprisedby something the teacher said?
– In your experience with your medical condition, was there ever a moment whenthings seemed to shift and change, and after that nothing was the same again? Whathappened?
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– Have you experienced any turning points in your thinking about diplomacy? Couldyou describe what happened in (or around) one of those turning points?
• You can ask about a decision, person, place, or thing. For example:
– When you drove into town today, how did you feel as you drove by our new park?What happened (today or in the past) that made you feel that way?
– Could you recount for us the day you first met your spouse?
– You’ve been driving this car for twenty years now. When you look at it, do any mem-orable times come to mind, pleasant or unpleasant? Could you tell us about one ofthose times?

You can find many more examples of story-eliciting questions in theWorking with Stories
Sourcebook.
Writing good story-eliciting questions
Which story-eliciting questions would be best for your project, not just in general? That’s aquestion only you can answer. To find out, follow these steps.
Step 1. Brainstorm

Jot down some questions you wish you could ask people about their experiences with yourtopic. Don’t worry too much about whether your questions match any of the categories inthe section above. Just fantasize about the questions you would like to ask.
Here’s a little future-history planning exercise you can use, either by yourself or with yourplanning or oversight team:
1. Imagine yourself in the future. You have finished gathering your stories, and youcouldn’t be happier with them. They are perfectly relevant, useful, and meaningful.
2. In that ideal future, looking at your ideal stories, think of a story that stands out asbeing exactly what you were after when you started the project. If you can’t think of astory right away, don’t force it. Just reminisce about the experiences you have had andheard about related to your topic. You might need to do something else for a whilebefore a story drifts into your mind. Have something to eat or drink, then think aboutthe exercise again.
3. When a story comes to mind, tell it. Then ask yourself: why would someone tell thatstory? What question would make sense for it to be an answer to? Add the questionto your wish list. Do this for every story that comes to mind.
Once you have a wish list of questions, go through the next four steps for each of them.
Step 2. Check that each question elicits stories

For each question you want to ask, try to answer it without telling a story. If you can, changethe question. When you can’t, stop.
For example, can you answer this question without telling a story?

When you look back on your time living in our town, can you recall the first timeyou felt at home here? What was that day like for you?
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You can answer that question without telling a story. You can say:
It was last March. It was a good day.

That’s not a story. It’s a reference to a story—to whatever it was that happened on thatday last March—but it’s not a story. This question works better:
When you look back on your time living in our town, can you recall the first timeyou felt at home here? Could you tell us what happened on that day?

In general, including the words “what happened” in any question makes it more likely thatpeople will pick up on the fact that you are inviting them to tell a story.
Step 3. Check that each question invites reflection

The best story-eliciting questions invite participants to look back on their experiencesand choose one to tell about that matters—to them, not to you. It is important that yourparticipants understand that they get to choose which experience they will tell about.Check that each of your potential questions gives them permission to do this.
For example, consider this question:

Looking back over your life, can you remember a time when you felt like someonehad your back, like you could take a risk because they were there to help? Or didyou ever feel like someone didn’t help when you needed it? What happened thatyou remember?
The overall message of the question is this: I am interested in your unique perspective onthis topic. I invite you to explore it with me by telling me about your experiences with it. Iam ready to listen to whatever you want to tell me about what has happened to you.
Now consider this question:

Tell about a time when someone had your back, when you could take a risk becausethey were there to help. What did they do, and how did it help?
The overall message of the second question is this: I am researching this topic. I don’t inviteyou to think about it with me. I don’t want to hear whatever you want to tell me. I justwant answers to these specific questions. Now hold still while I extract them.
People do sometimes respond to bad story-eliciting questions like this second one by tellingstories. But they are cardboard stories, props set up to protect the real stories people wishthey could tell.
Open-ended, closed-ended, and story-ended questions. An open-ended question givespeople the freedom to say anything at all about a topic. A closed-ended question solicits aspecific, narrow response. Story-ended questions fall somewhere in between. They usesocially significant cues to ask people to tell stories, excluding non-narrative responses. Butwithin that restriction, they give people the freedom to tell any story they like in any waythey like.
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Question Example
Open-ended How do you feel about our office?
Closed-ended When was your last visit to our office?
Story-ended What happened on your last visit to our office—or on any visit to ouroffice that was important to you?

If your participants don’t respond to your story-ended questions, step back and ask someopen-ended questions instead. Stop gathering stories for a while and just listen. Theanswers you hear might help you build a better win-win proposal.
Step 4. Check that each question fits your context

There are no universally good story-eliciting questions. The same question that could makeone project a success could cause another to fail. Think about these elements of yourproject’s context:
• With respect to your topic, are your participants experts or novices? If they are experts,help them choose a single experience to tell about. If they are novices, help them explorethe minute-by-minute details of their few experiences.
• Are your participants concrete or abstract thinkers? If they think in concrete details, stickto the immediate subjective reality of their experiences and emotions. If they think inabstractions, invite them to explore the connections between their experiences and theway the world works (and should/not work).
• Will your participants be volunteers? Or will they be obliged (or required) to participate?If they are volunteers, recognize and reward their enthusiasm. If they are conscripts,give them a sense of power over what happens.
• Does your topic have a natural time sequence to it? If so, choose questions that invitepeople to explore its overall time sequence. If not, look for questions that can helppeople find time sequences within the topic that they can walk through. Turning pointsand times of transition are good times to ask about.
Step 5. Test your questions

Find some potential project participants, ask them your story-eliciting questions, and watchwhat they do. If they respond with energy and tell relevant stories, you’re ready to go. Ifthey don’t respond, or don’t tell stories, or tell irrelevant stories, work on your questions.Don’t stop until you find the energy and utility you need.
Consider a menu of story-eliciting questions
A question menu is a list of three to five story-eliciting questions. Menus help participantsfind a match between their experiences and the project’s goals. They also provide a senseof agency by allowing participants to make choices that actively shape the project and itsoutcomes.
The following table shows a fictional example of a question menu (with notes).
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Example Explanation
When you look back on your time living inour neighborhood, can you recall the firsttime you really felt at home here? Could youtell us what happened on that day?

This is a safe question. It appeals topeople who are afraid to speak up.Always start with the safest question.

Describe your best or worst day living in ourneighborhood. What happened on that day? This is a question about extremes. Ithelps people who might otherwisehave trouble choosing a specificexperience to tell about.
Did you ever see a neighbor do somethingand think, “If we all acted like that, we’d getalong so much better”? Or, did you everthink, “If we all acted like that, we’d never getalong”? What did you see?

This is a spill-the-beans question. Itgives people an opportunity to bestowpraise or place blame.

If none of these questions appeals to you, tellus about anything that happened in ourneighborhood that mattered to you.
This is for people who want permissionto tell a specific story they have inmind, permission they might not beable to find in the previous questions.

In a survey, you can show people a menu of questions and ask them to choose a questionto answer. In a group interview or story-sharing session, you can pass around a menu ofquestions or write it on a whiteboard. But menus can be hard to use in some situations,such as when you’re talking on the phone. Asking people to remember a list of questionswithout anything to look at can confuse and intimidate them. If you can’t show people amenu of questions, it’s better to use a single well-written (and well-tested) question.
How many stories to collect
If you plan to go straight from story collection to sensemaking, you will need at least 30stories to generate patterns your participants can talk about.
If you plan to prepare catalytic material for sensemaking, you will need 100-300 stories(for mixed-methods analysis; for qualitative analysis you will need at least 50 stories). Ifyou want to explore sub-topics or pay special attention to specific groups or locations, youwill need a separate set of stories for each sub-topic, group, or location.
But don’t get too enamored of large numbers. To create a story collection that will supportsensemaking, you need to maximize narrative richness, or the degree to which your storycollection can support productive sensemaking. Gathering relevant, meaningful, reflective,connected stories is more important than gathering a lot of stories.
If you have the resources to collect thousands of stories, stop and think before you plan tocollect all the stories you can. It might be better to use your resources to gather fewer butdeeper stories, ask more reflective questions, explore more sub-topics, or support more
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sensemaking. It might also be better to split your project into a series of smaller projects,each of which informs the planning of the next.
Asking questions about stories

Asking questions about stories is not anything new or unnatural; it’s only what people havealways done. If someone was telling you a story, you might ask them questions like these:
• What did they say to that?
• How do you feel about that?
• Why do you think that happened?
People ask questions like these to show that they got the point of the story (because astory is a message), to understand and learn from the story (because a story is a thinkingtool), and to show respect for the storyteller (because a story is a connection).
When we ask people questions about the stories they tell in a PNI project, we do the samething, only in a more systematic way. For example, we ask everyone the same questions sowe can learn from the patterns that appear in their answers.
How many questions to ask about each story
When you are gathering stories, how many questions can you reasonably expect eachparticipant to answer about each story? Here are some guidelines.
If they feel They might say You can do these things
A fleetingmoment ofinterest

What’s this? Elicit one story per participant. Ask 3-5 questionsabout each story. Ask 2-4 questions about eachparticipant. In your choice questions, list 3-5possible answers.
A mild socialobligation dueto a publicposition ofsupport

I come hereoften; I votedfor you; I likeyour product

Elicit 1-2 stories per participant. Ask 6-9questions about each story. Ask 4-7 questionsabout each participant. In your choice questions,list up to 6-8 possible answers.

A strongobligation tiedto identity
This is for me;This is who Iam; This iswhat I do

Elicit 2-4 stories per participant. Ask 10-15questions about each story. Ask 7-12 questionsabout each participant. In your choice questions,list up to 9-12 possible answers.
You can ask for more than this, but you won’t get meaningful responses.
If you plan to use the optional pattern-finding (catalytic) part of PNI, you also need to thinkabout aligning the number of questions you ask with your ability to work with the numbersof answers your questions will generate. A quick look at the “Scope your exploration”section of the Narrative Catalysis chapter (page 88) will help you make this decision.
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Good questions about stories
From the perspective that stories are messages, the best questions focus on the storyitself—its setting, characters, plot, and outcome. Here are some examples:
• How do you feel about this story? What emotions does it bring up for you?
• How well would you say this story turned out? For whom? Did it turn out differently foranyone?
• What was unique about the time and place of this story? How do you think it wouldhave turned out in a different time or place?
• What was unique about the people in this story? How do you think it would have turnedout differently if different people had been involved in it?
• What did the people in the story want or need? Did they get it? What helped them?What hindered them?
• Who would you say acted with the most and least responsibility in the story?
• What was the biggest change that took place in the story?
From the perspective that stories are thinking tools, the best questions focus on themeaning of the story and what can be learned from it. Here are some examples:
• What surprised you about this story?
• What do you wish had happened in this story?
• If stories like this one happened every day, what do you think ___ would be like?
• What does this story say to you about ___?
• What did you learn from this story? What lesson do you draw from it?
From the perspective that stories are connections, the best questions focus on the story ofthe story—where it came from, why it was told, and where it needs to go next. Here aresome examples:
• Where did this story come from? Did it happen to you? Did you hear it from someoneelse? Is it a rumor?
• Why do you think you chose this particular story to tell? What does it mean to you?
• In your experience, how common is what happened in this story? Does this sort of thinghappen all the time in ___, or does it rarely happen?
• Is this a story you tell often, or have you never told it before?
• Who needs to hear this story? What would happen if they did hear it?
• What do you think ___ would say if they heard this story?
You can find more questions to ask about stories in theWorking with Stories Sourcebook.
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Open-ended and closed-ended questions
When you are asking questions about stories (and about people), you can ask open-endedquestions (no options, they just talk/write) or closed-ended questions (they choose anoption from a list or a point along a scale). Which is better depends on two factors:
1. Do you already know the answers? Open-ended questions work best when you can’tguess how people will want to answer the question. They ask more of participants,who might skip them. But if you can’t be sure how people will want to answer thequestion, you will need them to tell you.
2. What do you plan to do with the answers? If you plan to go straight from storycollection to sensemaking, asking open-ended questions is the better option. Theyprovide more freedom to speak, show more respect, and generate more variation.However, if you plan to support your sensemaking with catalytic material (patternsyou find and present to your participants), use at least some closed-ended questions.It will save you time later on.
Choice and scale questions
When we use closed-ended questions in PNI, to make sure that participation is available,inviting, and respectful to each participant, we frame our questions using two simplequestion types that we can expect to be comfortable and familiar to every human being.
1. Choice questions: What color was the fish?
2. Scale questions: How big was the fish?
To write choice questions, if the answers aren’t obvious (the streets in your town, forexample), start by brainstorming, listing every answer you can think of. Then shrink yourlist down to the number of answers you can actually expect people to handle. Also includean “other” write-in option so people can respond even if you guessed wrongly.
To write scale questions, lay out a range of answers between two extremes.
• You can ask people to choose a label: a word or phrase (very bad, bad, neither good norbad, good, very good) or a number (on a scale from 0 to 10, how good?).
• You can ask people to make a mark or move an object (physically or virtually) on anunmarked scale between two extremes (move this button to any point between verybad and very good).
• You can ask people to move their fingers (point somewhere on this line between verygood and very bad), their hands (put your hands together for very good; put your handsas far apart as they will go for very bad), or their whole selves (over here for very good,over there for very bad).
Tips on writing questions about stories
Ask questions that respect stories

In your PNI project, you want your participants to express themselves, learn from theirexperiences, and connect with other people. To make that happen, your participants mustfeel respected, valued, and heard. They must not feel that they are being evaluated or that
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they are required to perform to expectations. And thatmeans that the questions you askabout stories must send two enabling messages:
1. You get to choose. You want your participants to know that the only justification theyneed to tell a story is that it matters to them. They do not need to prove that the storythey choose to tell is worth telling, and they do not have to tell a “good” story. So don’task them if their story is memorable. Ask them what they remember most about it.
2. This is not a test. You want your participants to know that you are sincerely interestedin what has happened to them and how they feel about it. You are not there to evaluatethem, their story, the way they tell it, or their actions in it. You are only there to listen.So don’t ask them what they could have done better. Ask them how they wish thestory had ended.
Use narrative distance for safe exploration
Good questions about stories create narrative distance between the storyteller and theircharacter in the story, who is both them and not them. Narrative distance can help partici-pants see themselves from a new perspective, as if they were floating above themselves.
So when you ask questions about stories, don’t draw attention to the storyteller. Help themmaintain some distance between the version of themselves that is telling the story and theversion of themselves that did things in the story. Ask them about the characters in the
story, not about themselves, even if—especially if—they are the story’s main character.Not asking provides indirect anonymity that helps people to safely disclose their feelings,values, and beliefs.
Ask questions only storytellers can answer
The best questions about stories are questions that only their tellers can answer. If anyoneelse can answer the questions you want to ask, either by reading the stories or by knowingabout the events described in them, don’t waste your participants’ precious time andattention on questions about those things. Instead, ask them how they feel about whathappened to them and what they wish had happened—because nobody else can answerthose questions.
Ask questions that matter and resonate
Find questions that want to be asked. Don’t just pull out a standard list. Think about whatyou want to achieve with your project. Think about its fondest hopes and dreams. Findquestions those dreams want to ask.
Transmit your excitement and energy
You are doing your project because you hope to achieve a goal that is important to youand to your participants. Keep working on your questions until you can see your energy forthe project coming through in them.
Do not give non-responders nothing to say
Include at least one non-response option in each choice question you ask. This can helpyou learn something even when people choose not to respond to the question. The moreinformation you can help people give you about why they aren’t answering a question, thebetter you can support sensemaking.
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Some options are: I don’t know; I’m not sure; I don’t remember; It’s hard to say; That’s tooprivate; I’d like to skip this question; I don’t understand the question; It’s complicated; Thequestion doesn’t apply; I don’t like the question; I don’t think the question makes sense;None of these answers work for me; None of these.
Asking questions about your participants

After each person is finished telling the stories they want to tell, it is always a good idea toask them some questions about themselves, for two reasons:
1. Asking people questions about themselves can provide revelatory context that candeepen your exploration of your collected stories.
2. Pairing indirect questions about stories with direct questions about people and theirviewpoints can create revelatory juxtapositions.
Views on issues
Embedding a small opinion survey in the questions you ask people can help you approachyour topic in two ways at once. There are often telling differences between the thingspeople say about a topic directly (by answering questions) and indirectly (by telling stories).You can ask questions like these:
• How do you feel about ___? Do you think it’s helpful or harmful?
• Which of these statements about ___ do you agree with most?
• If you could write a law regulating ___, what would it say?
• What do you think causes ___? What would fix it?
• In an ideal world, what would ___ be like?
Views on the community or organization
Asking people to describe their perspectives on the community or organization can revealuseful patterns when paired with the stories they tell about it. You can ask questions likethese:
• How good of a job do you think ___ [is/are] doing with ___?
• What do you think ___ will be like in ten years? Why?
• Do people in ___ [listen to each other, cooperate, argue too much, etc]?
• If you want to ___, why is that? If you think about ___, why is that?
• What would you like to see happen in ___?
Roles and groups
Questions about roles and groups are useful when you want to look at differences amonggroups within a community or organization. Some of your questions of this type will bespecific to the community or organization, and some will be more general. In a community,for example, you might ask questions like these:
• Do you belong to any of these community groups?
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• Which of these hobbies are important to you?
• How often do you visit ___?
• Where do you get your ___?
• Who do you usually talk to about ___?
• How long have you ___?
In an organization, you might ask questions like these:
• What is your position at ___?
• How long have you been at ___? How long have you been in your current position?What did you do before that?
• Do you work alone or in a team? How large is your team?
• To what extent does your work depend on plans or requests made by other people?
• How predictable is your work? Do you do the same thing every day, or is every daydifferent?
• To what extent would you describe your work as fast-paced?
• Do you supervise other people? If so, how many?
Habits and traits
Learning about each storyteller’s personality and ways of thinking can help to put theirstories into context. You can ask questions like these:
• Are you a big-picture thinker? Or do you tend to wade into the details?
• Are you a careful person, or do you tend to be a little sloppy? How do you feel aboutthat?
• Are you more of a glass-half-empty or glass-half-full person? Maybe somewhere in themiddle?
• Does being around people energize or drain you?
• Do people often say that you think in strange or different ways? Or does that neverhappen to you?
• Do you love doing new things? Or do you do new things only when it’s necessary?
• Which of these ways of learning works best for you?
• Do you tell a lot of stories? Or is that something you rarely do?
Demographics
Questions about demographics can reveal useful patterns when it comes to commoninfluences on perspectives, such as generational differences. You can ask questions likethese:
• Which of these age ranges do you fall into?
• What is your ethnic background?
• Do you rent or own your home?
• Which of these living situations best describes yours?
• Do you live in a city, suburb, town, village, or rural area?
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• What is your income?
• How much formal education have you received? How about informal education?
Be careful with factual questions. Build a strong case for each one you want to use. Why doyou need that information? Could you ask the question in a less precise way that providesmore anonymity? For example, if you want to know where people live, what is the largestgeographical area you can ask them to describe?
When you are asking about demographics, include non-answer options like “I’m not sure”or “I’d rather not say.” Also, make each question optional. Sometimes people don’t wantto say why they don’t want to answer a question. In that case, let them say nothing at all.

Putting together your question set
The order in which you ask questions about stories will have an impact on howmany storiesyou can collect and how useful the stories will be for sensemaking. Here’s what works best:
1. Start by asking your story-eliciting question(s).
2. After each story has been told, ask your follow-up questions about it.

a. Start with emotional questions about the story. Emotions are most vivid just aftera story has been told. Also, questions about emotions show that you care howpeople feel.
b. Finish with factual questions. Up-front factual questions can come across as inter-rogatory. Later on, they seem clarifying, not judging.

3. After the person is done telling stories, ask them some questions about themselves.Never ask people about themselves before they start telling stories. It changes thestories they tell.
a. Start with questions about views, because they are closest to the emotions ofstorytelling.
b. Continue with questions about habits and roles.
c. End with questions about demographics, which might seem intrusive earlier on.

Tips on building question sets
A set of questions about a story is half of a conversation you hope to have with peopleabout a story.
Design an interesting experience

If you use different types of follow-up questions (free entry, choices, scales), mix up theirorder. Don’t ask five scale questions in a row, for example. Mixing up question types createsan experience that feels more like discovery than compliance.
Design for skimming

Here’s a commonmistake: writing choice questions that assume people will read the lists ofchoices as well as the questions. People don’t do that, especially when they are skimming.
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They just read the questions, and if the questions are confusing, they skip over them. Forexample, the first of these two questions will be skipped far more often than the second:
1. Which of these best describes the relationships in this story? (close; distant; neither)
2. Were the relationships in this story close or distant? (the relationships in the storywere close; they were distant; they were neither close nor distant)
Design for clarity and ease of use
Grammatical and formatting mistakes on question forms slow people down, irritate them,and reduce their confidence in you. Don’t waste your precious opportunity to gather theirinput. Also make sure your forms are attractive. Show your participants that you put someenergy into what you prepared for them. Give them something beautiful that will feel likean honor to use.
Design for feedback
In your question form, give people the time, space, and permission to make comments onyour project and on the form itself. Leave white space on a paper form, include a commentbox on a web form, or ask people for general comments in an interview.
Testing your question set
Put your question set in front of as many of your potential participants, and as many peoplewho know your potential participants well, as you can. Keep testing and improving yourquestion set until people tell you these things about it:
• They feel safe and free to respond to it as (and if) they choose to, and not coerced,insulted, intimidated, or censored.
• It is interesting; it inspires them to reflect anew on their experiences.
• It is relevant and meaningful to their own thinking on your topic.
• It is simple and clear, free of confusing statements and contradictions.
• It is respectful, tactful, and well presented.

Gathering your stories
In each of the sections below I have written some basic instructions on how to gatherstories using each of the eight methods I mentioned briefly at the start of this chapter. Youare likely to depart from these simple plans as you grow your own unique PNI practice anddraw on your own skills, background, and interests.

Conducting a one-on-one interview
Your interview script
Put together a script with these parts:
• A quick but informative introduction
• Your prepared questions (story-eliciting, follow-up, and about the participant)
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• Brief transitions between interview parts (e.g., “Now I have a few questions about you”)
• A few sentences of conclusion
Practice saying your script until you no longer sound like you are reading from a script.
When you are ready, test your script by using it with a volunteer. After the interview, askthem to tell you about times when they felt confused, bored, challenged, intimidated,irritated, happy, hopeful, or grateful. Use what you learn to improve your script.
Starting out

Minutes What to do Notes
2 Introduce the project, put forth yourwin-win proposal, and explain yourprivacy policy.

Afterwards, turn on yourrecording device or prepare totake notes.
1-2 Say or show your story-elicitingquestion(s). Give your interviewee a littletime to take in the questions.
The main part of the interview

Minutes What to do Notes
5-10 Listen while they tell a story. If you wantto, show them that you are listening byasking a respectfully curious question.

If they don’t tell a story,guide them towardchoosing and recountingan experience.
2-10 When the story is over, ask your follow-upquestions, either in conversation or usinga printed or online form.

Don’t let them linger overthe questions; keep themmoving.
Until 5minutes areleft

Ask your interviewee to keep repeatingthe same sequence: answer astory-eliciting question, tell a story, andanswer your questions about the story.

If they depart from yourstory-eliciting questions,let them—as long as theykeep telling stories.
Finishing up

Minutes What to do
2-4 Ask them to answer your questions about themselves.
1 Thank them for their time and tell them how they can join the sensemakingpart of the project.
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Tips on conducting one-on-one interviews
Don’t say “story” right away

In your interview script, don’t explain what makes a story a story. Nobody needs to knowhow their lungs work to breathe, and nobody needs to know how stories work to tell astory. In fact, it is best to avoid using the word “story” until your interviewee has told atleast one story. Why? Because to most people today, “story” means “TV and movies” or“newspapers.” It does not mean “things that have happened to me.”
You don’t want people to audition for a TV show. You want them to reflect on their ex-periences. So as much as you can, keep “story” out of the conversation until after yourinterviewee has told at least one story. Then you can refer to what they have said as astory—and they will understand what you mean.
Go on a story-listening journey

Listen past the story you thought they would tell, the story you want them to tell, and thestory they should tell. Keep listening until you get to the story they are actually telling.
Notice what type of storyteller you are talking to

Some people tell lots of stories, and some don’t. Some people think they tell lots of stories,and some don’t. These differences combine to create four types of storytellers. Each onerequires a different interviewing approach, as follows:
• Natural storytellers tell lots of stories, but they have no idea they are doing it. That’sfine. You don’t need people to know they are telling stories. You just need them to tellstories. Give them permission to speak freely. That’s all they will need.
• Story performers tell lots of stories—and know it. They can’t help focusing on theperformative act of storytelling. It’s familiar and fun, and they get carried away, forgettingwhat you asked about. Keep guiding them back to what actually happened to them—andaway from what makes the best story.
• Confident non-story tellers think they tell lots of stories, but in truth they mostly ex-press opinions. Keep guiding them back to recounting their experiences. Ask, “Can youremember a specific time when you felt that way?”
• Unaccustomed storytellers tell few stories and know it. It’s just not the way they think.But they can tell useful stories. They just need a little help. Ask them questions thatdraw out the story, like “What happened next?” and “How did that feel?”
Help people turn half-stories into full stories

When you ask people to tell stories, they often respondwith three types of not-quite-stories.You can help people turn half-stories into real (and really useful) stories.
• A situation is a snapshot, a description of a state of affairs at a moment in time. It’s not astory because nothing changes and nothing is resolved. When you recognize a situation,ask “What happened after that? How did things turn out?”
• A scenario is a generalized plot that summarizes many similar experiences. No particularevents are recounted. When someone describes a scenario, ask “Can you remember aspecific time (or moment or day) when that happened?”
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• A reference is a hint at a story that everyone knows (or no one knows). The actual storyis left untold. When you hear a reference, ask “Could you tell me more about whathappened?”
Help people turn simple stories into complex stories

Some stories are naturally simple because they are about uncomplicated things. Somestories are purposefully simplified in order to communicate or persuade. And some storiesare complex because they combine many messages and purposes. Complex stories workbest in PNI.
To help people turn simple stories into complex stories, ask them questions like these:
• How did that feel? What surprised you about it? What did you learn from it?
• Why do you think that person responded in the way they did?
• If this story had taken place in another place or at another time, what would be thesame, and what would be different?
• How do you think ___ would tell this story if they were telling it right now?
• Does this remind you of any other times when you felt the same way? How about whenyou felt the opposite?
If you think a respectfully curious question will help someone explore an experience moredeeply, you can ask it even if it is not in your interview script.
Watch your time, but show respect

Never say “You have five minutes to tell a story.” If you do that, people will choose shortstories over relevant and meaningful stories.
Instead, if a story has been going on for ten minutes, begin to send the small social signalswe all send when we are getting ready to be done listening. Stop responding; break eyecontact; look at your follow-up questions.
However, do not do any of these things if your interviewee is recounting traumatic events.In that case, let them tell each story they tell for as long as they need to tell it. Even if theyonly tell one story in a 30-minute interview, if it’s about trauma, let it happen.
Convert your interview to a useful transcription

For privacy reasons, most story projects transcribe their audio recordings. But becausestorytelling is a performance and a negotiation, transcribing conversational storytelling isnot the same as transcribing other kinds of conversations. Here are some things to payattention to as you prepare your transcriptions:
• Capture a storytelling event, not just a story. Don’t start transcribing when the events ofthe story begin; start transcribing when the storytelling event begins. If you can, includethe abstract, the story proper, its coda, and any relevant follow-up conversation. Thiswill usually only be a few extra sentences, but don’t leave them out.
• Preserve emphasis. During a storytelling event, emphases communicate intent andmeaning. Capture how people tell their stories, not just the words they use. Mark wordssaid with greater intensity using italics (or some other consistent notation).
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• Catch hesitations and reframings. Breaks, irregularities, hesitations, repetitions, andconfusions can be important indicators of negotiations during a storytelling event. Keepthese things intact as much as you can.
• Make it make sense. People often talk in bits and pieces, starting and stopping. Youcan capture these nuances without making your transcript impossible to read. Usepunctuation (commas, semicolons, colons, dashes, parentheses) to represent haltingspeech in complete sentences.
• Capture socially significant sounds. Most transcripts ignore background noises likelaughter, muttering, the sound of shuffling feet, and silence. But when someone is tellinga story, such social cues can be useful indications of what is going on. Simple notationssuch as [laughter] and [pause] and [long silence] can help to capture these cues.
• Capture non-textual signals. Descriptive notes can help to preserve meanings that areobvious in conversation and impossible to detect in text. For example, mark obviousinstances of sarcasm and irony, and make a special note when a storyteller imitates astory character’s tone of voice.
Take care of yourself

Story work is emotional labor. If you are doing a lot of interviews, you may start to feelburned out. Don’t wait until your flagging energy starts to influence the stories you collect.Pace yourself with breaks. If some parts of the work are especially hard for you, seeksupport or help.
Listen for gratitude

How can you tell if you’re doing this work right? People will thank you. Once in a while,somebody will notice what you are doing, appreciate it, and tell you. If that never happens,your project needs more work.

Conducting a group interview
A group interview is a guided conversation between yourself and 2-5 project participants.
Your interview script
In a group interview, you will be talking to more than one person. This means that peoplewon’t feel as much of a social obligation to respond to your questions right away. So yourscript will need to get things moving as quickly as you can. The best way to do this is to
embed a self-fulfilling prophecy into your introduction. Say something like this:

When people get together, they often tell stories about their experiences. We’regoing to do that now, only we’re going to be a little bit more deliberate about it bystarting with these questions.
If you say this with confidence, people will believe you that stories will flow, and stories
will flow. You will have to say the word “story,” so watch to make sure people understandwhat you mean by the word. Keep leading them back to exploring and reflecting on theirexperiences with your topic.
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Starting the interview

Minutes What to do Notes
2 Introduce the project, put forth yourwin-win proposal, and explain yourprivacy policy.

Practice this until it fits into thetime.

1 Give everyone an anonymous identifier,like a number, letter, animal, or anyother unique thing.
Ask people to write this down,or write it down yourself.

1 Turn on your recording device. If people don’t want to berecorded, prepare to take notes.
2 Say or show your story-elicitingquestion(s). Give people some time to takein the question(s).
5-10 Listen while someone tells a story. Showthat you are listening by asking at leastone respectfully curious question.

If the person doesn’t tell a story,guide them toward choosingand recounting an experience.
After the first story has been told

Minutes What to do Notes
1 Ask the storyteller to give thestory a name. Write down the name and thestoryteller’s identifier.
Until 5-15minutes areleft

Keep repeating the samesteps: elicit a story, ask thestoryteller to give it a name,write it down.

After the first story has been told, giveeveryone the additional option oftelling a story in response to a storythey heard.
If there is a lull in the conversation, wait a while to see if it resolves itself. If it doesn’t, helppeople build a connection to a new story by pointing out something in a story and asking ifanyone has had a similar or different experience.
Don’t ask people to take turns telling stories; let the stories flow naturally. Don’t pressureanyone to tell a story. And don’t give people time limits. If a story goes on too long (and isnot about traumatic events), use social signals to indicate that it’s time for the story to end.If the storyteller doesn’t take the hint, you may need to explicitly ask them to bring theirstory to a close so others will have time to talk (but this is rare).
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Finishing up

Minutes What to do
2-10 Give everyone the names of the stories they told and ask them to answeryour follow-up questions about each story, using a printed or online form.
2-4 Ask everyone to answer your questions about themselves.
1 Thank everyone for their time and tell them how they can join thesensemaking part of the project.
Tips on conducting group interviews
Use what you have learned about conversational story sharing to help people share storiesduring your interview.
• When you recognize a story abstract, you can know that the person who gave it may notfeel sure that they have permission to tell a story. Make it clear that they have permissionby looking at them in a listening sort of way or by saying something like “I’d like to hearabout it.”
• When you recognize an evaluation statement, you can know that the storyteller caresabout that part of their story and needs someone to pay attention to it. Make sure theyknow that you are attending.
• When you recognize a story coda, you’ve found a good place to encourage the teller(and everyone else) to tell more stories by saying something to reinforce the story’svalidity. Say something appreciative (“That’s interesting!”) or summarizing (“So you leftthat day?”) or questioning (“Why do you think they said that?”) or grateful (“Thank youfor telling us about that.”). But don’t say “Thank you for that story.” It will bring up theidea that a story is a possession, which will make everyone more reluctant to speak.

Setting up peer interviews
Peer interviews are easy to set up. Just develop an interview script, give it to your partici-pants, and ask them to interview each other and send you the result. Because each pair ortrio will be able to decide what they want to share with the project and what they want tokeep between them, you could say that peer interviews create many tiny projects nestedwithin your project.
However, peer interviews won’t work for every project. Your participants may not have theinterest, motivation, patience, or skill to interview each other. And because you can’t bethere at the interviews, you can’t guide them towards telling stories.
The only way you can make sure that peer interviews will gather the stories you need is tospend extra time testing and refining your peer interview script. Ask a few pairs or triosto use it while you record them. Then listen carefully to their conversations. You want tohear signs of relaxed ownership, in which people understand the task and tell meaningful
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stories in response. You don’t want to hear meta-discussions (“What are we supposed tobe doing?”) or pregnant pauses (they don’t tell the stories they seem to want to tell).
When your script is ready, match people up (ask them to find each other; ask each personto find another person or two; match them up yourself). Then give each pair or trio yourinterview script and ask them to submit their response by sending (or handing) backan audio recorder, visiting a recording booth, calling a phone line, using a website orsmartphone application, or sending an email.

Setting up surveys
Surveys are very easy to set up, almost deceptively easy. All you have to do is build aquestion set, convert it into a printed or online form, send out an invitation, and waitfor the stories to come in. If your ambitions are modest, a survey may be all you need.However, keep the following things in mind:
• Survey responses rates are usually low (around five percent).
• Surveys tend to collect more non-story responses (like opinions).
• Survey stories are usually less relevant and meaningful than stories told in conversation.
This doesn’t mean you can’t use surveys in PNI. But it doesmean that you should not expectto reach the same depth of meaning with a survey as you would if you were gatheringstories in real conversations.
Having said that, surveys are the best choice when you have only tiny crumbs of partici-pation to work with. If you can only count on five minutes of your participants’ time andattention, a survey may be your only option. In that case, the good news is that the moreyou test and improve your survey, the better stories and answers you will gather.
Inviting people to take your survey
When you invite people to take your survey, whether it’s in an email, on a website, or on asign above a stack of survey forms, anticipate their questions and answer them clearly andunambiguously.
Question Example answer
Is this for me? We are reaching out to everyone [in/with] ___, and thatincludes you.
Am I qualified to dothis? If you have ___ for at least ___, this survey is for you.

Why ask me? Hearing about your experiences with ___ will help us make___ better.
What’s in it for me? By participating, you will be able to ___.
Will I be in control? We want to hear whatever you want to tell us about ___.
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Writing the survey
The questions in your narrative survey should follow a simple sequence:
1. Start with a brief introduction that explains the project and its goals, puts forth yourwin-win proposal, explains how the collected stories will be used, and sums up yourprivacy policy (with a link to more information).
2. Ask your story-eliciting question(s). If you have more than one, ask the participant tochoose a question to answer.
3. Give the participant a nice big space to write their story in.
4. Ask them to give the story a name you can use to refer to it later.
5. Ask your questions about the story.
6. Ask if they would like to tell another story. If they do, repeat steps 2-4.
7. Ask your questions about the participant.
8. Thank them for their time and tell them how they can join the sensemaking part ofthe project.
By the way, if you’re using a web survey, don’t break it up into multiple pages. Keep thewhole survey together. Why? Because people need to understand the context in which youare asking them to tell a story. Your follow-up questions will help them understand whatsort of story you want them to tell, and how, and why. Breaking up a narrative survey ontomultiple pages, especially if the story is on a different page than your follow-up questionsabout it, will result in the collection of less relevant and meaningful stories.
Gathering energy for your survey
If your first survey invitation gets you all the stories you need, that’s great! But it’s notwhat usually happens. You will probably need to ask people to participate at least twice,and maybe three or four times. In your later invitations, include a few attention-grabbingexcerpts that communicate a sense of rising excitement. Peer pressure and the fear ofmissing out are social forces you can draw on to help people feel ready to contribute. Don’tplead with people or try to guilt them into participating. But do tell them that somethingspecial is going on.
What to do if nobody responds
Let’s say you have built your survey, tested it, told everyone about it, did your best togather energy for it, and still got little or no response. What can you do? Reach out to somepeople who received your invitation but didn’t reply to it. Ask them to help you understandwhat you did wrong. Ask them questions like these:
• Did the survey fail to get your attention? What would get your attention?
• Are you too busy to do this? Would a shorter survey work better for you? Or is there abetter time to reach you?
• Do you think the survey does not apply to you? Who do you think it applies to? Whatsort of survey would apply to you?
• Are you not interested in this topic or project?What topic or project would be interestingto you?
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• Do you have a specific concern? What do you think would address it?
• Would you rather not talk about this topic in a survey? How would you like to talk aboutit?
Based on what those people tell you, think about how you could reboot your project toreach them where they are.

Getting journals started
A journal is basically a survey people fill out more than once. You can ask your participantsto write in their journals periodically, say once per week, or you can ask them to write
episodically, when something specific happens, like every time they remember a dream.
This is an intensive form of participation. Don’t use it unless you know exactly who is goingto be participating in your project, and unless you have already talked to them about whatthey are willing and able to do.
Even after you have negotiated how often and how long people will write in their journals,be prepared for them to lose interest sooner than they thought they would. The best wayto keep their interest alive depends on what type of journal they they will be keeping:
• If their entries will be periodic (every so often), you can ask them to explore a new aspectof your topic, or ask them a new story-eliciting question, in each time period. You canalso add new (maybe deeper) follow-up questions as the journaling period goes on.
• If their entries will be episodic (when things happen), you can include some questionsabout what stands out about each particular incident, and you can include optionalquestions that pertain to some types of incidents and not others.
In other words, the more journaling feels like building a diverse and interesting collectionof memories and thoughts, the less it will feel like doing the same thing over and over, andthe better people will take to it.
Another way to keep people engaged in journaling is to show them what they are building.You can periodically send them meaningful snippets drawn from all of the journal entriescoming in, and you can show them patterns that are emerging from the data. Seeing astory collection begin to take shape can help participants find the time and energy to keepsupporting the project.

Setting up narrative incident accounts
A narrative incident account (NIA) is like a journal entry, except for two things: peopleonly fill it out when they have just seen something happen, and people use it to describethings that happened to other people as well as (or instead of) to themselves. Nurses,waiters, receptionists, cashiers, teachers, security or police officers, utility workers, and firstresponders are all people who could contribute NIAs to a PNI project. People in these rolesoften collect some kind of incident reports already, so all it would take to collect stories fora PNI project would be to add a few story-eliciting and story-interpreting questions to thefactual data people already collect.
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The purpose of an NIA is to put some meat on the bones of an incident by asking thepeople who saw it happen to recount it as a story, and then to reflect on the story theytold. Consider, for example, these situations:
• If people are being asked to describe what happened in an incident, you could ask themwhat surprised them about what happened, or what they think should have happened,or how often they’ve seen that sort of thing happen in the past.
• If people are being asked to categorize the people involved in the incident, you couldask them if they noticed anything particular about these specific people or about theirbehavior.
• If they are being asked what time of day the incident took place, you could ask them ifthere was anything about the time of day that they think might have had an impact onwhat happened.
Make sure your participants understand that in the NIA—and only in the NIA—they areallowed to express their feelings, perceptions, and speculations about the incident. Theydon’t have to stick to the facts.
To avoid confusion, separate the two contexts in some way. For example, you might usedifferent styling on your NIA form, or you might use a different mode of collection (sayaudio instead of text) to signal a change from reporting to recounting.

Facilitating story-sharing sessions
In a story-sharing session, as in a peer interview, participants share stories with each other,but not with you. As a facilitator, your role is to set up a story-sharing conversation, thenstep back and stay out of it.
Allocate 1-2 hours, invite 3-30 people, and follow the instructions below.
Preparing for story sharing
The most productive story-sharing sessions bring the right people together in the righttime, place, and context. You can create those conditions in the sessions you design.
Bring the right people together. Create conversations in which people feel safe to speakfreely, yet also invited, encouraged, inspired, and even a little challenged to step up andplay a part in making the project a success.
Safety comes first. Always invite groupswith different power levels to separate story-sharingsessions. Within those groups, think about how you can bring people together in ways thatwill blend safety with just the right amount of challenge. Set up conversations in whichstories will flow.
Find the right space. Look for a space that feels large enough to share stories in:
• If you will be meeting in person, find a large, quiet, calm room where small groups ofparticipants canmove around and get some distance fromother groups, both acousticallyand socially.
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• If you will be meeting online, find a tool that provides reliability, widespread connectivity,ease of use, breakout rooms, and screen sharing.
Create a café-like social atmosphere. People share stories in cafés because they providea relaxed yet focused ambience, with acoustical cover for quiet conversations. You candesign a similar atmosphere for your story-sharing sessions:
• If you will be meeting in person, provide drinks and snacks, and prepare to play somequiet music when groups are engaged in conversation.
• If you will be meeting online, plan to start the meeting with a friendly check-in ritualthat helps everyone feel seen and heard. Use a small gift voucher to set up a tone ofpleasant celebration. Work on rituals you can use to send people into breakout rooms,remind them of time constraints, and bring them back together again.
Set up the best small groups for your context. Choose a small-group formation strategythat will bring out the stories you need to collect in a way that will feel safe, respectful,and interesting to your participants. Consider these questions:
• How would your participants respond if you asked them to play a fun matching game(like “Find two people with other favorite colors than you”)?
• What if you asked them to follow a simple rule (like “Every group must be spread acrossthe city” or “No two people from the same profession”)?
• How would they react if you simply told them who should be in each small group?
• What would they do if you asked them to choose a group without any other instruction?
Think about how you can help your participants form small conversational groups that willhelp them feel comfortable telling the stories they want to tell.
Starting out

Minutes What to do Notes
2 Introduce the project, put forth your win-winproposal, and explain your privacy policy. Include aself-fulfilling prophecy about how people naturallytell stories when they get together.

Practice this until itfits into the time.

1 Give everyone an anonymous identifier, like anumber, letter, animal, or any other unique thing. Ask people to writethis down, or writeit down yourself.
2 If you have more than five people, form small groupsof 3-5 people. Story sharing worksbetter in trios thanin pairs.
1 Set up a way to record the stories told in each smallgroup, using technology and helpers. Provide space forauditorydifferentiation.
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The exercise

Minutes What to do Notes
45-90 Facilitate a story-sharing task orexercise. Your options here varyfrom a single, simple instructionto a complex game-like activity.(Details are in Chapter Six.)

After each story is told, ask people towrite down its name and teller. Atsome point (depending on the task orexercise), ask everyone to answeryour follow-up questions, using aprinted or online form.
While the exercise is going on, promote participant ownership with light-touch facilitation.That is, help your participants own what they do by giving them as much help as they need,and no more. Here are some tips:
• Let them go. Communicate a message of empowerment and freedom to work indepen-dently of your direction. Provide a brief but clear session agenda, with explicit times—notper story but per group task. Make sure groups can check the agenda without having toask for your help. When people are working in small groups, speak quietly (and maybeplay some quiet music) to signify that you have withdrawn your attention for a reason.
• Keep your distance. Don’t let reluctant or under-confident participants turn the sessioninto a group interview. Gently push the responsibility and the ownership of the sessionback to them. If they want an example of the type of story they should tell, don’t givethem one. Just rephrase your exercise instructions. If they ask detailed questions, answerone or two, then tell them they are free to interpret the instructions as they like.
• Watch from afar. Keep an eye on what people are doing, but don’t intervene unlessthey aren’t sharing stories. You can tell when people are sharing stories because oneperson will be moving and speaking, and everyone else will be still and silent. (You cansometimes see this online, if you can see what people’s cursors are doing.)
– If a group is not sharing stories, and they seem bored, suspicious, or annoyed, leavethem alone. Poking them will just make things worse.
– If a group seems engaged but isn’t telling stories, quietly ask them a fake-innocentquestion like “Just checking, did you get the handout? By the way, how’s it going? Lotsof stories coming up?” that actually serves to remind them of what they are supposedto be doing.
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Finishing up

Minutes What to do
2-4 Ask everyone to answer your questions about themselves.
1 Thank everyone for their time and tell them how they can join thesensemaking part of the project.
5-10 If people seem to want it, have a short after-party, with a general discussionabout the topic.

Gleaning stories from conversations
If you have access to a body of recorded conversations in which people talked about thetopic you want to explore in your project, you can use the stories from those conversations(if there are any) in sensemaking, alongside the stories you collect from your projectparticipants.
To find stories in transcripts, look for four reliable indicators that a story is being told in aconversation:
1. Look for personal pronouns, like I, you, he, she, we, they. When people are describingfacts or giving opinions, they use these words less often.
2. Look for past-tense verbs, like “did” or “said” or “tried.”
3. Look for time references, like “when” or “then” or “afterward,” or “morning” or“evening” or “day.”
4. Look for storytelling words, like “happened” or “one time” or “back in the day” or “Iremember.”





Chapter6

Group Exercises for Story Collection

This chapter explains how to carry out seven group exercises you can use to gather storiesin your project.

Twice-told stories
This is the easiest of the exercises in this book, and that makes it a good exercise to startwith. But its requirement of at least six participants is critical to its success.
Requirements
At least six people; at least 50 minutes.
Preparation
Get your agenda and story-eliciting question(s) ready to use: print them, get ready to writethem on a whiteboard, or prepare a document to screen share.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form at least two small groups of 3-5 people.
1 You Read or show your story-eliciting question(s).
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, or ask eachgroup to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.
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The main part of the exercise
Note: In this table (and all similar ones), when the “Who” column does not say “You,” theinstructions are for your participants. Give them the instructions in your own words.
Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Answer the questions the facilitator gave you. As you shareexperiences, give each story you tell a name. Write it downand say it on the recording. Also note who told which story.

Make sure everyone has a chance to share a story (or not, asthey choose). Keep sharing stories until the time runs out.
5 Smallgroups Talk about the stories you just told. Choose one story to tellagain to everyone in the session. If you can’t agree on onestory to tell, you can choose two.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, tell the story you chose.Then talk about all of the stories and what they mean.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
When you ask people to choose a story to retell, instead of asking in a general way, youcan ask them to use a story-selection question that connects to the goals of your project,like “Which story most shows what ___ is really like?” Don’t choose a question basedon a general quality like “the most memorable story.” Quality-based questions bring outperformative storytelling, not generative story sharing.

Timeline
This exercise works well when there is at least one clear, meaningful, and relevant timesequence that your participants will want to tell stories about. It can be a shared history(like “The past ten years of our support group”) or a common experience (like “A visit tothe dentist”). If your topic has no such time sequence, use a different exercise.
Requirements
At least three people; at least one hour and 20 minutes (plus breaks).
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Preparation
Before the session, think of start and end labels for a timespan along which you wantpeople to recount their experiences. If you think your participants would like a choice,come up with two or three timespans, each with its own start and end labels.
Also get your agenda and story-eliciting question(s) ready to use: print them, get ready towrite them on a whiteboard, or prepare a document to screen share.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 3-5 people.
1 You Give or show your story-eliciting question(s).
1 You Give or show your timespan start and end labels (or choices). Alsogive each group its own wall, table, giant piece of paper, or onlinewhiteboard to work on.
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, or ask eachgroup to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Look at (or choose among) the timespan labels you weregiven by the facilitator. Place the labels at the start and endof a horizontal line (drawn or imagined) on the wall, table,whiteboard, or sheet of paper you were given to work on.Add to each label a few more sticky notes that describewhat that time was (or is) like, in general.
45+ Smallgroups Look at the story-eliciting questions you were given by thefacilitator. When you think of an answer to a question, tell itto the other people in your group. Then give the story youtold a name, write it on a sticky note, and place it where itbelongs on the timeline. Make sure everyone has a chanceto share a story (or not, as they choose). Keep sharingstories until the time runs out.

As you work, notice any patterns (including blank spaces) inyour timeline. Do those patterns bring any otherexperiences to mind? Tell about those as well.
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Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Talk about the patterns you see in your timeline. What doyou think they mean?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe the timelineyou built. Then talk about the patterns you see across all ofthe timelines.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
This exercise can be very simple, but it can also be quite complex. These are some elabora-tions you can add:
• You can ask the people in each group to choose their own start and end dates, andmaybe their own subtopic (within your overall topic).
• You can ask people to add turning points to their timelines—times when importantthings happened, like crises, discoveries, conflicts, resolutions—and see if the turningpoints bring more stories to mind.
• You can ask people to move their stories up and down into a second dimension ofmeaning (like “we need more/less of this”). They can then think of stories that fit intothe gaps that appear in the (now two-dimensional) space.

Landscape
This exercise is useful in situations where you can’t think of any time sequences that willdraw out stories, but you can come up with somemeaningful dimensions of variation alongwhich stories are likely to differ. For example, if your project is about trust, it would makesense to explore stories that vary from weak to strong trust.
Requirements
At least three people; at least one hour and 20 minutes (plus breaks).
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Preparation
Draw from your story-eliciting questions pairs of dimensions that have these qualities:
• They are meaningful (they matter to your participants)
• They are relevant (they relate to your topic)
• They are evocative (they will bring stories to mind)
• They are variable (stories will range across them)
• They are independent (knowing one does not tell you anything about the other)
Each dimension should go from something to something, like “Trust: from absent tocomplete” or “Predictability: from clockwork to chaos.” Think of gradients, not categories.You want your participants to explore nuanced comparisons.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 3-5 people.
1 You Give or show everyone your story-eliciting question(s).
1-5 You Give or show everyone your dimension labels (or choices of labels).Also give each group its own wall, table, giant piece of paper, oronline whiteboard to work on.
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, or ask eachgroup to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups If you are working in person, mark out a space of about onesquare meter, on a wall, table, or giant piece of paper. If youare working online, draw a box that takes up most of a page.

Using the dimension names you were given (or chose), labelthe two dimensions (horizontal and vertical) with stickynotes. Also label each corner of the space with a sticky notethat describes the space at that corner (e.g., “High trust, lowpredictability”).
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Minutes Who What to do
45+ Smallgroups Look at the question(s) you were given. When you think ofan answer to a question, tell it to the other people in yourgroup. Then give the story you told a name, write it on asticky note, and place it where it belongs on your space.Make sure everyone has a chance to share a story (or not, asthey choose). Keep sharing stories until the time runs out.

As you work, notice any patterns (clusters, gaps) in yourlandscape. Do those patterns bring any other experiences tomind? See if you can fill up every blank space.
5 Smallgroups Talk about the patterns you see in your landscape. What doyou think they mean?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe the landscapeyou built. Then talk about about the patterns you see acrossall of the landscapes.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
You can prepare one pair of dimensions for everyone to use in this exercise, or you canprepare 2-4 pairs and ask each small group to choose a pair to work with.
Another way to use this exercise is one dimension at a time. Start with just the horizontaldimension, asking people to think of experiences that happened along it. Then, once theyhave filled up that (linear) space, add a second dimension. Ask people to move the storiesthey already told to where they belong vertically. Then ask them to sit back, look at thetwo-dimensional space they have created, and see if more stories come to mind.

Local folk tales
This is a special type of landscape exercise that helps people talk about the place wherelikelihood and longing come together—that is, when what is likely to happen collides withwhat peoplewant to happen (and don’t want to happen). I call it a “local folk tales” exercisebecause exploring likelihood and longing is why we tell folk tales. Every group, community,and organization has its own set of folk tales, which they use for exactly this purpose.
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You can use this exercise to discover, explore, and grow your own stock of local folk tales.However, it is a complex and challenging exercise. If your participants are reluctant, apa-thetic, or distrustful, they might not want to do it.
Requirements
At least three people; at least one hour and 20 minutes (plus breaks).
This exercise does not use or require story-eliciting questions, though you can have themon hand to help people think of stories to tell if they’re struggling.
Preparation
Write or print the following diagram on poster-sized sheets of paper or full-page onlinedocuments, one per small group. Write or print its lines and words in small, light fonts(smaller and lighter than I can use here). People will be working on top of the diagram, soit should fade into the background of the space.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 3-5 people.
1 You Give each group its own paper or space with the local-folk-talesdiagram printed or drawn on it.
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, or ask eachgroup to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.
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The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
45+ Smallgroups Look at the diagram. Remembering the topic of your project,think of times you remember that match the labels on thediagram. For example, stories in the upper left-hand corner“must not but will” happen again. Give each story a name,write the name on a sticky note, and place it on the diagram.Make sure everyone has a chance to share a story (if theywant to). Keep sharing stories until the time runs out.
10+ Smallgroups Talk about the patterns you see in your space. What do youthink they mean?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe the stories inyour space. Talk about about the patterns you see across allof the spaces.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
This exercise can be an emotional one, and people might not always agree on whetherwhat happened in a story should happen again or not. If disputes come up, tell people thatif they can’t agree on where a story fits, they can put it in both places. They can make twocopies of the sticky note, and on each note, write why they placed that interpretation ofthe story where they did.

Ground truthing
This exercise gathers stories about, around, and against an official document of some sort,usually a mission or values statement. You can also use it with a set of definitions drawnfrom a dictionary.
Requirements
At least three people; at least one hour and 20 minutes (plus breaks). An official documentor set of dictionary definitions that relates to your project’s goals.
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Preparation
If you are working with an official document, break it up into 5-20 sections, each of whichcovers one concept or statement. Give each section a brief descriptive name, like “Honesty”or “Diligence.” If you are working with a dictionary, choose 5-20 terms that matter to yourproject and participants.
If you will be meeting in person, print each section or definition on a sheet of paper, fold itin half, tape it shut, and write its name on the outside. If you will be meeting online, createa document with hidden elements so that only the names of the texts can be seen (at first).

Honesty

Inclusion

Honesty

Listening

Positive energyRespect

Honesty

Respect Inclusion Honesty

Listening
Positive 
energy

In-person

Online

Positive 
energy

Listening

Inclusion

Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
1 You Show people the papers on the table (or items on thescreen). Ask people not to open the papers/items until youtell them to.
2 Each personseparately Look over the papers on the table (or items on the screen).Choose one you find interesting. Take it back to your seat (orcopy it to your own document, or just remember it). Do not

open it (or do what it would take to “open” it online).
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Minutes Who What to do
2 Each personseparately Look at the word(s) on the paper (item) you chose. Think ofa time when that/those word(s) mattered to you.Remember what happened at that time.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 3-5 people.
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, orask each group to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
50+ Smallgroups • One person at a time (taking turns), tell what happenedat the time you thought of, the time when the words onthe paper (screen) mattered to you.

– One listener: Jot down any beliefs you hear in the story(things people in the story think are true).
– The other listener: Jot down any values you hear in thestory (things people in the story care about).

• After the story is over, both listeners, tell the storytellerabout the beliefs or values you noticed in the story, withrespect and without judgement.
• Together open the sheet of paper (item on the screen) andread what it says inside.
• Talk about the similarities and differences you see betweenthe story and the words on the paper (screen). Use thebeliefs and values you previously discussed to help youmake the comparison.
Repeat this process until each person has told one story (ifthey want to). If you have extra time, choose more papers(screen items) and go through the process again.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told andabout yourself.
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Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe whathappened in your group. Talk about about the patterns yousee across all of the groups.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
The default story aspects for this exercise are beliefs and values, but you can use any setof two aspects people are likely to find in most stories: emotions, conflicts, perspectives,problems, solutions, dilemmas, discoveries, assets, helping hands, and so on. Chooseaspects that matter to your participants and your topic.
After each small group has discussed the similarities and differences between the storiesthey told and the statement or definition they read, you can ask them to rewrite thestatement or definition in light of the story. Then, when everyone comes back together atthe end of the session, each group can choose one rewritten item to tell about. (Just becareful not to pretend that you will actually be changing any official documents, unlessyou can.)

A story-sharing game
You can ask people to share stories by asking them to play an actual game with each other.Games shake things up and surprise people with unexpected juxtapositions. That makesthem a good option when you want to explore a topic that has already been discussed atlength. A game is not a good option, however, if you have a sensitive topic. In that case itcould seem like an insult.
Requirements
At least three people; at least one hour and 20 minutes (plus breaks); a story-sharing game.
Preparation
Find a game that encourages (or at least allows) its players to tell stories:
• about things that actually happened
• in response to other stories
• because they matter to their tellers
• naturally, as they come to mind
• without ranking, rating, or any other kind of judgment
You can use any game that has these features. Some options are (my own game) Narratopia(which you can download from narratopia.com), Rory’s Story Cubes, Rememory, and someice-breaker games (“Have you ever/never,” “Two true stories and a tall tale”). You might

https://narratopia.com
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need to bend the game’s rules or tweak its materials to make it work, but you can do that.You might be able to embed your story-eliciting questions into the game, but if you can’t,just ask people to keep them in mind as they play.
If you will be meeting in person, buy or print as many copies of the game as you willneed for the number of people you expect to attend the session. If you will be meetingonline, create virtual versions of the game’s elements and place them on as many separatewhiteboards as you will need.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Introduce the game.
2 You If there are more people than can play the game, split up intogroups, each with their own copy of the game. If the game requiresa surface, make sure each group has its own.
1 You If your story-eliciting question(s) are not embedded in the game,read or show them, asking people to keep them in mind (and insight) as they play the game.
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, or ask eachgroup to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
50+ Smallgroups Play the game, following the instructions and using thematerials you were given by the facilitator.
5 Smallgroups If there is more than one group, quickly look back over thestories you told in the game and choose one story you wantto tell to the whole session.
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, tell the story youchose. Talk about all of the stories.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
You can use a story-sharing game as a peer interview script. You can give it to groupsof people and ask them to play it on their own, then send you a recording of their playsession (or as much of it as they want to share). Just make sure to ask them to answer yourquestions about the stories they tell.

Story-ended questions workshop
This is not really an exercise; it’s an educational workshop I created to help people learnabout story sharing. But it makes a great up-front on-boarding exercise when your partici-pants have expressed an interest in learning how to work with stories. Don’t use it if youdon’t know who your participants will be, if they don’t trust you, or if you aren’t certainthat they are interested in learning more about working with stories.
Requirements
At least three people; at least 90 minutes (plus breaks).
Preparation
Go to Chapter Two and review the section called “Stories and conversations” (page 9).Use what it says there to create your own five-minute presentation on how stories playout in conversations (abstracts, evaluation, codas). Also prepare to explain the differencebetween open-ended, closed-ended, and story-ended questions (described on page 42).
Once you’ve done that, go to Chapter Five and review the section called “Asking questionsabout stories” (page 45). Prepare a second five-minute presentation about why people askquestions about stories.
For your second presentation, prepare a few example questions (story-eliciting and follow-up) for each of the three reasons people ask questions (because a story is a message, athinking tool, and a connection). You can use your project’s story-eliciting questions forthis (and maybe use the exercise to test them), or you can use general questions.
Practice each of these presentations until it fits nicely into five minutes. You might alsowant to prepare a simple, clear, one-page handout that summarizes each presentation.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 3-5 people.
Asking story-ended questions

Minutes Who What to do
5 You Give the first part of your prepared presentation, the part on theiceberg model. Ask people to save their questions about it for later.
1 You If you want to record the stories people tell, start a separaterecording device for each small group, or ask each group to toleratethe presence of a note-taker.
Minutes Who What to do
25+ Smallgroups Choose one person to take on each of three roles: interviewer,storyteller, and observer.

• Interviewer: Ask a story-ended question.
• Storyteller: Answer the question.
• Observer: Listen, notice, and report back on what younoticed about the storytelling and the conversation thatsurrounded it.
Then rotate the roles and do this twice more, so everybodygets to tell a story. If you run out of time, don’t worry; therewill be another chance to tell stories later.

10+ Everyonetogether Talk about what happened. If there are any questions aboutthe introductory presentation, ask them now.
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Asking questions about stories

Minutes Who What to do
5 You Give the second part of your prepared presentation, thepart on asking questions about stories.
20+ Smallgroups • Interviewer: Ask a story-ended question.

• Storyteller: Answer the question.
• Interviewer: Ask a question or two about the story.
• Storyteller: Answer the question(s).
• Observer: Listen, notice, and report back on what you saw.
Then rotate the roles and repeat the process.

10+ Everyonetogether Talk about what happened. If there are any questions aboutthe second presentation, ask them now.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 Each personseparately If the stories are being recorded, answer questions abouteach story you told and about yourself.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
If your participants are especially interested in this workshop, you can add an elaboration.When the interviewer asks the story-ended question, the storyteller can try to answer the
question without telling a story. The interviewer should keep reframing the question untilthe storyteller can’t help but tell a story. Motivated people usually find this a fascinatingchallenge. It helps them practice drawing out stories. But don’t use it unless people aretruly motivated to learn; otherwise it will just be annoying.

General notes on these exercises
Feel free to experiment with these exercises and adapt them to suit the unique needs ofyour projects and participants. I like these names for them, but you can call them anythingyou want. Also, this is not an exhaustive list. Many approaches to participatory groupwork include exercises similar to these. Avoid exercises that ask people to compete, rate,rank, or criticize. Seek out exercises that encourage people to listen with respect. Withinthose constraints, any exercise that helps people share stories in an atmosphere of safeexploration can help you gather stories for your project.





Chapter 7

Narrative Catalysis

Narrative catalysis is a process in which stories and answers to questions are used to createthought-provoking, multi-perspective catalytic material for use in participatory narrativesensemaking. Catalytic material is made up of three basic components:
1. Patterns in stories and answers to questions (themes, graphs, statistics)
2. Observations about patterns
3. Interpretations of each observation from multiple perspectives (plus, optionally, some

ideas to explore and questions to ponder about each interpretation)
In analysis In catalysis
Answers (findings, conclusions) aredefinitively presented by people inpositions of authority.

Questions (puzzles, perplexities) areconstructively provided by projectfacilitators and/or participants.
These answers are passively absorbed,usually by individuals. These questions are actively and playfully

explored by groups of people workingtogether.
The answers are sometimes acceptedand sometimes attacked. The questions are always challenged.

When to use catalysis
Catalysis is an optional part of PNI. Many successful PNI projects do not include it. Theseare some situations in which it is useful:
• You want to get to the heart of an issue. Catalytic material can help your participantsdive deeper into your topic.
• Your story collection is large. If you have more than 200 stories, catalytic material canhelp your participants get a better sense of what people had to say.
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• You need new ideas. Catalytic material can bring a breath of fresh air to “been theredone that” situations.
• Someone needs to say what can’t be said. Catalytic material can help people breakthrough social taboos that make it hard to talk about a topic in public.
• People won’t take the stories seriously. People who think of stories as “only anecdotalevidence” might be more willing to work with catalytic material.
When not to use catalysis
These are some situations in which you may not want to use catalysis:
• You don’t need it. If your topic is straightforward, your story collection is small, and yourparticipants are ready and willing to work directly with your stories, you may not needthis part of PNI.
• Your data can’t support it. For catalysis to work well, you must have enough stories towork with, and the stories must be relevant and meaningful. You also must have askedat least a few follow-up questions about each story, and those answers must also berelevant and meaningful.
• You aren’t ready for it. If you don’t know how to find patterns in data (and you don’thave time to learn and can’t get help), you may be better off focusing your energy onhelping your participants work directly with your stories.
• Your participants aren’t willing or able to use it. Working with catalytic material insensemaking takes longer, and it requires additional trust, since people won’t have timeto check your work.
But this is not a binary decision. It is a gradient. You can spend hours, days, or weeks doingcatalysis, and you can use one, a few, or dozens of patterns in a sensemaking workshop.Find the amount of catalysis that works for you, your project, and your participants.

The principles of narrative catalysis
Separate statements
All statements in catalytic material are separated into what is objective (anyone wouldagree with it) and what is subjective (reasonable people might disagree about it).
Provide provoking perspectives
For each pattern we find in the data we collect, we write an observation (what anyone cansee) and at least two opposing interpretations (things reasonable people might think thepattern means). This basic structure is the heart of catalysis.
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Maintain mischief
The folk tale trope of the runaway food item, found across cultures, taunts us with theexcitement of the chase:

Run, run as fast as you canYou can’t catch meI’m the Gingerbread Man!
Like the Gingerbread Man’s taunt, catalytic material is a story you tell to your participants.You tell it to communicate with them, to help them think, and to help them connect withyour project, your stories, and each other. Preparing to tell the story requires attention toyour story abstract (how you will introduce the material), your evaluation statements (howyou will communicate its intent and support its use), and your coda (how you will preparepeople to move beyond it).
Explore exhaustively
When you give your catalytic material to your sensemaking participants, you will not beable to show them every pattern you found in your data. So you must choose patterns tobring to their attention. As a result, they may suspect you of cherry-picking the data tosupport your own point of view. The best way to remove the suspicion—and possibility—ofcherry-picking is to examine the whole tree: every fruit, flower, leaf, twig, and root.
Prepare for participation
Getting catalytic material ready for sensemaking is more like building a game than it islike writing a report. A report is a rigid body with no moving parts. It must be accepted orchallenged in its entirety. A game is mostly moving parts: instructions, options, suggestions,ideas. It invites people to use it to come to their own conclusions.

Catalysis in a nutshell
A simple example will illustrate what catalytic material looks like. Consider this pattern ofanswers to the question “How do you feel about this story?”

Happy Hopeful Enthused Relieved Confused
38 26 20 12 2
Frustrated Disappointed Angry Indifferent
24 20 12 8

“Frustrated” was chosen twice as often as “angry.” That’s easy to see, but what does itmean? Two interpretations of the observation might be “People feel the problems theyface are systemic and not anyone’s fault” and “People do not feel they are in a position tospeak directly about their anger.”
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The catalysis process in brief
There are twelve phases in the catalysis process. We will go into them in more detail lateron in this chapter, but a quick overview will give you an idea of what is involved.
Generate patterns
In the first half of the catalysis process, you will enhance your data (when possible anduseful) and use it to create patterns such as graphs, themes, and statistical results.
1. Prepare your data. Convert what you collected into a form in which you can analyze it.
2. Verify your data’s integrity. Make sure what you have is what people said (and meant).
3. Answer qualitative questions. Add to your patterns by interpreting the stories them-selves.
4. Scope your exploration. Prioritize your catalysis effort given your needs and resources.
5. Generate results. Produce visualizations of patterns.
Use patterns to create catalytic material
In the second half of the catalysis process, you will work with the patterns you generated,choosing some of them to explore, explain, and interpret. Then you will use them to buildcatalytic material for sensemaking.
6. Choose remarkable patterns. Select patterns that are strong, surprising, and relevant.
7. Write observations. Clearly explain the patterns you found.
8. Explore some patterns in depth. Read and compare some subsets of stories related toremarkable patterns.
9. Write interpretations. Think of at least two opposing explanations of each observation.
10. Write ideas and questions. Add some extra materials people can use in sensemaking.
11. Cluster. Gather your material together into coherent groupings.
12. Prepare catalytic material. Build game pieces for your participants to play with.
Bias-reducing rules
These rules can help you to minimize the bias you bring to the catalysis process:
• Be transparent. Explain every choice you made and how you made it.
• Be accountable.When youmake choices for your participants, pretend they are watching
you. If they would not want you to do something, don’t do it.

• Be optional. Explain to your participants that they can disregard anything you have
created if they think it adds no value or detracts from their sensemaking.

• Be objective. Create and follow rules based on objective thresholds.
• Be emergent. Listen to the stories. Let them tell you what to do.
• Channel community voices. Pretend you are your participants. Do what they would do.
• Introduce diversity. If you can, get some help improving your interpretations.
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The catalysis process in full
Step 1: Prepare your data
The first step in building catalytic material is to get your data into a format that makes iteasy to work with. You collected stories and answers to questions about them; now youneed to convert them from the form in which you collected them to a form you can use tobuild comparisons of stories and answers.
If your participants entered their own data, check that they understood your explanationsand entered their data correctly and meaningfully. If you entered your data, check thatwhat you entered accurately represents what people said to you.
Step 2: Verify your data’s integrity
Your data’s integrity is how well it represents the intent of your participants. These aresome of the most common problems you might encounter:
• If one answer in a list (or one point along a scale) was chosen much more often thanothers, it might mean people thought that was the safest answer, the answer you wantedthem to choose, or a way to avoid answering the question.
• If your last few questions were rarely answered, or if the last few answers in a list wererarely chosen, it might mean your participants lost interest or ran out of patience.
• If two answer counts for a question are nearly identical, it could mean that peoplecouldn’t distinguish between two similar answers and picked one at random.
• If a lot of people ticked every single box, they might have thought all of the answers inyour list seemed (perhaps insultingly) the same, or they may have wanted to say “yesyes all of this.”
If you see any of these patterns in the answers to any of your follow-up questions, comparesome subsets of stories with each answer. Do the answers match the stories? If so, thepattern is probably meaningful. If not, the pattern might have come from confusion orirritation about the question, and you may need to put it aside.
Step 3: Answer qualitative questions
Annotating stories with answers to questions you ask yourself can help you create moreuseful catalytic material, as long as you remember two things:
1. Your answers must be as objective as possible. Anyone should be able to understandand agree with them.
2. You must explain to your participants that they are under no obligation to use youranswers in their sensemaking. They can use them or put them aside as they like.
With that disclaimer in place, these are some questions about stories that I have oftenfound useful:
• Questions about the storytelling event:
– Was the story a recounting of events? Or was it a situation, scenario, fact, explanation,argument, or opinion?
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– Was the story represented as first-person, second-hand, or a rumor?
– To what extent did the storyteller reframe the story as they told it?
– Were there any meta-level proof or evaluation statements?
– If the storyteller expressed surprise, what was it about?

• Questions about events within the story:
– When and where did the events of the story take place?
– Did the storyteller imply that the story ended well or badly? For whom?
– How many people were involved? One person? Two? A small or large group? Thewhole community or society?
– To what extent did the story involve rules, norms, or procedures?
– Were any assets or resources mentioned in the story?

Questions based on themes

Story theming is a subset of annotation in which answers to the question “What went onin this story?” emerge as you read the stories. This is an interpretive annotation, so youmust present it to your participants as an optional resource for their sensemaking.
Here’s how to theme stories:
1. Read each story, then briefly describe its overall message in an abstract way. Forexample, you might write themes like these:

• We never give up
• I’m doing my best (but I’m the only one)
• We take care of each other
• These are difficult times
Give each story 1-3 themes. Keep a running list of all the themes you’ve written, andwhenever you can reuse a theme, do so.

2. Reduce your theme list to 6-12. Merge similar themes; remove themes associated withfew stories; split themes with too many stories into sub-themes.
3. Go back to each story and check that the themes associated with it capture the story’smessage. If you aren’t sure, find an excerpt from the story that illustrates the theme. Ifyou can’t find one, drop the theme.
4. Create a “Themes” question and convert your themes to answers you can count.
Step 4: Scope your exploration
Every exploration of stories and data expands to exceed the time available. To lessen theeffect of this inevitability, you will need to prioritize your catalysis effort.
Start by figuring out how many patterns you need, can generate, and can handle.
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The numberof patterns Depends on Remember that

You need How many stories yougathered; whether thestories (and answers toquestions) are relevantand meaningful

To support sensemaking well, you need atleast 20 patterns that are strong,surprising, and relevant. How manypatterns you will need in order to findthose 20 patterns could vary dependingon how well your story collection went.
You cangenerate How many questions youasked You will be combining questions. Fivequestions will create 25+ patterns, andten will create 100+.
You canhandle How strong your patternsare; how much time andexperience you have

Stronger patterns are easier to considerand explain. How much time you arewilling and able to put into catalysis alsomakes a difference.
If you find yourself with more patterns than you can handle (which is typical), there arefour ways to reduce the number without introducing bias:
1. Limit your depth. You can simply leave out entire categories of patterns, like thosethat come up when looking at trios of questions. You can always look at some of thosepatterns later, when you are exploring specific patterns.
2. Lump your answers. Every answer count creates another set of patterns. Looking foranswers you can lump together—without distorting what people said—can help youreduce your workload while strengthening your patterns.
3. Set thresholds. You can focus only on specific types of stories, questions, or patterns,such as these:

• Only patterns that compare subsets of 30+ stories (trendswill beweakerwith smallersubsets)
• The five questions with the greatest range of variation (because they are more likelyto contribute to useful patterns)
• The six questions a panel of participants chose as most relevant
All of these choices exclude patterns, but they exclude them uniformly and withoutbias—or at least without your bias.

4. Get help. See if you can find some other peoplewho can help you generate and considermore patterns. Many hands make light work!
Step 5: Produce graphical results
Because PNI projects ask simple questions, they generate simple patterns. Bar charts,histograms, contingency tables, and scatterplots are all you will typically need to support
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sensemaking. If you have access to the internet, you can type any of these terms and“maker” into a search engine and find some free and low-cost explanations and options.
Step 6: Choose remarkable patterns
Remarkable patterns share these characteristics:
• They are strong and clear.
• They are surprising, not obvious.
• They are relevant to the goals of the project.
How can you decide whether a pattern is remarkable? Describe it to yourself, in writing oraloud. Then pay attention to the next thought that springs to mind. Do you want to knowmore? Use your curiosity—or lack thereof—as an indicator of possible utility.
To illustrate this process, imagine that you are carrying out a PNI project in a manufacturingfirm. You’re looking at the patterns you have generated, and this is what you see.
You see this pattern You think Is it remark-able?
Factory workers told more stories aboutassembly line incidents than managers, who toldmore stories about meetings.

Of course. That’s tobe expected. No

Managers under 35 were more likely to say theiradvice had been ignored. I wonder why? Maybe

Workers in Division B told 72% more stories inwhich (they said) trust was low than workers inDivision C.
Really? That’sfascinating. I wantto learn more.

Yes

What if you don’t find any remarkable patterns? Does that ever happen? Yes. It can happenwhen participants are apathetic, intimidated, or mistrusting, and it can happen when youdon’t understand people well enough to build a project they can get excited about. Whenthis happens, you have a few options:
• You can addmore data by gathering more stories, asking more questions, and annotatingyour stories.
• You can help your participants work directly with the stories you collected, putting asideyour plan of preparing catalytic material. You don’t need catalysis to do PNI. Just bringthe stories to the people.
• You can consider your current story collection a pilot and reboot your project with a newplanning phase.
Step 7: Write observations
Now that you have selected some remarkable patterns, it is time to explain what you found.This is the easiest part of catalysis. Just state the obvious. Describe each pattern briefly
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and clearly. Include no statements that a reasonable person cannot see, understand, andagree with. Aim to write at least 20 observations.
Also give each observation a relative strength. This will help your participants (and you) todecide how much time and attention to give to it. A simple scale (like low, medium, or highstrength) will suffice.
For example, in this contingency table, you can see that participants in the youngest groupwere more likely to say they felt satisfied or supported than frustrated or disappointed,while participants in the oldest group showed the opposite pattern. I would give this patterna medium strength. Its numbers are small, but its differences are strong, so it might beworth exploring.

Step 8: Explore some patterns in depth
Once you have written some basic observations, you can explore some of them moredeeply. Choose some subsets of stories based on answers to questions that matter to eachpattern, then read the stories and look for similarities and differences.
For example, to explore the pattern in the above graph, I might compare the stories in theyounger-satisfied and older-frustrated bubbles. If different themes come up in the stories,those differences could become part of the observation.



92 Working with Stories Simplified

Step 9: Write interpretations
Writing interpretations is the hardest part of catalysis. It requires a good imagination andthe ability to step outside your own point of view. But with practice, anyone can learn todo it well. Here’s how:
1. Read each observation, then write down what you think it means. Not what it is; whatitmeans—its causes and implications.
2. Disagree with what you wrote. Argue with yourself. Think of another way to look at it.Write down each alternative interpretation of the observation that comes to mind.
3. Find at least one verbatim quote from a story that supports each interpretation. If youcan’t find one, drop the interpretation and look for another one.
4. Randomize the order of your interpretations so your own opinion is impossible to find.
An interpretation example

Let’s say you asked your participants how they felt about the stories they told, and theiranswers came out like this.
Happy Hopeful Relieved Frustrated Disappointed Angry
130 127 62 121 97 61

You write the observation “Frustrated was chosen twice as often as Angry.”
Next you think about what the observation might mean in the context of your project,topic, participants, and stories. You come up with two possibilities.
This could mean This could also mean
A lot of systemic problems were described inthe stories, so it makes sense that peoplewere more likely to be frustrated in generalthan angry at anyone in particular.

Participants did not feel that they hadbeen given permission to expressanger, so they expressed diffusefeelings of frustration instead.
To test your interpretations, you look for connected story excerpts, and you find these two.
Systemic problems Lack of permission
“I can tell you why it happened. We are allgood people here. We are just saddled withthese bureaucratic systems that were put inplace in the stone age. They make us do thingsthat make no sense.”

“Can I guess why he did that? Yeah, Ican, but . . . you know, I’m sure hemeans well. He just . . . it’s hard tocope with all the . . . paperwork.”
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The first excerpt seems spot on, but the second one seems a little weak. So you go lookingfor another excerpt, and you find this one:
“Oh, sure, she could have listened to me. That would have solved the problem. But,you know, she . . . there’s a lot of . . . paperwork she has to deal with, and I guessshe can’t keep up or something.”

That’s another instance of hesitation and reframing, and another rush to blame “paperwork”for behavior. Interesting. Still, it’s a big claim to say that people don’t feel safe to speak out.So you find two more similar excerpts (which I will leave to your imagination). Satisfied,you decide to keep both interpretations and include all four excerpts in the second one.
When you are writing multi-perspective interpretations like this, it can seem like you areheaping nonsense on top of nonsense. That’s why it’s so important to go back to the storiesto check your thinking. You are representing the people who told the stories—channelingtheir voices, so to speak. You owe it to them to keep working on your interpretations untilyou feel confident in putting them forth or confident in dropping them out.
This is your catalytic material: remarkable patterns, descriptive observations, and multi-perspective interpretations. What are you going to do with it? Amass it, arrange it, and giveit to your participants, who will use it as food for thought in their sensemaking process.
Interpretations and your background

If you have an analytical background, you might need to work extra hard to come up withopposing interpretations. Look to the stories for help. Ask yourself what the people whotold the stories would say about the patterns you see. Remember, you are not looking for
factual evidence. You are looking for perspectives people can talk about.
If you have a creative background, you might need to work extra hard to avoid writinginterpretations that are interesting and clever but not actually useful. Use the stories toground yourself in the reality of what has actually happened to these people and whatmatters to them.
The verbatim-quote rule can help with either (or both) of these issues. Quotes help youcheck your bias, and they give your participants the information they need to explore thepattern for themselves.
Facilitating group interpretation

Instead of writing interpretations yourself, you can help your participants writeinterpretations—if they are able and willing to, that is. In my experience, few partici-pants are interested in this level of participation. If they are, though, they might be able tobuild better support for sensemaking than you can. Make sure they are ready to do thesethings:
• Look carefully at each observation you have prepared (not just a few; all of them)
• Come up with multiple relevant interpretations of each observation
• Find story excerpts that support and illustrate each interpretation
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Because this is a complicated and not-often-used option, I’m not going to devote morespace to it here. The Catalysis chapter ofWorking with Stories explains how to facilitategroup interpretation in detail.
Step 10: Write ideas and questions
After you have finished writing your interpretations, youmight want to add a few additionalelements that will give your participants even more food for thought and discussion. Toeach interpretation you can add two things:
1. Ideas: Things the community or organization could do to resolve the problem or takeadvantage of the opportunity described in the interpretation
2. Questions: Invitations to discuss the interpretation together
These extra elements are especially useful in projects that surface few or weak patterns.But be careful. When there is a great distance between you and your participants, or whenyour participants are very sensitive or defensive about your topic, ideas and questions canbe less than helpful. If you are in doubt, use verbatim quotes to test and support each ideaand question.
Step 11: Cluster interpretations or observations
Clustering your observations or interpretations gives your participants a way to zoom inand out on your catalytic material. It makes the details of what you found available but notoverwhelming.
Clustering interpretations is most useful when people are ready to challenge assumptionsand think differently about your topic. Clustering observations is most useful when peopleare reluctant to explore multiple perspectives and would prefer a fact-based discussion.
In either case, the clustering process is simple. Move your observations or interpretationsaround in space, either on a computer screen or on a physical surface (as sticky notes orprinted pieces of paper). Place like with like. Keep clustering until you have 5-10 groups.Give your clusters names that will have meaning and relevance to your participants. Usethe cluster names to organize your catalytic material.
Step 12: Prepare catalytic material
Now that you have finished building your catalytic material, it’s time to get it ready foryour participants to use. Consider their needs and abilities as you do this:
• If your participants are apathetic, prepare clear and engaging infographics that highlightsome relevant and memorable stories connected to each pattern and interpretation.Present your infographics in surprising ways, such as on posters people can visit or ongame-like cards people can move around and stack up.
• If your participants are intimidated or defensive, give each person their own copy ofyour catalytic material—and some time to study it in private—before they are asked todiscuss it with others.
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• If your participants are illiterate, prepare and rehearse a series of spoken presentationsin which you describe each pattern in your own words, then tell some relevant andmemorable stories to illustrate each interpretation.
• If your participants can read but don’t understand graphs, simplify your graphs as muchas you can, removing extraneous details. Also, prepare a simple explanation of eachgraph type, maybe on a handout they can refer to as they work.
Also, if you know that you will have less of your participants’ time and attention than youwould like to have, choose a selection of your material to prepare for their use, and makethe rest of it available and optional.
Watch your tone

However you present your catalytic material, your tone should be one of respectful support.Invite and inspire your participants to make sense of your topic together. Follow theserules:
• Be professional. Nice-looking, well-formatted material helps participants feel welcomeand honored. And don’t draw attention to yourself. Play a supporting role.
• Be transparent. Explain your method and intent, especially its multi-perspective aspects.Provide participants with at least a brief summary of the material to take home.
• Be clear. Speak simply, avoid jargon, and check for understanding. Help your participantseasily zoom in (to explore details) and out (to see the big picture).
• Be relevant. Keep your focus on the project’s goals, and include plenty of verbatimquotes from stories, just as people said them.
Finally, test your material to see if it works the way you want it to. Put it in front of a fewpeople without a word of explanation, and watch what they say and do. And don’t stoptesting your material after you start using it in sensemaking. Watch people use it, and keepworking to refine it.





Chapter8

Narrative Sensemaking

Sensemaking is what happens when people think and talk about situations and decisionsin ways that are pertinent (focused on solutions and decisions that matter), personal(grounded in their unique experiences and perspectives), and playful (experimental, im-provisational, multi-perspective).
For example, if you’re having a town discussion about where to buy land for a new park,that’s sensemaking. If you’re talking about which types of pasta you like best, that’s notsensemaking; it’s just talking—unless you are planning a pasta festival.
Narrative Sensemaking Narrative sensemaking
Narrative goes beyondsensemaking. Peoplealso share stories toconnect, persuade,inspire, and entertain.

Sensemaking goes beyondnarrative. People also makesense of things by comparingoptions, presenting and refutingarguments, and brainstormingideas.

Narrative sensemakingis what happens whenpeople share stories inorder to find solutionsand make decisions.

A sensemaking workshop has four outcomes:
1. An experience people remember (and tell other people about)
2. A record of what happened (which becomes part of the story of the project)
3. A set of collective constructions (such as themes, timelines, or larger stories)
4. A set of collective learnings (such as discoveries, opportunities, or ideas)
The experience of participating in a sensemaking workshop is its most important outcome.People always come out of sensemakingworkshops with deeper and better understandings,and they take those understandings with themwherever they go. The other three outcomeshelp everyone else learn from what happened in the workshop.

97
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Four phases of a narrative sensemaking workshop
A successful narrative sensemaking workshop includes four distinct phases:
1. Contact. People are introduced to the project, the stories, and each other. Contactusually takes the form of a brief orientation followed by a contact task in which peoplework with the stories in a simple way.
2. Churning. The essential elements of sensemaking—people, project, and stories—shuffle and reshuffle in varied ways. Churning usually takes the form of an in-depthexercise that challenges people to delve deeper into the meaning behind the stories.
3. Convergence. People, project, and stories come together into new understandings andnegotiated commonalities. Convergence begins as the in-depth sensemaking exercisecomes to an end, and it continues during a wrapping-up activity.
4. Change. People, project, and stories emerge transformed. People see things differentlythan they did; more stories are told; and the project evolves. Change is usually exploredduring the workshop’s after-party, in which participants reflect on their experiences inthe workshop.
I will have more to say about facilitating each of these phases later on, but first let’s talkabout preparing for sensemaking in general.

Getting ready for sensemaking
You learned a lot during the story collection phase of your project, and your understandingof the people who might want to participate in your sensemaking workshops (and why andhow) has changed. That makes this a good time to pause, reflect, and review your plans.
Scoping your sensemaking
How many people will you need for sensemaking? A small or pilot project can get by with5-6 participants. A medium-sized project will need 6-30. A project that is large, ambitious,complex, or contentious might need 30-100 participants.
How many people can you expect to participate in sensemaking? You can expect 20-30%of those who were willing to attend a story-sharing session, 10-20% of those who werewilling to sit for an interview, and 5-10% of those who were willing to fill in a survey.
Howmanyworkshops youwill need? Simple, small projects need only one. Large, ambitious,complex, or contentious projects might need 2-6.
Filling your sensemaking workshops
It is a common mistake to invite only the most important, knowledgeable, or availablepeople to sensemaking workshops. These are in fact good groups to invite, but if you invite
only these groups, you will miss out on the unique perspectives of everyone else.
You can avoid this mistake with a simple planning exercise. Make a list of all the participantgroups you wish you could include in your sensemaking. Then think about how you couldinvite some people from each group and whether you need to change your plans to meettheir needs.
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When you can’t invite the people who told the stories
If you know that the people who told your stories will not be able or willing to come toyour sensemaking workshops, you have a few options:
• You can gather your stories in group sessions that incorporate a small amount of patterndiscovery (such as placing stories on a landscape).
• You can use a pairing task (page 116) to help your sensemaking participants find pointsof resonance between your collected stories and their own experiences.
• You can gather contextual details (like voice recordings or photographs) that will giveyour storytellers a stronger presence in your sensemaking workshops.
Writing your workshop invitation
When you invite people to your sensemaking workshops, be clear about what will happenin them. People often think sensemaking workshops will be lectures, investigations, townhalls, debates, or outlets for creative expression. A sensemaking workshop can incorporateaspects of these things, but it is primarily focused on the collective exploration of a topic.
Why does this matter? Because having few people show up to a sensemaking workshop isnot the worst thing that can happen. The worst thing that can happen is having peopleshow up, find out what you want them to do, realize it’s not what they wanted to do, andsit through the rest of the workshop doing as little as they can.
Use your workshop invitation to help people make an informed choice about whether ornot they want to get involved in sensemaking. That way everyone who shows up will showup ready to get to work.
Use plain language

Begin your invitation with a summary of what has happened in the project so far. Thenexplain what will happen in the workshop. You don’t need a long explanation, but you doneed to choose your words carefully. Say something like this:
In our project on ___, we have gathered ___ stories about ___ from ___. We inviteyou to join us as we explore the stories and discover new ideas we can use to ___.

Note the lack of jargon. Don’t say “narrative sensemaking.” You and I can use that termbetween us, but you shouldn’t burden your participants with it. Instead, explain what youare asking people to do in everyday terms that convey collaborative exploration, wordslike “explore” (not “analyze”) and “contemplate” (not “identify”).
Reconsider your win-win proposal

This is a good time to take another look at your win-win proposal, the one you put togetherat the start of your project (page 32). See if it needs to change based on what you havelearned in the project so far. Consider these questions:
• How did people respond to your win-win proposal during your story collection? Is thereanything you would like to say differently now?
• What do you know about your topic, your project, your participants, or your communityor organization that you didn’t know before?
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• What can you tell people about your story collection that will help them understandwhy they might want to spend some time with it?
You might also want to evaluate how well your privacy policy has been working and decideif you want to change it as well.
Take another look at participant needs

Now think about the needs of your participants. You thought about this before, when youplanned your project, but think about it again. What sort of invitation to sensemaking (andto your workshop) will your participants find interesting, respectful, and safe?
• Do you need to compensate them for their time?
• Do they trust you? If not, can you ask someone else to invite them?
• Will you need to remind them that they will be asked to listen as well as speak?
• Will you need to reassure them that they are qualified to participate?
• Do you need to separate some participant groups?
Sell your workshops to your participants

Explain the part the workshops will play in making your project a success. Ask people tostep up and help your community or organization find solutions that help everyone.
• Channel the excitement you feel about the project and its potential. Tap into the curiositythat led you to want to create the project in the first place. Give people a sense of thehope you feel for it. Show them that the project has strength and meaning, and showthem that they can give it even more.
• Convey a sense of agency. Make it clear that the project is being done by the community,not to it. Be careful not to imply that your workshops will provide opportunities topromote agendas without listening to other points of view, but do imply that everyonewho comes with an open mind will be heard and respected.
• Provide a sense of motion that shows people what has already been happening inthe project. Some story excerpts can give people a preview of the stories they will beexploring. Think of what a train conductor might say on a busy platform: “Train’s moving,folks, get on board!”
Do more testing

Finally, test your workshop invitation with some potential sensemaking participants, eitherpeople who already told stories or people who have not yet participated in the project.How do they react? How can you improve what you have written?
Making time for sensemaking
Each activity in a sensemaking workshop must build upon the activity that preceded it. Forthis reason, sensemaking takes longer than story sharing and is harder to compress. Planto allocate at least three hours to each sensemaking workshop.
Sensemaking also requires more mental energy than story sharing. Schedule your work-shops when people are alert and ready to think clearly and deeply. Also, plan ways to
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renew flagging energy during the workshop. At least a few minutes of break time per hourare critical. If you plan to meet physically, some food and drinks can help as well.
Making space for sensemaking
People in sensemaking workshops need plenty of surfaces to build on:
• In a physical workshop, surfaces are usually walls or tables. Giant sticky notes makeexcellent sensemaking surfaces. You can stick them anywhere; people can write all overthem; and you can take them home when the workshop is over.
• In an online workshop, surfaces are whiteboards and shared documents. Look for anapplication with multiple whiteboard pages. Make sure participants can move betweenthe pages as easily as if they were walking between the walls of a room.
And of course, any sensemaking workshop, physical or online, will need lots of sticky notesin multiple colors.
Preparing story cards
A story card is a manipulable representation of a story. Participants in your sensemakingworkshops will use story cards to move, sort, count, compare, array, and cluster stories,physically or online. Prepare one “deck” of story cards for each small group of participantsyou expect to have in your sensemaking workshops.
If you have transcribed your stories (or people wrote them down), and your workshopparticipants will be able and willing to read them, you can prepare text-based story cards.They should be transparent (everything people said); attractive (nicely formatted); clear(no errors or confusing jargon); and easy to move, sort, rearrange, and compare. You canprint them as quarter or half pages.
If you can’t use text-based story cards, you can play audio recordings or read stories aloud.As you do this, give each group a story card with a simple image (or a series of images)that represents the story (like the drawing I showed you of the elephant story on page 7).People can move, sort, count, compare, array, and cluster these cards as they talk aboutthe stories they heard.

Planning and facilitating the contact phase
In the contact phase of sensemaking, people, project, and stories come together for thefirst time. Because every other phase of sensemaking builds on this first point of contact,your facilitation is more important in this phase than in any other.
Introducing your project
To bring your participants up to speed on your project, orient them in its past, present, andfuture. Also use your project introduction to anticipate and alleviate their concerns so theycan get started working with your stories.
• Goal. Explain your project’s motivating purpose.
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• History. Tell the story of your project: how it started, what has happened in it so far, andwhat you plan (and hope) will happen in the rest of the project. Also describe the storiesyou collected. Explain how, when, and from whom you collected them.
• Process. Briefly outline the schedule and activities of the workshop, and explain how itfits into the larger project.
• Privacy. Describe how the workshop will be recorded and processed, and explain howanonymity will be guaranteed.
Introducing people to your stories
The way you talk about the stories you collected will influence how people perceive them.Consider these tips:
• Represent the stories you collected as relevant to the project, connected to the commu-nity or organization, and worthy of respect and attention—but no more or less so thanthe stories participants might tell during the workshop.
• Represent the stories you collected, and the stories people will tell in the workshop, asaccounts of lived experiences to be heard and considered, not data to be analyzed, andnot works of art to be criticized or improved upon.
So what should you say about the stories you collected? Say something like this:

In our project so far, we gathered ___ stories about ___ from ___.
We will be drawing from those stories and from our own experiences today as wethink together about ___.

An example introduction
Putting these parts of your introduction together, you might say something like this:
Hello everyone. Thank you for being here.
As you know, at the town council we have been working on a project to help ourcommunity provide better support to disabled people. Over the past six months, wehave gathered 108 stories about disability and accommodation from people all aroundour community.
We are here today to work with those stories, and to share some stories of our own,as we work together to discover new insights and ideas. The things we say and buildtoday will form a prominent part of our final project report, which the town councilwill rely on as they revise the rules for new construction in our community. The projectreport will also be available to everyone in the community.
Thinking and talking about stories is an ancient and natural way of making sense ofthings. Don’t worry about doing it right. Everyone is qualified to do it.
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As we work together today, I would like to ask you to remember two things:
1. Please give all of the stories you hear and read today as much respect as you wouldlike everyone else to give to your own stories.
2. Our goal today is not to debate or prove anything. We don’t have to reach agree-ment. We are here to listen, to be heard, to learn, and to help our community.
Here’s our plan. I’ve written it on this whiteboard so you can check on it as we go.
1. We will start by breaking into small groups.
2. Then I’ll give you the stories and ask you to do a simple task with them.
3. After that we’ll take a short break.
4. Next we’ll move into a more focused exercise that will help us explore the storiesand our topic in more depth.
5. Then we’ll have lunch.
6. After lunch we will discuss some of the things that surfaced in the exercise.
7. Finally, we’ll close the workshop by talking about what happened in it and how ithas changed our perspectives and our project.

Your name will not be connected with anything you say here today. You will be referredto only by a participant number, which I will give you in your small groups. In a fewweeks we will send you the workshop record, and you will be able to review and correct(or remove) anything you said.
I timed myself saying this example introduction, just as I wrote it here. It took about twominutes to say. That’s how long your introduction should be. Don’t waste your participants’time by delivering a lecture on what makes a story a story. The stories will tell them that.
Don’t ask for feedback or answer questions during your introduction. If people havequestions, ask them to talk to you privately during the first period of small-group work.Don’t derail the energy of the workshop. Get everyone started working with the stories assoon as you can.
Setting up small groups
If you plan to incorporate some story sharing into your sensemaking, set up groups of 3-5people, as you would in a story-sharing session. If you don’t plan to ask people to sharestories, you can set up groups of 2-6 people.
You also need to think about the range of perspectives you are likely to find within eachsmall group. These are some situations you may encounter:
• If perspectives will be very different among your participants, plan to start your work-shops with single-perspective groups. Everyone should have first contact with the storiesin an atmosphere of safety and freedom. Later you can ask people to work togetheracross perspectives. For example, a report-back ritual at the end of each exercise (inwhich each small group tells what happened) can help people listen across differences.
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• If perspectives will be onlymildly different, youmight want to challenge your participantsto build multi-perspective groups. Just be transparent about what you are doing andwhy, and ask people to listen with respect.
• If you don’t know how different your participants’ perspectives will be, find out.
Choosing a contact task
Giving people an active task to perform while they are experiencing your stories for thefirst time helps them develop a better understanding than they can achieve by passivelyreading or listening to the stories. Use a simple set of instructions like these:
• Sorting. Sort the stories into groups based on something you see in them or think aboutthem. Count and compare the groups.
• Arranging. Place the stories in a line based on something you see in them or think aboutthem. Which are most to least hopeful, impactful, risky? Talk about what you see.
• Clustering. Move stories that seem more related or connected closer to each other. Talkabout the theme or message of each cluster of stories. What do the stories in eachcluster have in common? What do they say to you?
• Pairing. Choose a story that resonates with you. Retell it in your own words. Share astory of your own that connects to it in some way. What do the two stories say to you?
Each of these contact tasks is fully described in Chapter Nine. After the task, ask each smallgroup to tell everyone what they noticed and learned, and lead a short general discussionabout the stories.
Helping people save face in the contact task

“Saving face” means doing things to avoid embarrassment. If you think the stories youcollected will challenge your participants’ sense of self-respect or self-worth, design thecontact phase of your sensemaking workshop to help them save face. Here are some ideas:
• Don’t ask people to evaluate or criticize stories. Instead, ask them to notice connectionsamong stories and between stories and their own experiences.
• Don’t put people under a spotlight. Instead, give them some quiet, private time toencounter the stories. As you introduce the contact task, make it clear that each smallgroup can read the stories together or separately, as they like.
• Give everyone a short break during or after the contact task to restore their energy.
Sampling your story collection

Estimate how many stories each small group will be able to read or listen to in your contacttask. If that number is smaller than the number of stories you collected, you will need toask people to choose a sample of your stories to work with. Follow these steps:
1. Before the workshop, give each story a reference number, either a random number orthe order of collection (if it has no other meaning).
2. In the workshop, after your introduction, give each small group a copy of the entirestory collection.
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3. Suggest (but do not require) that each group start skimming the stories at a differentstarting point: group A at story 1, group B at story 50, and so on. Explain that spreadingout across the collection in this way will build a better sample for sensemaking.
4. Suggest (but do not require) a guideline for choosing stories to use in sensemaking.For example, you could ask people to choose stories that resonate with their ownexperiences, surprise them, or expand their thinking.
5. After each group has chosen a sample of stories, introduce your contact task. You canask each small group to focus only on the stories they selected, or you can merge thestories collected by all of the groups and ask everyone to work with all of them.

Planning and facilitating the churning phase
In the churning phase of sensemaking, what happened during contact keeps happening—incomplex, varied, and surprising ways. People, project, and stories circle each other in adance of juxtaposition and connection.
Churning helps the rocket ship of sensemaking achieve escape velocity and rise abovethe atmosphere of assumptions, misunderstandings, and entrenched thinking that holdspeople back from new understandings. It’s the view from space—that sight of the big bluemarble—that is the ultimate goal of sensemaking.
Choosing an exercise
To begin the churning phase of your workshop, choose an in-depth sensemaking exercise—one of the exercises described in Chapter Nine, or another exercise similar to those de-scribed there. If you have plenty of time (and motivated participants), you can also chaintwo exercises together or embed one within another.
Using catalytic material
Chapter Nine (page 134) describes three sensemaking exercises that use catalytic material.If you want to use one of them, place it after your story contact task, after (or instead of)any other story exercises, and before your wrapping-up activity.
Planning for movement
As you plan your sensemaking workshops, remember that they must have a faster pacethan story-sharing sessions. Churning requires that people approach your topic multipletimes from multiple angles. So you’ll need to pack more activities into a sensemakingworkshop than you would into a story-sharing session. Also, sensemaking is more difficultand less engaging than story sharing. A long, unbroken span of time is more likely to causepeople to lose interest during sensemaking than it will during story sharing.
Within the exercise(s) you choose, limit each activity (placing stories, sorting stories, etc)to 45 minutes or less. Don’t worry that people will not be able to finish the activity intime. Finishing activities is not the point of sensemaking. Doing lots of activities one afteranother—activities that provide multiple perspectives on your stories and your topic—isthe point.
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Here are some ways you can keep up a good pace:
• Build crumple zones into your plan: activities that can be compressed if you get behindschedule.
• Use your workshop introduction to set up an expectation of movement. Explain thatthings may move faster than people expect or prefer, but that they’ll understand theneed for speed by the end of the workshop.
• Get ready to display your time schedule throughout the workshop so groups can managetheir own time.
• Plan some simple and respectful reminding rituals (like 5-minute and 2-minute warnings)to keep people on schedule.
Watching for churning
As the workshop goes on, look for these indicators of churning:
• During small group work: exploration, negotiation, realization, discovery
• During times of transition: a buzz of curiosity about what will happen next
• During report-back periods: plenty to say about what happened
• During breaks: pride in accomplishment
If you don’t see churning, it might be for one of these reasons:
• Your story collection is weak. Give it a boost by inserting a pairing task into your sense-making exercise.
• Your instructions were confusing. Give everyone a break, then explain the exercise again.
• This exercise isn’t working for these participants and this topic. Change it! Think of partsof the exercise you can shorten, lengthen, remove, or add to make it work. Or offerpeople another exercise that is simpler, safer, or more interesting.
• People are reluctant to engagewith the stories, the topic, or each other due to disinterest,distrust, or conflict. Talk to them. Ask them for their help; listen to their concerns; helpthem get what they need.

Planning and facilitating the convergence phase
Convergence in sensemaking is the pulling together that takes place after people, project,and stories have been mixed and remixed many times. Rivulets become streams andstreams become rivers.
To help your sensemaking workshop move into a convergent phase, begin by setting upconditions for convergence by emphasizing collaboration, emergence, and independence.
• Collaboration. When you tell people what they will do in the workshop, tell them thatthey will build a coherent but internally complex composite that includes all perspec-tives. Do not imply that they will come to a single unified conclusion that resolves alldifferences.
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• Emergence. Talk to your participants about discovering emergent patterns in the storiesyou collected and in their subjective responses to them. Do not imply that they will beamassing evidence or advancing arguments through objective analyses.
• Independence. In this part of the workshop, begin to fade into the background. Continueto provide guidance, but do it in a looser way than you did before. Give your participantsmore latitude to take the workshop into their own hands.
Wrapping up the workshop
One way to wrap up a sensemaking workshop is with a list-making activity. Building a listhelps participants tell the story of the workshop to those who did not attend it and givesthem a chance to express their wishes and concerns.
Here are some prompts you can use (or adapt) to help people write list items.
Items Prompt
Discoveries We were surprised to find out ___.
Learnings Hearing about ___ helped us to understand ___.
Perspectives When we saw how ___ experienced/saw ___, we felt/thought ___.
Differences When we saw how ___ and ___ experienced/saw ___ differently, wefelt/thought ___.
Connections When we saw that ___ and ___ shared ___, we felt/thought ___.
Curiosities Seeing ___ made us wonder ___.
Dilemmas When we saw ___, we wondered whether ___ or ___.
Concerns When we saw ___, we became concerned about ___.
Ideas Seeing ___ gave us an idea: ___.
Opportunities Hearing about ___ made us realize that ___ could ___.
Suggestions Seeing ___ led us to suggest that ___.

You can ask people to think of list items individually (and anonymously) during a time ofprivate reflection, during small-group discussions (followed by a report-back period), orduring a whole-workshop discussion.
Choosing and discussing convergent stories

Another way to wrap up sensemaking is to ask people to choose some stories to highlightin the workshop record. Three types of convergent stories are likely to rise to the surfaceof a sensemaking workshop:
1. Pivot stories keep appearing again and again because they are found at intersectionsof meaning in the workshop, the project, and the community or organization.
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2. Voice stories cry out to be passed on. They bring little-heard perspectives into widerawareness, breaking down barriers in the form of assumptions, fears, and stereotypes.
3. Discovery stories are “aha” stories. They help people develop new understandings(possibly of other perspectives), and they may be unique to each person or group.
Don’t ask for pivot stories, voice stories, and discovery stories by name. Instead, use indirectquestions like these:
• Were there any stories that kept coming up for you today? Did you ever say to eachother, “Hey, there’s that story again”? Which stories were like that for you?
• Which stories cried out to be heard today? Which stories did you find yourself wantingto tell to everyone in the workshop, or outside it?
• Which stories surprised you themost today?Which stories taught you something?Whichstories do you want to remember the most?
You can ask these questions in a whole-workshop discussion, within small groups (witha report-back period), or individually (and perhaps anonymously). Also give people theopportunity to explain why they chose each story and what it means to them.
Don’t mention convergent stories until you get to the wrapping-up part of your workshop.They can only be found in retrospect, after participants have been working with the storycollection for some time.
Choosing and discussing convergent patterns

If your project is complex and ambitious, your participants are motivated, and you areusing catalytic material in your workshop, you can ask your participants to list convergentpatterns as well as convergent stories. You can use the same questions as you would useto help people choose convergent stories; just say “patterns” instead of “stories.”
Watching for convergence
What does convergence look like? As above, it looks like collaboration, emergence, andindependence. Participants should work together to make the workshop their own.
• Collaboration. Are group members working as a team? Is everyone engaged and in-cluded? Or have some people checked out? Remind non-collaborating groups thattheir task is a collective one, and that their goal is to produce a single (but not simple)composite result.
• Emergence. Do you see small things joining up to form larger things, like themes orpatterns? Nudge groups in the direction of emergence by asking them to prepare to telleveryone about the larger patterns they have found.
• Independence. Is each group charting its own course? Or are people doing only (andexactly) what is required? Drop a hint to directionless groups that a certain degree ofcollaborative creative license is both acceptable and encouraged.
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Planning and facilitating the change phase
Even though change tends to happen at the end of a sensemaking workshop, you can’tstart facilitating change at the end. You have to facilitate it throughout the workshop. Setup an expectation of change in your workshop introduction, then continue to communicatea sense of curiosity about what will emerge as the workshop goes on.
At the same time, don’t oversell consensus. Few sensemaking workshops end in perfectagreement. That’s fine, because agreement is not the point of sensemaking. It’s not thepoint of stories, either. People have always used nested stories to represent and exploreinternally complex situations frommany perspectives. So if the story that emerges fromyourworkshop includes conflicting views, you’ve done it right. Communicate this expectationto your participants.
If you don’t see any change during your workshop, don’t worry. The impact of the workshopmight surface days or weeks later, as people reflect on their experiences.
Facilitating the after-party
Sometimes the best part of a sensemaking workshop happens after it ends. When peoplehave time to sit around and chat about the experience they’ve just had, they often saythings theyweren’t ready to say before. So if you’re recording theworkshop, keep recording,and if you’re taking notes, keep writing.
These are some other things you might want to do in the after-party:
• Ask if there is anything else anyone would like to say, perhaps something they didn’t feelcomfortable saying in the workshop itself. Is there a final message anyone would like toconvey to you, the group, the community, or those in charge? Is there a story anyonewould like to tell but didn’t get a chance to tell?
• Invite reflections on the workshop. Ask meta-level questions about it. What was it like?What was familiar or strange? What did people learn from it? How did it feel? Was itinspiring, annoying, uncomfortable, hopeful?
• Ask for advice and help finishing the project. What do people think should happen next?Would anyone like to stay involved in the project?
• Gather feedback on your methods. Ask participants to evaluate PNI and your facilitation.Do they think the workshop was worth their time? Which parts of the workshop didthey like most or least? Why? How would they change it if they could?
Watching for change
Between the start and end of your sensemaking workshop, you should see changes in theways people think and feel about your project, topic, and community or organization.
A change in thinking.When a sensemaking workshop ends well, its participants experiencea new transcendence of thought. The things they say about the topic (and their fellowparticipants) change in a way that indicates a broadening of the perspectives they broughtto the workshop.



110 Working with Stories Simplified

If they say at the start They might say at the end
How on earth could ___ think ___? I will neverunderstand ___. I am beginning to see how ___might think ___. I don’t ___, not atall, but I can see why ___.
There is no way ___ can/will/should ___. Thesituation is ___, and there is no point talkingabout it.

I was surprised to learn ___, I’mcurious to learn more about ___,and I’d like to try ___.
I don’t see why we should waste our timetalking about ___. I/we already understandeverything there is to know about it.

There is a lot more to ___ than Ithought. I would like to learn moreabout ___.
You’ll never convince me that ___, so why arewe talking? I have learned so much about ___. Iwas particularly surprised to learnthat ___.

A change in feeling.When a sensemaking workshop ends well, its participants experiencea sense of satisfaction and a release of tension. Their speech and body language becomemore open and expressive, and they discover a new sense of curiosity about the project,its topic, and their fellow participants.
Watch people during your after-party. If you can see release, satisfaction, and transcen-dence, you will know that change has happened. If not, reflect on what happened so youcan support sensemaking even better in your next workshop.

Your workshop record
There are several reasons you might want to make a record of a sensemaking workshop: tocapture a once-in-a-lifetime event; to give your participants a voice; to help your projectachieve its goals; to make the case for more use of PNI in the future; to improve your PNIpractice; and to help other people learn how to use PNI.
There are also several reasons youmight notwant tomake aworkshop record: because yourparticipants don’t want to be recorded; because your participants don’t trust you; becauseyour topic is sensitive or private; because you have no budget for recording equipment;because you don’t have time to process recordings; or because you just don’t feel youneed to record the workshop.
If making a record of the workshop will improve its utility to the project, make a record of it.If notmaking a record of the workshop will improve its utility more—which is sometimesthe case—consider that option instead.
What to include in your workshop record
Now I’ll go over some things you might want to include in your workshop record.
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Summaries. These are a few brief sentences that sum up the major events of the workshop:what people explored, what they found out, how things played out. The best summariescome from the workshop participants themselves.
Lists and/or stories. You can record the lists people built (and/or the stories they selected)in your wrapping-up activity. You can record only the lists and/or stories, but you can alsoask people to annotate each item or story with additional information (like why they choseit and what it means to them).
Constructions. People build amazing things in sensemaking workshops: timelines, land-scapes, story elements, composite stories, and so on. Sometimes these things conveymeaning so well that they reach far out past the workshop and become touchstones peo-ple talk about for years afterward. However, be careful not to place too much emphasison constructions as workshop outcomes. They are like the sketchbooks travelers fill up ontheir journeys. They help travelers think about each place they visited and describe thejourney to the people back home. But nobody goes on a journey just to fill a sketchbook.
Audio or video recordings. For most projects a whole-workshop recording is unnecessaryand intrusive. It’s better to record specific portions of the workshop. These are the mostuseful portions to record:
• Your instructions (for your own learning)
• Any new stories told by participants during tasks or exercises
• Report-back times and wrap-up discussions within tasks or exercises
• The wrapping-up activity
• The after-party

Your post-workshop review
As you plan your sensemaking workshop, save some time for a post-workshop review, justfor yourself and any helpers you had in the workshop. Fifteen minutes per two hours ofworkshop time is a good ratio. Think about these things:
• What happened. Describe what happened in the contact, churning, convergence, andchange phases of theworkshop.Whatwent as you expected?What didn’t?What changesdid you see between the start and end of the workshop?
• Interactions. How did these people interact with each other? How did their interac-tions change as the workshop went on? Were any moments of interaction especiallyimportant?
• Stories. Consider the stories people told, retold, chose, moved around, and built. Howdid the stories change as the workshop went on? Were any of the stories particularlyimportant to the workshop participants? How so?
• Context.What was special about these people in this workshop at this time and in thisplace? How do you think the context of the workshop influenced what happened in it?
• Impact. How did the workshop change the overall project? Is there anything you want(or need) to do about that change?
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• Your facilitation. How can you improve your facilitation based on this experience? Whatwas your plan? In what ways did you stick to it, and in what ways did you depart fromit? If you could go back and facilitate the same workshop again, what would you do thesame, and what would you do differently?
• Your PNI practice. What did you learn from this workshop that you want to incorporateinto (or take out of) your PNI practice?

Finding your own sensemaking style
If you can’t make sensemaking work for you, you can’t make it work for other people. Buildon your strengths and work on your weaknesses.
You mighthave If you have it If you don’t have it

Contagiousenthusiasm Draw on your energy to get otherpeople excited about theopportunities provided by asensemaking workshop.

Collaborate with some energeticpeople, or prepare some things tosay that convey the potential ofthe workshop for you.
A talent forteaching You might be able to use morecomplex elaborations ofsensemaking exercises than someothers can.

Give yourself more time to gainexperience before you try some ofthe more complicatedsensemaking possibilities.
Tolerancefordiscomfort(your ownand others’)

Don’t assume that yourparticipants will be as comfortableas you are. Take some time to askthem how the workshop is goingfor them, and be prepared toadjust your instructions to helpthem find the right level ofdiscomfort to keep things moving.

Write and practice scripts for thethings you will need to say at thestart and end of each workshopactivity. Or find a collaboratorwho is comfortable withdiscomfort and ask them to givethe instructions when you can’t.

Toleranceforambiguity
Prepare yourself to help (notjudge) participants who have ahard time with ambiguity withpatience and compassion.

If you can’t help but create listsand other fixed structures,present them as optionalresources, not as commands.
Multi-perspectivethinking

Work on ways to incorporate yourskill into your facilitation ofsensemaking. Use what you donaturally to help other people seewhat you can see.

Work on your own skills forcontemplating multipleperspectives. Read about the areaof psychology called “perspectivetaking.” Try some sensemakingexercises on your own (and withfriends).



Chapter9

Group Exercises for Narrative
Sensemaking

This chapter tells you how to facilitate four story-contact tasks and seven narrative sense-making exercises.

Contact tasks
Contact tasks introduce people to stories. In most sensemaking workshops they are fol-lowed by more in-depth exercises. However, they can also be useful on their own whenyour participants are unmotivated or your time or experience is limited.
Because all four of the contact tasks described here (sorting, arranging, clustering, andpairing) start and finish in the same way, I will describe their “Starting out” and “Finishingup” sections only once.
Requirements
Each of these contact tasks requires at least 30 minutes to complete.
The first three tasks require at least two people, and the last (pairing) requires at leastthree. Note that groups in a contact task should be smaller than in an in-depth sensemakingexercise (with a maximum of 4 rather than 6). This is to provide a quieter andmore intimatecontext of connection to the stories.
Preparation
Prepare one set of story cards for each participant group you expect to have in yourworkshop.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Explain briefly what people are about to do.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-4 people (3-4 for pairing).
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards. Also give each group its ownwall, table, giant piece of paper, or online whiteboard.
Sorting stories
This is the simplest of the contact tasks. It is similar to the “card sorting” method used inother participatory approaches.
Note: In this table (and all similar ones), when the “Who” column does not say “You,” theinstructions are for your participants. Give them the instructions in your own words.
Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. Talkabout the similarities and differences you see among them.

Think of a set of categories you could use to sort the stories.Choose categories that mean something to you.
• Maybe some of the stories are forward-looking, some con-sider the present, and some look back into the past.
• Maybe you see some themes in the stories, like challengeor hope or planning or crisis.
• Maybe you notice in the stories a variety of different issues,concerns, actions, interactions, or ideas.
Think of some way to separate the stories into interestinggroups. Then sort the stories, count the groups, and talkabout what you see.
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Arranging stories
This task is a bit more nuanced (and a bit harder to understand) than sorting.
Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. Talkabout the similarities and differences you see among them.

Think of a way to arrange the stories along a spectrum thatseems like it might be interesting.
• Maybe some stories seem more hopeful than others.
• Maybe some stories tell about situations with more con-flict, cooperation, or innovation in them.
• Maybe some stories seem to have been told with moreconfidence or self-assurance than others.
Represent the variation you see in the stories by lining themup in a row. You can do this with the story cards you weregiven, or you can copy their names onto sticky notes and linethem up on a wall or table (or in an online space).

Clustering stories
This task is like the clustering exercises used in a variety of participatory methods.
Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. Talkabout the similarities and differences you see among them.

Lay all of the stories out in front of you, or copy their namesonto sticky notes and stick them to a table or wall. Thenmove similar stories closer to each other. Don’t worry about
why the stories are similar; just keep moving them until itfeels like you have represented their similarities by howclose together they are.
When you are done, stand back and look at the clusters ofstories you have created. What do they mean? Can you givethe clusters names?
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Pairing stories
This task is especially useful when your sensemaking participants are not the people whotold the stories you collected. Because people will be sharing stories, this task requires atleast three people per group. You may (or may not) want to record the new stories peopletell so you can use them in the rest of your workshop or project.
Minutes Who What to do
10+ Each personseparately Read or listen to the stories quietly. Your facilitator will helpyou pass them around so each person can read or hear eachstory. As you read or listen, each of you, choose one storythat resonates with you. Then think of an experience youhave had (or heard about) that the story reminds you of.
10+ Smallgroups Each person, read or retell the story you chose, then tell thestory it reminded you of. If you are being recorded, giveeach new story a name and say it on the recording.

If you don’t want to tell a story of your own, you don’t haveto. Just read or retell the story you chose.
2-5 Each personseparately If the stories are being recorded (and you want to), answerquestions about each new story you told and about yourself.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, explain whathappened in your group and what it meant to you.

Sensemaking exercises
These in-depth exercises should always take place after a contact task. However, if youonly have enough time for one activity, you can use one of the more complex contact tasks(or one of the simpler exercises) by itself.

Twice-told stories
This exercise is almost simple enough to be a contact task and just barely complex enoughto be an exercise. In it, each group chooses a story (from the collection) to retell to thewhole workshop.
Requirements
At least four people; at least 45 minutes.
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Preparation
Before your workshop, prepare a question you will ask people to answer, one like this:

Which of these stories would most ___________?
Fill in the blank space with something that relates to your project’s goals, not to the qualityof stories. For example, you might ask “Which of these stories would most open our eyesto the way this issue appears to others in our community?” rather than “Which of thesestories would make the best movie?” Also make sure that participants will be able toanswer the question by choosing stories from your collection.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form at least two small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Read or show the story-selection question(s) you prepared.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. Workingtogether, use the question you were given by the facilitatorto choose a story to retell to the whole workshop. If youcan’t agree on one story, you can choose two.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
15+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, read or retell the storyyou chose. Explain why you chose it and what it means toyou. Then talk about all of the stories and what they mean.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
Instead of offering one question, you can offer participants a choice of 3-5 questions tochoose from, or you can help each group develop a question of their own (but make surethe questions relate to utility, not quality).
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Timeline
When a timeline exercise is used to collect stories, it helps people look back in time andthink of stories they want to tell. When it’s used for sensemaking, it helps people makesense of the stories you collected by placing them into a common time frame. It tends toappeal more to concrete thinkers than to abstract thinkers.
Requirements
At least two people; at least 90 minutes (plus breaks); a common timespan across whichstories can be placed.
Preparation
Read through your stories and choose start and end dates for a timespan on which thestories can be placed. This could be the history of a place or group important to the stories,or it could be stages in a process the stories recount. Make sure the timespan fits thestories. If your stories don’t take place across a coherent timespan, don’t use this exercise.
You can give people 3-5 timespans to choose from, as long as you can find them in thestories. You can also let groups come up with their own timespans, but they must befamiliar enough with the stories to be able to choose timespans that will fit them.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards. Also give each group its ownwall, table, giant piece of paper, or online whiteboard.
1 You Give or show your timespan start and end labels (or choices).
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Look at (or choose among) the timespan labels you weregiven by the facilitator. Place the labels at the start and endof a horizontal line (drawn or imagined) on the wall, table,whiteboard, or sheet of paper you were given to work on.
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Minutes Who What to do
45+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. Whenyou find a story that seems to fit on your timeline, write itsname on a sticky note and place the note on the timelinewhere it seems to fit.

You don’t have to place all of the stories on your timeline.Just place the ones that seem to fit on it. If you can’t guesswhen a story happened, you can put it aside.
20+ Smallgroups Look at the patterns in your timeline. How do the storieschange as you move along it? Do you see any clusters,themes, trends, gaps? Annotate your space to capture yourthoughts.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe the timelineyou built. Then talk about about the patterns you see acrossall of the timelines.
5+ Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
You can add a variety of elaborations to this exercise, such as these:
• Ask each group to build a timeline on a subtopic of their own (within your overall topic).
• Encourage groups to respond to the stories they are placing by telling stories of theirown (and placing those as well).
• Ask groups to mark turning points along their timelines, perhaps even setting up agame-like rule such as “Your timeline must include three moments of collaboration.”
• Ask groups to move the stories they place up (like a floating balloon) and down (like afalling stone) on a second dimension such as “from conflict to cooperation.”
• Ask groups to annotate their timelines with distinct phases (such as “before/after thefire”) separated by boundaries.
• Ask groups to compare their timelines to published models that specify stages or stepsin some process or phenomenon.
• Ask groups to add fictional branches to their timelines toward better and worse futureor present states.
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Landscape
Timelines and landscapes are complementary because time and space are complementary.Both are essential elements of our lives. We move in time as we move in space, so thesetwo ways of arranging things come about naturally. The story-time connection is the moreobvious one, so the timeline exercise is easier for inexperienced participants and facilitatorsto work with. Mapping stories onto conceptual space is a more abstract activity.
Requirements
At least two people; at least 90 minutes (plus breaks).
Preparation
When this exercise is used for sensemaking, it’s not about jogging memories; it’s aboutnoticing patterns. So while the process of preparing dimensions for this exercise is similarfor sensemaking and collection, for sensemaking the dimensions must exist in the stories.Read through your stories looking for dimensions (things that vary) and that have relevanceand meaning to your project.
As you would for story collection, remember these rules:
• Each dimension must go from something to something, like “Trust: from absent tocomplete” or “Predictability: from clockwork to chaos.”
• Dimensions in pairs must be independent of each other. Knowing a story’s value on onedimension must not provide a hint as to its position on the other dimension.
The more dimensional pairs you can find, the better. Even if you only end up using one pair,take some time to explore a variety of possibilities.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards. Also give each group its ownwall, table, giant piece of paper, or online whiteboard.
1 You Give or show everyone your dimension labels (or choices of labels).
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The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5+ Smallgroups Look at the pair of dimensions given to you by the facilitator(or choose a pair of dimensions to work with). Write thedimension names on sticky notes. Also write labels for eachcorner of the space (e.g., “High trust, low predictability”). Ifyou are meeting in physical space, use your sticky notes tomark out a space about one meter square. Online, use anentire whiteboard page.
45+ Smallgroups Working together, read or listen to the stories. Write eachstory’s name on a sticky note, then place the note into thespace where it seems to belong. If you can’t decide (oragree on) where a story belongs, write its name down twiceand put it in two places, writing on each note why you areputting it there. If you can’t place a story at all, you can putit aside. Do this with all of the stories.
20+ Smallgroups Stand back and look at the patterns you have created. Doyou see clusters of stories? Do they have common themes?Are there gaps where there are no stories? What does thatmean? Are there boundaries between different groups ofstories? Annotate your space to record what you see.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe the landscapeyou built. Then talk about about the patterns you see acrossall of the landscapes.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
Watch people as they start placing sticky notes into their spaces. If they seem to be
categorizing the stories, mention that each dimension is a spectrum and that any story canbe placed anywhere in the space. You are not asking people to measure or evaluate thestories; you are asking them to think about what the stories mean.
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These are some elaborations you can add to this exercise:
• You can help people build their landscapes one dimension at a time. They can start byarranging the stories on a line, then they can move each story up (like a floating balloon)or down (like a falling stone) where it seems to belong.
• You can present people with one set of dimensions or multiple sets to choose from. Ifthey want to come up with their own dimensions, give them some extra time to makesure their dimensions are independent (not correlated) and present in your stories.
• You can help people add a third dimension to their landscapes by using different colorsof sticky-note dots to denote something low, medium, or high about each story (like riskor hope or cooperation).
• You can ask people to place multiple copies of each story into the space as it might beseen from different perspectives.
• After people have filled up their spaces with stories, you can invite them to tell (real orfictional) stories that range across the space.

Local folk tales
When this exercise is used for story collection, its purpose is to bring out stories that explorewishes and expectations. When it is used for sensemaking, its purpose is to explore wishesand expectations from multiple perspectives. It is especially useful when the people whoare making sense of stories are not the people who told them.
Requirements
At least two people; at least 90 minutes (plus breaks).
This exercise requires your participants to guess at the feelings of the people who toldyour stories. That might not be possible if the stories you collected are superficial, guarded,distant, or performative, or if they are more opinions than stories. So before you use thisexercise, read through some of your stories and check that they will support the tasks youwill be asking people to do with them.
Preparation
Write or print the local-folk-tales diagram (page 73) on poster-sized sheets of paper orfull-page online documents, one per small group.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Give each group its own paper or space with the local-folk-talesdiagram printed or drawn on it.
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The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
45+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. As youread or listen to each story, think about how the person whotold it would answer these questions about what happenedin it:

1. Will things like this happen in the future?
2. Should things like this happen in the future?
If you can’t guess how the storyteller would answer the ques-tions, put the story aside and move on to the next one.
Now think about your own answers to the questions. Do youthink things like this will happen in the future? Should they?
• If your answers are the same as the storyteller’s, write thename of the story on a yellow sticky note and place it ontothe diagram where it fits best.
• If your answers and the storyteller’s differ, write the nameof the story on two sticky notes, one red (for their answers)and one blue (for yours). Place each sticky note onto thediagram where it fits best.
Keep doing this until you have gone through all of the stories.

25+ Smallgroups Stand back and look at your space. Do you see any patternsin the colors of your sticky notes? Do you see any commonthemes among the stories in the various parts of the space?Do you see any clusters or gaps? What do the patterns yousee say to you? Annotate your space to record what you see.
These sticky-note colors are placeholders, of course; use any colors you like (though not ared-green contrast). You can also use different sticky-note shapes.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe the landscapeyou built. Then talk about about the patterns you see acrossall of the landscapes.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
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Notes
When you are planning your project, if you know you want to use this exercise, you can askyour storytellers the two questions used in this exercise. Then, during your sensemakingworkshop, you won’t have to ask your participants to guess at what your storytellers meant.They can just look on your story cards to see the answers.

Ground truthing
When this exercise is used for story collection, it helps people think of stories to tell bycomparing their experiences to a document or dictionary. When it is used for sensemaking,it uses collected stories to talk about how a document or dictionary could be improved (intheory or in reality).
Requirements
At least two people; at least one hour and 20 minutes (plus breaks). A document or set ofdictionary definitions that relates to your project’s goals.
Preparation
Preparing to use this exercise for sensemaking is the same as it is for story collection(page 75), so I won’t repeat the instructions here.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Show people the papers on the table (or items on the screen). Askpeople not to open the papers/items until you tell them to.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards.
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The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Look over the papers on the table (or items on the screen).Agree on one paper/item you will explore together. Do not

open it (or do what it would take to “open” it online).
45+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together. Workingtogether, choose 2-4 stories that seem to connect well tothe word(s) on the paper/item you chose. For example, ifyou chose “Cooperation,” you might pick out some stories inwhich cooperation is abundant or absent.

Once you have chosen some stories, talk about your answersto these questions:
1. What beliefs do you see in these stories? What do thepeople in the stories think is true or false?
2. What values do you see in these stories? What do thepeople in the stories seem to care about? What do theylike or dislike?
Now open the sheet of paper (item on the screen) and readwhat it says inside. Talk about the similarities and differencesyou see between what it says on the paper (screen) and thestories you chose. Use the beliefs and values you previouslydiscussed to help you make the comparison.
If you have enough time, you can choose more papers/itemsand go through the process a few more times.

10+ Smallgroups Talk about all of the papers/items and stories youencountered. What patterns do you see?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe whathappened in your group. Talk about about the patterns yousee across all of the groups.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
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Notes
After each small group has discussed the similarities and differences between the storiesthey chose and the statement they read, you can ask them to rewrite the statement inlight of the stories they chose.

Story elements
Story elements are linked symbolic representations that work like superhero teams orlocations on a mythical map to encapsulate the feelings, beliefs, and values of the peoplewho built them.With this exercise your participants can derive their own locally-meaningfulsymbols from the stories you gathered.
That sounds esoteric, but the exercise itself is relatively easy to understand. It relies heavilyon clustering, which most people pick up quickly.
Requirements
At least two people; at least two hours (plus breaks).
If most of your stories are stories—that is, they include essential elements of narrativestructure such as a setting, characters, plot events (challenges, conflicts, responses), and aresolution—this exercise will will work well. If you gathered mostly opinions, it won’t work.
Preparation
Before the workshop, choose a type of story element to use. Which type will work bestdepends on your project, your participants, and your stories.
The simplest story-element types are easy to think about. Most people will find them easy,but some might find them a bit boring.
Elementtype Question Examples

Situations What went on in this story?What were things like in it? on the ropes, safe haven, between a rockand a hard place, when it rains it pours,scorched ground, land of plenty
Characters Who did things in thisstory? unscrupulous opportunist, worker bee,innovative mind, heedless thrill-seeker,hero, figurehead, generalist
Values What mattered to thecharacters in this story?What did they want orneed?

freedom, creativity, calm, adventure,perfection, fairness, stability, challenge,connection
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The more complex story-element types are more challenging. Some participants might notwant to think that deeply, but some might find the challenge enthralling.
Element type Question Examples
Themes What is this storyabout? it’s a new day, we have rules for a reason, lifeis unfair, some mysteries can never be solved,fortune favors the bold, slow and steadywins the race, I’ll believe it when I see it
Motivations Why did thecharacters in this storydo what they did?

climbing the ladder, making a name formyself, maximizing efficiency, I did what wasasked of me, my moral compass guides me, Iam the change I want to see
Beliefs What did peoplebelieve in this story? only the strong will survive, compassion isperil, keep your eyes open, freedom isn’tfree, a fool and his money are soon parted
Relationships How did thecharacters in this storyrelate to each other?

strangers, twin souls, the best team ever,frenemies, servant and master, victor andvanquished, planet and moon, influencerand influenced, wary trade partners
Conflicts Who or what stood inopposition in thisstory, and how?

arms race, simmering discontent, vastconspiracy, chest-beating, emotionalblackmail, intermittent clashes,scorched-earth campaigns
Transitions What changes wereimportant in thisstory?

the busy streets are so quiet, enemies wereonce friends, remember the good old days,back to the drawing board, a new hope hasdawned, I love it when a plan comestogether
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards. Also give each group twice asmuch space (on its own wall, table, giant piece of paper, or onlinewhiteboard) as you would for a timeline or landscape.
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Answering questions and first clustering

Minutes Who What to do
1-5 Smallgroups Consider the question the facilitator has shown you (orchoose one from those they show you).
45+ Smallgroups Read or listen to each story as a group. After you finish read-ing or listening to each story, write 2-4 brief answers to thequestion on sticky notes. For example, if the question youwere given (or chose) is “What went on in this story?” youmight write notes that say things like “People argued overthe new building design” or “A doctor diagnosed a patient.”

If you can’t come up with any answers to the question for astory, you can put that story aside.
Keep doing this until you have gone through all of the stories.You can keep the sticky notes in one pile. It won’t matterwhich story they came from. You should end up with at least30 sticky notes in total.

15+ Smallgroups Place all of your sticky-note answers onto a table or wall (orscreen). Then move the answers around. Put similaranswers closer together and different answers farther apart.
Eventually you will arrive at several clusters of answers. Giveyour clusters names, and write the names on sticky notes.

Writing attributes and second clustering

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Look at each cluster of answers you have. Come up with 2-4positive and 2-4 negative attributes of each cluster. Writethem on sticky notes.

For example, say you have a cluster where all of youranswers have to do with communication. That’s what youcalled the cluster: Communication. So, what’s a good thingabout communication? It brings people together. That’s apositive attribute. Write that down. Communication alsohelps people get help. That’s another positive attribute. Butcommunication can be deceptive. That’s a negativeattribute. Write that down too.
Do this for all of your clusters.
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Minutes Who What to do
10+ Smallgroups Pick up your attributes and carry (or copy) them to a new,empty space. Ignoring where they came from, cluster themtogether, placing like with like, just as you did before withyour answers.

When you have finished, you will have a new set of clusters.Give these new clusters names. Those are your storyelements: situations, characters, values, and so on.
10+ Smallgroups Look over the story elements you have created. Talk aboutwhat they mean.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, describe your storyelements. Then talk about similarities and differencesamong the families of story elements you have created.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
These are some elaborations you can add to this exercise:
• Give people the option of building two or three sets of story elements instead of justone (e.g., values and relationships).
• Suggest that groups choose some stories (or excerpts from stories) to explain themeaningbehind each story element (for discussion and for the workshop record).
• Ask groups to juxtapose their story elements with official statements or publishedframeworks, for example discussing how each character might respond to an officialstatement or how a published framework might apply in each situation.
• Invite groups to role-play conversations between character story elements, perhaps inspecific situations (or situational story elements).
• Set up a game in which people (in groups) take turns randomly choosing two or threestory elements and thinking of remembered or imagined stories to tell in which thoseelements come together.
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Composite stories
In a composite stories exercise, groups use collected stories as source material to build apurposeful story, fictional or semi-fictional, which they tell to other groups. As they buildand tell stories, people discuss the juxtapositions of meaning created.
This is a high input, high risk, high commitment, high engagement, high output exercise. Itdoes not require any particular types or qualities of collected stories, but it does ask a lotof your participants. Some people will eat this exercise up and ask for more, and some willfind it unappealing or even insulting. But when the conditions are right, this can be themost powerful exercise in your toolkit.
Requirements
At least nine people; at least two hours and 50 minutes (plus breaks).
Preparation
Choose a story template—a listing of the parts of a story—that will make sense to yourparticipants. You can also prepare two or three templates of varying complexity and askgroups to choose one. These are some of the best known story templates:
• Aristotle’s plot points: Setting, Complication, Resolution
• Freytag’s pyramid: Exposition, Inciting incident, Rising action, Climax, Falling action,Resolution, Denouement
• Todorov’s narrative theory: State of equilibrium, Disruption of equilibrium, Recognitionof disruption, Attempt(s) to repair damage, Establishment of new equilibrium (positiveor negative)
• Adams’ story spine: Once upon a time, Every day, But one day, Because of that (repeatas desired), Until finally, And ever since then
• Budrys’ seven point plot structure: A character, In a context, Has a problem, And tries tosolve it, And fails, And tries and fails (repeat as desired), And finally succeeds or fails,And the story ends
I describe these story templates (andmore) at length in TheWorkingwith StoriesMiscellany.You can also find them (and more) on the internet or in books about narratology.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Help participants form at least three small groups of 3-6 people.
1 You Give or show your story template(s).
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards. Also give each group its ownwall, table, giant piece of paper, or online whiteboard.
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Filling the story template

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Agree on a message you want your composite story todeliver. It should be related to the topic and goals of theproject. What do you want your audience to take away fromhearing your story? What do you want them to remember?
5 Smallgroups Look at the template you have been given (or choose one).Write a sticky note label for each template slot. Place themon a wall or table or in an online document.
45+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together.Working together, choose 2-5 stories that fit well intoeach slot in your template. Match the characteristics ofeach slot (what it is about, what it is like) tomemorableor meaningful moments in the stories you read.

Look for connections like these:
• A story that fits well into an “Exposition” slot willexplain the way things usually are.
• A story that fits well into an “Inciting incident” slotwill feature a surprising change to the status quo.
• A story that fits well into a slot labeled “Attempt(s)to repair damage” will feature someone working tofix a problem.
• A story that fits well into an “Until finally” slot willdescribe the long-awaited resolution of a problem(or a final failure to resolve it).
Place each story card you choose (or its name on asticky note) near a template label.
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Building and practicing the story

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Using your story template and your selected stories,build a fictional story that delivers the message youchose at the start of the exercise. Follow these steps:

1. Think of a character (e.g., a customer).
2. Place the character into a context (e.g., walkinginto your store).
3. Come up with a series of events that follows yourstory template (e.g., the power goes out, the cus-tomer asks for help, and so on).
4. End the story with a conclusion (good or bad: yourchoice).
You can also go back to the stories to get more ideas.

10+ Smallgroups Decide who will be the storyteller for the group. They willtell the story to the other groups. Practice telling the storyat least once within your group. Keep the story short. Itshould take no more than seven or eight minutes to tell.
The first telling

Minutes Who What to do
15+ Pairs ofgroups Storytellers: Visit another group. Tell them your com-posite story.

Everyone else: Listen to the story. Don’t interrupt. Af-terwards, answer these questions:
1. How do you feel about this story?
2. What did you take away from it?
3. What does it mean to you?
Storytellers: Listen to the answers. Take notes if youwant to.

10+ Smallgroups Storytellers: Come back to your group and tell them whatthe other group said. Then, as a group, talk about whathappened. How well did your story deliver your message?See if you can improve the story. Practice telling it again.
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The second telling

Minutes Who What to do
15+ Pairs ofgroups Storytellers: Visit the other group, the one you didn’t visitbefore. Tell your improved story. Everyone else: Listen, thenanswer the same questions again.
10+ Smallgroups Storytellers: Report back on what the other group said. Talkabout it. See if you want to make any more tweaks to thestory. What could you do to deliver your message evenmore clearly?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Smallgroups Talk about what happened. How did your composite storychange as you built and told it? What did you learn in theprocess about the collected stories, your topic, andyourselves?
15+ Everyonetogether Talk about all of the told stories. How were they similar anddifferent?
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Notes
Here are some extra things you can do in this exercise:
• You can give people an array of questions to ask about their stories and ask them tochoose the questions they like best.
• You can ask an observer to go along with each storyteller to get a better idea of howpeople respond to the storytelling. You will need small groups of four people instead ofthree, but it might make the exercise more productive.
• You can give groups the option of acting out their composite stories in role-playingconversations. This option will also require four-person groups.
• You can ask each storyteller to tell their story one more time for the workshop record.Give each group some extra time to discuss whether and how the story should changeto be heard outside the workshop.
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Sensemaking exercises with catalytic material
Here’s how to use catalytic material in a sensemaking workshop:
1. Begin by asking each group of participants to choose a cluster of observations orinterpretations, then a single observation or interpretation, then a single pattern(graph) that they would like to explore.
2. Ask each group to select 2-3 subsets of stories they would like to compare in relationto their chosen observation or interpretation. These are usually stories with differentstoryteller answers to one or more questions. For example, a group could pull out sto-ries about which storytellers (maybe of different ages) said they felt hopeful, hopeless,or indifferent.
3. After groups have selected their story subsets, ask them to do one of these things:

a. Directly compare the story subsets, discussing any similarities and differences theysee among the stories
b. Use the stories in an intermingled sensemaking exercise, using different sticky-notecolors to mark which subset each story belongs to
c. Break into sub-groups and use the stories in parallel, juxtaposed versions of thesame sensemaking exercise (whose results they will then compare)

Which method is best for your workshop depends on the scope of your project, themotivation of your participants, the length of your workshop, the strength of your patterns,and how much experience you have had facilitating sensemaking. If you aren’t sure whatto do, err on the side of simplicity.
Whichever option you choose, place the use of catalytic material after your story contacttask, after (or instead of) any non-pattern-focused story exercises (ones that use all of yourstories or a sample of them), and before your wrapping-up activity.
A pattern contact task
This is the simplest way to help your participants make sense of your catalytic material.Use it if you are inexperienced, your project is small, your time is short, or you have onlyminimal interest from your participants.
Requirements

At least two people; at least 90 minutes (plus breaks).
Preparation

Prepare one set of catalytic material and one deck of story cards for each small group youexpect to have. Prepare to explain how to pull out story subsets (see the tips below).
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 You Introduce your catalytic material, then explain briefly what peopleare about to do.
1-10 You If you know that people will need some help understanding yourgraphs, take some time to go over each graph type.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Give each group a set of catalytic material and a set of story cards.

Choosing a focus

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Smallgroups Look over the catalytic material. Working together, choose acluster of observations or interpretations that seemsinteresting to you. Within that cluster, choose anobservation or interpretation you would like to think about.

If the observation or interpretation is based on more thanone pattern (graph), choose only one pattern to explore.
Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
1-5 You Explain how to pull out story subsets.
20+ Smallgroups Use your story cards to pull out 2-3 subsets of stories, with20+ stories in each subset, that connect to the pattern youagreed to work on together.
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Making sense of the pattern

Minutes Who What to do
25+ Smallgroups Talk about the stories in your subsets. What differences doyou see between the different groups of stories? Doesanything about them surprise you? What do they say to youabout the observation or interpretation you chose? If youwere to write your own version of the observation orinterpretation, what would it say?

If you have extra time, choose another observation orinterpretation, pull out more subsets of stories, andcompare them.
5 Smallgroups Decide together what you want to tell everyone else aboutwhat you explored and discovered.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
15 Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, explain what youdiscussed and found out.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about what just happened: what surprised you, whatyou learned, what you are curious about.

Notes on this option

You can ask each small group, after they have discussed the story subsets they pulled out,to share some related stories from their own experiences with each other.
A pattern-focused intermingled exercise
This is a nested exercise. It embeds an exercise that works directly with stories insidean exercise that works with a catalytic observation or interpretation. Use it to help yourparticipants dive deeply into your catalytic material.
Requirements

At least two people; at least three hours (plus breaks).
Preparation

Choose a sensemaking exercise in which story subsets can be intermingled in one space(e.g., landscape, timeline, local folk tales). Prepare for it as you would normally do.
Prepare one set of catalytic material and one deck of story cards for each small group.Prepare to explain how to pull out story subsets (see the tips below). If you will be workingin physical space, bring at least four colors of sticky notes.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 You Introduce your catalytic material, then explain briefly what peopleare about to do.
1-10 You If you know that people will need some help understanding yourgraphs, take some time to go over each graph type.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 2-6 people.
1 You Give each group a set of catalytic material and a set of story cards.

Choosing a focus

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Smallgroups Look over the catalytic material. Working together, choose acluster of observations or interpretations that seemsinteresting to you. Within that cluster, choose anobservation or interpretation you would like to think about.

If the observation or interpretation is based on more thanone pattern (graph), choose only one pattern to explore.
Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
1-5 You Explain how to pull out story subsets.
20+ Smallgroups Use your story cards to pull out 2-3 subsets of stories, with20+ stories in each subset, that connect to the pattern youagreed to work on together.

Copy the names of the stories onto sticky notes. Use a
different color of sticky note for each subset.
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Doing the embedded exercise

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Introduce your embedded sensemaking exercise.
50+ Smallgroups Go through the exercise using the sticky notes you preparedpreviously. Use your colors to explore patterns among thesubsets. If you want to add more new stories that come tomind (and there is time for it), go ahead and do that.
10+ Smallgroups Use what you discovered in the story-based exercise toannotate the observation or interpretation to more fullycapture the meaning in the stories and in your discussion.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
15 Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, explain what youdiscovered, discussed, and wrote.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about what just happened: what surprised you, whatyou learned, what you are curious about.

Notes on this option
If you have fewer than 50 stories, you may want to add a pairing task (see page 116) to thepulling-out-stories activity. Set up groups of at least three people, add another 15 minutesto the pulling-out-stories time, and ask participants to add their newly-told stories to thesubsets they are building. (If you have more than 50 stories, you can offer pairing as anoptional activity, or you can just not mention it at all.)
A pattern-focused juxtaposed exercise
Like the intermingled exercise, this exercise nests a story-based exercise inside a catalytic-material exercise. Unlike the intermingled exercise, it compares patterns as well as stories.
Requirements
At least eight people; at least 3.5 hours (plus breaks). Note the larger number of peoplerequired. This is because each small group will be breaking into two even smaller groups.
Preparation
Choose any story-based sensemaking exercise to embed inside this exercise. Becauseparticipants will be keeping their story subsets separated, any exercise will work. Evenexercises that don’t use spaces (twice-told stories, story elements, story construction) willwork. Prepare to facilitate the exercise as you would normally do.
Prepare two sets of catalytic material and two decks of story cards for each small groupyou expect to have. Prepare to explain how to pull out story subsets (see the tips below).
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2-5 You Introduce your catalytic material, then explain briefly what peopleare about to do.
1-10 You If you know that people will need some help understanding yourgraphs, take some time to go over each graph type.
2 You Help participants form small groups of 4-12 people.
1 You Give each group two sets of catalytic material and two sets of storycards.

Choosing a focus

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Smallgroups Look over the catalytic material. Working together, choose acluster of observations or interpretations that seemsinteresting to you. Within that cluster, choose anobservation or interpretation you would like to think about.

If the observation or interpretation is based on more thanone pattern (graph), choose only one pattern to explore.
Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
1-5 You Explain how to pull out story subsets.
30+ Smallgroups Use your story cards to pull out two subsets of stories, with30+ stories in each subset, that connect to the pattern youagreed to work on together.

Copy the names of the stories onto sticky notes. Keep the
two sets of notes separate.
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Doing the embedded exercise

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Ask each small group to split into two even smallersubgroups. Ask each subgroup to take one subset of 30+stories with them.
2 You Introduce your embedded sensemaking exercise.
55+ Even smallersubgroups Go through the exercise using your story subset.

Comparing patterns

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Ask each pair of subgroups to come back together into onesmall group.
10+ Smallgroups Show each other what you discovered. Compare your twooutcomes. Talk about what it means.
10+ Smallgroups Use what you discovered in your juxtaposed exercises toannotate the observation or interpretation so it more fullycaptures the meaning in the stories and in your discussion.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
15 Everyonetogether Someone (anyone) from each group, explain what youdiscovered, discussed, and wrote.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about what just happened: what surprised you, whatyou learned, what you are curious about.

Notes on this option

Note the larger number of stories required per subset (30 rather than 20). This is becauseeach story subset has to support its own exercise.
Regarding the optional pairing task, the same recommendations apply as for the intermin-gled option. If you have few stories, make sure you have at least three people per subgroup(six per group), so they can share their own stories. If you have many stories, you can makepairing optional.
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Tips on using catalytic material in sensemaking
Catalytic material is like the things people use to play a board game: the board, cards, dice,tokens, and other manipulable items. The way you introduce your game pieces can inspireyour participants to explore your topic with enthusiasm or intimidate them into turningaway in despair. These are some things you can do to make the first outcome more likely:
• Never ask people to use catalytic material on its own, divorced from any stories.
• Never ask people to use catalytic material before they have had direct contact with yourstories. Always place a story-contact task first.
• Don’t ask people to just sit and read your catalytic material. Give them an active task todo with it.
• If you think people will be upset, confused, or intimidated by their first contact withyour catalytic material, lengthen the “Choosing a focus” time period to 15-20 minutes.
• Provide at least 20 observations or interpretations for people to choose from so theycan pursue their own interests and take ownership of their explorations.
• Don’t give out your catalytic material before the workshop begins. Start everyone onthe same page.
Games need rules as well as materials. The rules of the game people will play with yourcatalytic material will be defined by the instructions you give them. Here are some tips:
• People need groups to bounce ideas off each other, but they also need some alone timeto think about your catalytic material. Plan these times into your workshop agenda.
• Mention that complementary roles can help groups accomplish tasks together, but leteach group work out the details themselves.
• Ask each group to report on what they find to the whole workshop. This will motivatethem to draw their insights together into a coherent presentation. You can also givegroups the opportunity to record their presentations (in written, audio, or video format)to be communicated to people outside the workshop.
Helping people draw out story subsets
To help your participants pull out story subsets, prepare to show them a few examples likethese (but with your own data).
In the following graph, you can see that people said they felt better about stories thatinvolved fewer people. It might be interesting to compare some few-good stories (upperleft) with some many-bad stories (lower right).
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How do you feel about this story?

How
 m

any people w
ere involved?

The following scatterplot shows a correlation between the amount of trust in a story (thevertical axis) and whether people got what they needed in it (the horizontal axis). Hereit might be useful to compare three subsets of stories: high-trust-good-outcome stories(upper right), low-trust-bad-outcome stories (lower left), and some stories outside thecorrelation (lower right).
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Even with the best of explanations, the time period when people are pulling out storysubsets can be a bottleneck. Here are some things you can do to move things along:
• If people seem to think they are unqualified to pull out stories, show them that the taskis simple and easy, and offer to provide help.
• If people seem annoyed by what seems like a tedious task, explain that owning the taskgives them the freedom and power to explore the aspects of your collected stories anddata that they find most interesting and useful.
• If people seem to be avoiding the task by doing it sloppily or incompletely, tell them thatthe more energy they put into the task, the more they will get out of it.
It also helps to explain that groups can split up the task. If a group of four needs to pull out20 stories, each person only needs to pull out five.
Bootstrapping your sensemaking
Each of the nested exercises above includes a time period in which small groups annotatethe observation or interpretation they chose to focus on. You can ask people to recordthese changes (in speech or writing), and you can use them to improve your catalytic
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material between workshops. In this way you can create emergent catalytic material thatcomes together across a series of workshops, becoming more and more representative ofthe diversity of thought in your community or organization as your project plays out.



Chapter 10

Narrative Intervention

A narrative intervention is an action whose purpose is to change the flow of stories in agroup, community, organization, or society. In a PNI project, a narrative intervention istypically carried out in response to an unmet need you discovered during sensemaking.
In this chapter I will group narrative interventions into three categories:
• Listening interventions. You discovered that people need to tell more stories, whichmeans that other people need to listen more (or better).
• Story work interventions. You discovered that people need to workmore on their storiestogether, which means that you need to facilitate more sensemaking.
• Telling interventions. You discovered that people need to hear more stories, whichmeans that you need to tell (and help other people tell) more stories.
I will describe some examples of these three types of intervention, but first I want to explainsomething important about the intervention phase of PNI.

Intervention is wide open
Intervention is the most flexible and variable phase of PNI. You can plug in many activities,programs, and projects during this time—but you don’t have to! Intervention is an optionalpart of PNI. It does not happen in every project.
To be clear, you can connect PNI with other methods in every phase:
• In the Planning phase, there are other ways to plan projects, such as using Gantt charts.
• In the Collection phase, there are other ways to facilitate story-sharing conversations,such as with a Conversation Café.
• In the Catalysis phase, there are other ways to find patterns, such as with groundedtheory.
• In the Sensemaking phase, there are (many!) other ways to discuss issues, such asAsset-based Community Development.
• In the Return phase, there are other ways to preserve and distribute stories, such as oralhistory. 145
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But the intervention phase of PNI is the best place to connect it with other story-basedmethods. This is because most story-based approaches have intervention at their heart.Some approaches that connect especially well to the intervention phase of PNI are narrativetherapy, participatory theatre, and Appreciative Inquiry.
In the remainder of this chapter, I will give you a variety of ideas to explore within eachcategory of needs. I’ll describe most of the ideas briefly and some in more detail. Each setof ideas will point you in the direction of even more ideas.

Listening interventions
When you discover an overall need to hear (and pass on) more stories, these are somemore detailed needs you might want to address in the intervention phase of your project:
• You found moments of crisis. You need to help people deal with problems before theyget out of hand.
– You could help people form story-sharing groups for mutual support.
– You could train your customer-facing staff in story elicitation and listening.
– You could launch a narrative support system (see below).

• You found opportunities for feedback. People have stories to tell that would help youdo your work better.
– You could make story sharing a standard part of your planning process.
– You could form story-sharing groups that provide input when policies, laws, designs,or plans are being discussed.
– You could create a narrative suggestion box (see below).

• You found energy for sharing. People are excited about the idea of feeling heard andvalued in your community.
– You could help people set up local story-sharing groups.
– You could set up a community story-sharing space (see below).
– You could help people learn about story work.

A narrative support system
When someone needs help, you might already be asking them for facts, feelings, andopinions. You can also ask for stories, both real and imagined. When someone says “I needhelp,” in addition to (or instead of) asking “What is the problem?” and “What do you need?”you could ask these questions:
• What happened?
• How do you feel about what happened?
• Why do you think that happened?
• What would you like to see happen?
• What do you think would help to make that happen?
• What do you think we could do to help make that happen?
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Listening to stories can help you find better solutions, and (with permission) you can sharethe stories with other people who find themselves in similar situations.
A narrative suggestion box
If you already have a way for people to make suggestions, you can listen more deeply byeliciting stories during the process. Here’s an example suggestion-box survey.
Welcome to the suggestion box. What would you like to tell us about?
• Something that happened (or didn’t)?
• Something that might happen (or might not)?
• Something that should happen (or should not)?
What was it that happened, or didn’t, or could/not, or should/not?
Could you answer a few questions about the story you just told?
• How do you feel about it?
• What does it mean to you? What makes it important to you?
• How does the story connect to you or to someone you know?
• Who would you like to hear the story? If you were talking to them right now, whatwould you say to them about it?
• Is there anything else you would like to tell us about the story?
• Is there another story you would like to tell?
Would you like to talk to someone about this? If so, contact ___ at ___.

A story-sharing space
A story-sharing space is useful when sensemaking reveals a need to connect with otherpeople in the community or organization. A permanent place for story sharing gives peoplethe permission and tools they need to share stories of their experiences, hear the storiesof other people, and connect their stories to the stories of other people.
You can use everything you learned in this book about supporting story sharing to designand support a permanent story-sharing space that encourages responsibility (not judge-ment), accountability (not competition), curiosity (not interrogation), and exploration (notcategorization). These are some ideas for things you could build:
• A bench in a town park engraved with story-eliciting questions and story-sharing tips
• A story-sharing notebook sitting next to a couch in a community center lobby
• A “read a story tell a story” box in a café (like a “tiny library” but for story exchange)
• A corner of a room in a school, library, cafeteria, or community center with story cardsand instructions for adding to the collection
• A story display that lines a frequently used corridor, is changed weekly, and can becontributed to by writing to or talking to someone who takes care of the story collection(the entirety of which can be seen on request)
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Story work interventions
When you discover an overall need to do more work with stories, these are some moredetailed needs you might want to address in the intervention phase of your project:
• Your project was a great success, but too few people were involved. You need to expandyour effort and make it more inclusive and longer-lasting.
– You could create a series of new projects to explore sub-topics that came up duringyour project.
– You could make your project a yearly event, drawing in more people and becomingmore ambitious every year.
– You could set up an ongoing sensemaking space (see below).
– You could set up a narrative mentoring program (see below).

• Your project helped you begin to explore some important needs, but it didn’t go far
enough. You need to go deeper into the needs to address them fully.
– If you found a need to process emotional or traumatic issues, you could try NarrativeTherapy.
– If you found a fixation on what is broken and a blindness to solutions in plain sight,you could try Appreciative Inquiry.
– If you found a need to get along better, you could try Restorative Practices.

• Your project was informative, but you didn’t get as many new ideas as you had hoped
for. You need another way to bring your collective imagination to bear.
– If you found a need to challenge or rethink the way you work or live together, youcould try Participatory Theatre.
– If you found a need to imagine new solutions, you could try Design Thinking.
– If you found a need to change the way you spend money, you could try ParticipatoryBudgeting.

These are just a few ideas, but there are literally dozens of other group-work approachesyou can connect to the Intervention phase of PNI. Alternatively, PNI can act as a ground-truthing pilot (or follow-up reflection) for dozens of other group-work approaches.
A space for sensemaking
An ongoing sensemaking space is useful when sensemaking reveals a need for moresensemaking. If you have a physical or online place you can set aside (and watch over),you can invite people in your community or organization (individuals and small groups) tomake sense of your stories on an ongoing basis.
A sensemaking space can help the members of your community or organization:
• Keep the conversation going
• Involve more people
• Deal with new issues
• Orient newcomers
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• Help people learn about story work
In your sensemaking space, help people do these things:
• Read or listen to the stories you collected
• Make sense of the stories, individually or in groups:
– Looking for patterns
– Doing simple tasks—sorting, arranging, clustering, pairing
– Doing sensemaking exercises, with instructions
– Annotating and commenting

• Add more stories to the collection, individually or in groups:
– Responding to questions or stories
– Using exercise instructions, peer interview scripts, or surveys

• Seek help as they work with stories, go through exercises, and add to the collection
Online, you can accomplish the same thing using a website with forums, a wiki, and accessto online meeting software with screen sharing and breakout rooms.
A narrative mentoring program
Narrative mentoring is like regular mentoring—pairing people with much and littleexperience—but with extra instruction and support for sharing and working with sto-ries. This is useful when sensemaking reveals a need for the passing on of wisdom. Hereare some things you can do:
• Provide encouragement. Mention the value of story sharing during your mentorshipsignup process. Explain how story sharing works: where it comes from, why we do it, howit helps us. Explain how it can help mentors frame essential advice and help mentees gethelp with roadblocks and celebrate achievements. Gather and distribute testimonialsabout the value of story sharing in mentorship.
• Acknowledge variation. Ask people about their story-sharing styles and preferencesduring your mentor-mentee match-up process.
• Supply materials. Give your mentors and mentees a library of suggestions, agreements,questions (story-eliciting and follow-up), interview scripts, exercise instructions, andanswers to frequently asked questions they can use to build their story-sharing practice.
• Offer support. Make yourself available to answer questions, help one person convincethe other to try sharing stories, conduct a group interview, facilitate an exercise, or help amentor-mentee pair find another pair who can help them get started with story sharing.
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Telling interventions
When you discover an overall need to hear (and pass on) more stories, these are somemore detailed needs you might want to address in the intervention phase of your project:
• People have more stories to tell to each other. You found out that the people of yourcommunity or organization want you to tell their stories to their co-members or co-workers. These are some interventions you could carry out:
– You could post some of the stories you collected in your community center, so peoplewho did not participate in the project can benefit from it.
– You could create a “day in the life” series that helps community members understandeach other better.
– You could create a narrative orientation to help newcomers better understand yourcommunity (see below).

• People have more stories to tell to those who make the decisions. You found out thatthe people of your community or organization want you to tell their stories to the peoplewho make decisions for everyone else. These are some interventions you could carryout:
– You could improve your town hall format to include times for sharing stories as wellas expressing opinions.
– You could help your community members craft multimedia stories with Digital Story-telling.
– You could take a dramatic action that changes the stories people tell about yourcommunity or organization (see below).

• People have more stories to tell to those who are learning.You found out that thepeople of your community or organization are ready and willing to help each other learn.These are some interventions you could carry out:
– You could create a narrative learning resource in which stories are mixed with how-toinformation.
– You could create an expert system using Case-Based Reasoning.
– You could create a narrative simulation (see below).

A narrative orientation
Working with the stories you have collected, you can create a story-based experience thatwill welcome newcomers to your community or organization and help them learn how tofit in and contribute. You can ask participants in your sensemaking workshops (or in specialtask-force workshops) to help you find the best stories to pass on to new members. Askthem to look for stories that connect to these essential aspects of community:
• Identity — who we are; where we come from; what matters to us
• Purpose — what we do; why we do it; how it works; where it’s strong and weak
• Norms— howwe work and live together; what we do and don’t do; what happens whenwe break the rules



Chapter Ten: Narrative Intervention 151

• Conflicts — where we agree and disagree; how we look for common ground; how weget along when we disagree
• Aspirations — where we want to be; what we are doing to get there; the obstacles thatlie in our way; the strengths we will rely on to overcome them
A dramatic action
You can change the stories people tell in your community or organization by carrying out adramatic action based on values. Because people are always looking for stories to share,good and bad, stories naturally gather around such actions. If the actions are based onvalues that are important to the community or organization, stories will be told aboutthem. And if they are not, stories will be told about that.

Dramatic actions based on values are And are not
Done to meet needs Done to seem to meet needs
Honest Manipulative
Authentic Fake
Transformational Surface-level
Relevant Irrelevant
Transparent Opaque
Useful Useless

You can gather ideas for dramatic action in your sensemaking workshops. Ask your partici-pants what sorts of actions might change the stories people tell about the topic you areexploring.
A narrative simulation
Building a narrative simulation is useful when your sensemaking has uncovered a danger-ous excess of confidence around certain skills. When people think they know how to dosomething and don’t, in a way that creates danger for themselves and others, a narrativesimulation can help.
To build a narrative simulation, first choose an overall skill you want to help people learn.Make sure the skill is well represented in the stories you collected in your project. Theninvite some people who know a little and a lot about the skill to a simulation buildingworkshop. You will need at least nine participants for at least 3.5 hours (plus breaks).Prepare to record the workshop so you can capture any new stories people tell.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
1-5 You Introduce the stories and the overall skill you want to support.
2-5 You Help participants form small groups of 3-6 people. If you can, createsmall groups with varying levels of experience with respect to theoverall skill you chose. One way to do this is to ask people to sortthemselves into three groups with low, medium, and highexperience with the skill, then ask them to form groups with oneperson from each experience-level group.
1 You Give each group a set of story cards (from the stories you collectedin the PNI project in which the narrative simulation you are buildingis an intervention).

Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
30+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, together or separately. Choose30+ stories that speak to the heart of the overall skill youchose to focus on. If you think of any experiences of yourown that connect to the stories you are reading, go aheadand tell them. Write the names of the stories you chose (oldand new) on sticky notes.

Finding and clustering skills

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups For each story you chose, list 2-4 detailed skills that made adifference in the story—by being present or absent. Forexample, a person might have (or might not have) asked aclarifying question, built a contingency plan, or verified thata machine was switched off before touching a belt.

Write each of these detailed skills on a sticky note, using adifferent color than you used for the story names.
10+ Smallgroups Now set aside your stories and cluster the detailed skills.Place like with like until you have 5-10 skill clusters. Give theclusters names.
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Writing scenarios

Minutes Who What to do
1-5 Smallgroups Decide which skill cluster is most important to you.

20+ Smallgroups Go back to your previously selected stories and choose10-20 stories that exemplify the presence or absence of thatskill cluster especially well.
If any more stories from your own experience come to mindwhile you are doing this (as especially good examples inrelation to the skill cluster), tell them, give them names,write their names on sticky notes, and add them to yourselected stories.

30+ Smallgroups Using the 10-20 stories you chose (and/or told), build a fic-tional scenario that has this structure:
1. You are in this situation
2. This challenge arises
3. You have this choice to make

a. You do this in response, and this good/desirable out-
come happens as a result

b. You do this in response, and this neutral outcomehappens
c. You do this in response, and this bad/undesirable

outcome happens
Write each of these nine scenario elements on a separatesticky note. Write them using the second person and thepresent tense: You have a bigmeeting today, You are delayed,
Should you postpone themeeting? You decide to ask for help—and so on.
Arrange the notes in a line: situation, challenge, choice, thenthree branching responses (see the diagram below). Hideeach outcome under its response. Mix up the order of theresponse-outcome pairs so it’s not obvious which is best.
If you have extra time, choose another skill cluster and buildanother scenario.
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Situation Challenge Choice

Response

Outcome

Response

Outcome

Response

Outcome

Testing and refining

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups One person from each small group: Visit another group, showthem your simulation, and watch them play it. Everyone else:Play the simulation.

Playing a simulation means doing these things:
1. Reading the situation, challenge, and choice
2. Choosing one of the three responses
3. Revealing the outcome under the response (by pickingit up or moving it)
4. Reading and reacting to the outcome
5. (Optionally) Choosing one or two more responses, re-vealing the outcome(s), and talking about it/them

10+ Smallgroups Presenters: Return to your group and tell them how thesimulation worked. Everyone: Talk about what you could doto improve your simulation. Change it if you want to.
20+ Smallgroups One person from each small group (the same person, or adifferent one): Visit the group that has not yet seen yoursimulation. Show it to them and watch them play it.
10+ Smallgroups One last time, talk about how the simulation worked andwhat you could do to improve it.
10+ Smallgroups Prepare the simulation for use outside the workshop. Youmight want to choose a few of your selected (or newly told)stories to illustrate each response/outcome pairing.
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether Talk about what just happened.

10 You Capture the scenarios people built (and the stories theychose to illustrate them, if any). Tell everyone how they canstay involved as you prepare the simulation for wider use.
After the workshop

When your full set of narrative scenarios is ready, use them to create a learning experience.Then test it by watching people use it and talking to them about it. You can also give peoplethe opportunity to tell a story about their experience playing the simulation and to readstories left behind by other people who played it.
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Narrative Return

The return phase of PNI is a lot like follow-through in tennis. Even though your racket is nolonger touching the ball, so to speak, you need to keep your eye on what is happening asthe project comes to a close.
In tennis, attention to follow-through impacts a player’s game in two ways:
1. Follow-through creates a positive backflow effect on the entire swing. If you plan—oreven expect—to pull back your arm after you hit the tennis ball, you will hit the balldifferently than you would if you planned to act as if you were still in contact with it.
2. Follow-through protects the player’s health. Abruptly stopping the arm’s motion caninjure the arm’s muscles, tendons, and ligaments, especially if it’s done hundreds oftimes a day.
Attention to the return phase of a PNI project has remarkably similar impacts:
1. Supporting the return phase creates a positive backflow effect on your entire project.If you plan—or even expect—to pull back from engagement with your participants themoment your sensemaking phase ends, you will carry out your project differently thanyou would if you planned to act as if you were still in contact with them in the weeksafterwards. For example, during your planning process, if you think about how you willreturn the stories you collect to your community, you can tell your participants aboutyour plans, and this will increase their interest in the project.
2. Supporting the return phase makes your project less likely to injure (and more likely toimprove) the narrative health of your community or organization. An abrupt withdrawalof participation can injure the precious trust you have built, reducing the chance thatpeople will participate in future projects.
What happens during the return phase of a PNI project?
1. Just after they have participated in a sensemaking workshop, your participants mayneed to get some distance from the project. They may need some time to processwhat happened, and they may not respond to your initial inquiries for feedback orfinal thoughts. Leave them alone for a while.

157
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2. When your participants are ready to engage with your project again, they will want toknow if you are keeping the promises you made. They will expect to be informed—andto have the opportunity to participate—as the project winds down. Keep your promisesby informing and including them.
3. Eventually, your participants will begin to reflect on the project and their part in it. Itwill become a story for them, a story they incorporate into the larger story of their livesand careers. Help them do this by listening to them and answering their questions.
4. Finally, some participants may express a wish to continue the conversation. When youhear them reminiscing about the project and wishing they could repeat some aspectsof it (being heard, learning together, finding new energy and ideas), ask them aboutfuture projects they would like to see happen.

Supporting return for your community
During your project, you asked people to do things: tell stories, read stories, talk aboutstories. In the return phase, people will ask you to do things. Prepare to respond to requests,either as they come up or in anticipation.
People might say You might respond
I would like to stay informedabout the project going forward. Here is a sign-up list to be notified of upcomingproject events. We will also send you our finalproject report when it’s ready.
If you want any feedback on theproject, I can help. Thank you! We would be glad to hear from you.You can fill out this survey or contact us to set upan interview.
I’m not happy with how theproject went. Where can Icomplain?

We are eager to hear anything you have to sayabout the project. When can you talk to us?

I liked reading the stories. Arethere any more? You can access all of the stories we collected here.

I am interested in this topic. Iwould like to explore the storiesand other information youcollected. All of it, if possible.

That’s great! Here is an archive of the entireproject: our planning documents, our stories, ourcatalytic material, our workshop records. Wewould be glad to answer any questions you haveabout any of it.
If you do any more projects likethis, I would love to get involved.How can I help?

We are putting together a steering committee andhelper group for our next project. If you areinterested, give us your contact information andwe’ll call you.
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People might say You might respond
The sensemaking workshopwas excellent, but it ended toosoon. How can I do more?

These are some exercise instructions you can use.Why not recruit some friends or colleagues and dosome sensemaking of your own? If you want us toinclude what you do in the project, talk to us.
This was great! I want to keepthe conversation going. Is theresome kind of story-sharingspace I can join?

Yes, we set one up in the project. Here’s how youcan join it. (Or, here are some ideas for setting up astory-sharing space. We would be happy to talkabout them with you.)
I want to do projects like thismyself. How do you do thiswork?

We would be glad to answer your questions abouthow we carried out the project. Also, here is someinformation about participatory narrative inquiry.

Supporting return for your sponsors
PNI projects often have sponsors of some kind, either people who provided financialsupport or people who got to say whether the project could happen. In the return phase,you must prepare to prove the value of the project to its sponsors. Even if that’s you, it isstill a good idea to convince yourself that the project had value.
Your sponsors might say You might respond
So what did you actuallydo in this project? In a series of ___ and ___, we gathered ___ stories about___ from ___ people, and in ___ sensemaking workshops,___ people made sense of the stories together. This is ourfinal project report. It tells the story of the project fromstart to finish.
What kinds of stories didyou get? What are someof the best stories?

These are the stories our participants told us wereespecially meaningful and relevant to them, and these areall of the stories we collected.
What conclusions didyou draw? What areyour findings?

This is what happened in our sensemaking workshops, andthese are the things our participants said and built. (Forexample: people built these three timelines, each of whichcovered our history from a different perspective.)
What was the outcomeof the project? What areyour recommendations?

Near the end of our sensemaking workshops, we asked ourparticipants to list their discoveries, surprises, and ideas.These are the lists they built.
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Your sponsors mightsay You might respond

What about the data?What are the trends?Can we see them?
These are the patterns our participants chose to work with inour sensemaking workshops, and this is what happened whenthey did. If you would like to participate in the project, we canfacilitate a special sensemaking workshop just for you. We’dlove to include your perspectives.

Did the projectsucceed? Was itworth doing?
Here are some of the things our project participants saidabout the project and its impact for them. Here are some ofthe things we learned as we carried it out.

Can I just seeeverything? Absolutely. Here is an archive of our entire project.

Supporting return for your PNI practice
Supporting return for your own PNI practice is the easiest and most dangerous part of PNIto ignore. To succeed with PNI, you need to make sense of what happened in your projectso you can do an even better job the next time.
You might say You might respond
We did it! It was hard, and we madeplenty of mistakes. But we did it. Let’s celebrate! Sure, things might not havegone exactly the way we wanted them to, butwe did pretty well.
What really happened in our project?What was it like for our participants?Are there any perspectives on theproject we have not heard?

Let’s ask our participants about the project.Let’s ask what surprised them, what matteredto them, what they were grateful for, and whatthey wish had happened.
And let’s ask some people who weren’tinvolved in the project. What would they sayabout it?

What did we learn about ourcommunity or organization? Let’s have an after-party for the whole project.We’ll talk about the moments we rememberand the things we heard, and we’ll talk aboutwhat it all means about our community ororganization.
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You might say You might respond
What did we learnabout our strengthsand weaknesses?

During the after-party, let’s talk about what parts of theproject went better and worse than we expected. And let’stalk about our skill sets and what we can do to make thehardest parts easier.
How can we use whatwe learned toimprove our PNIpractice?

Let’s pretend-plan our next project. What do we want to keepthe same? What do we want to do differently?

(Years later) What didwe do in this project? Great, we made an archive of the entire project.
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