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I dedicatethis bookto my favorite storyteller.



Foreword

by Stephen Shimshock
When I first foundWorking with Stories, I read through a few pages of it and instantly knewI wanted to read it all. I was in the middle of my dissertation project, which was stalled atthe time. I felt a sense of relief, like I had found a missing piece of a puzzle. It wasn’t thefinal piece of the puzzle, but that piece that seemed to open up new ways for the otherpieces to fall into place.
My project involved working with a group of community service providers who serve youthaging out of foster care. They are held together by their mutual passion and commitment tothe youth in their city, yet like most coalition groups they lack any cohesive infrastructure.This informal structure opens up many possibilities for creative solutions to tough socialproblems, but can prove problematicwhen it comes to knowledgemanagement, evaluation,or any other type of group assessment.
Inspired by what I was seeing on the Internet in terms of open source projects, I thought itwould be interesting to apply open source principles to evaluation. Can a community groupconduct and author their own evaluation? The more I explored the topic with the group,the more we realized that evaluation was not what they were looking for, at least in thetraditional sense of the word. Evaluation of social services can be quite difficult because atany given time there are multiple variables that you simply cannot control.
We changed the paradigm from measuring effectiveness of the collaboration to gaininginsight into how the group learns and takes action. The final report would not need to makeany truth claim about effectiveness of the program, but rather explain how the group learnsand how they take action based on what they learn. Things that are working (effective)and things in need of improvement would become self-evident in the narrative about theirlearning.
Intuitively I felt like things were on the right track. I was now faced with a simple question:“How do you go about doing this type of work?”Working with Stories quickly became mymethodology guide.
I believe story work, specifically story listening, is a very effective tool for understandinghow a community creates and acts on knowledge. It also provides ample opportunity forv



the group being studied to signify and make sense out of their own information. This canresult in groups creating contextually specific summaries of what is happening in theircommunity and/or group and what they plan to do as a result.
I use the phrase “contextually specific” to denote that the end result isn’t necessarily meantto lend itself to being replicated in other contexts, as is expected with most evaluationsseeking to find “best practices.” It may turn out that other groups find the informationuseful, but the primary focus on this group was to improve local decision making regardingservices to young adults.
As a long time member of a quality assurance team, I am no stranger to the buzz phrase“best practice.” The phrase has infiltrated both the private and public sector. Personally, Idislike the term because it implies that the “best” is rooted in the practice and not in thepractitioner. I feel like the phrase privileges codification of knowledge over the emergentand constantly-co-evolving aspects of knowledge. A good recipe is simply no substitutefor a good cook. Both aspects of knowledge are very important, and I believe story workcreates space for both. Taking on a story project will likely become an intervention in andof itself.
I could continue to use hundreds or even thousands of words to “codify” the experienceof the emergent aspects of this work, but that’s a little oxymoronic. This is where I willask you to take a leap of faith. If you’re reading this, it’s likely because you are looking forsomething different. In your gut you know what it is, but you just haven’t been able to putyour finger on it. That’s where I was. And, if you’re a fairly logical thinker, like me, you wantthe step-by-step playbook for story work.
Well, I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is you found the playbook.The bad news is you will likely not realize it until you are halfway through your project. Mycopy ofWorking with Stories is tattered, dog-eared, highlighted and littered with hand-written notes. Do not expect to read it then go out and run a successful story project. Myparting codified advice to you is simple: read a little, then do a little, then read again, andrepeat as necessary. Good luck on your journey.

Stephen Shimshock

vi
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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.
Of course, people vary in the extent to which stories play a part in their daily lives. Somepeople seem to live and breathe stories, while others rely more strongly on other ways ofthinking, like building arguments, listing and comparing options, and testing hypotheses.But I’ve yet to meet anyone who never tells or listens to stories. It’s part of being human.
For example, have you ever noticed yourself telling the same story to several people? Didthe story change as you told it twice, three times, ten times? Did it get simpler? Did it getjust a bit further away from the literal truth? Do you think youmay have been incorporatingit into the larger story you tell yourself about yourself? This is how we all use stories tomake sense of our lives.
Teams, families, communities, and organizations also use stories to make sense of theircollective lives. Groups plan, discuss, argue, gossip, and chat, and some of what theysay takes the form of stories. All groups do this naturally, but groups that pay consciousattention to working with their stories can improve their ability to achieve common goals.
Conscious attention to working with stories is what this book is about. I have been helpinggroups work with their stories since 1999, and I have learnedmuch. This book is my attemptto pass on what I have learned and help other people and groups learn how to work withtheir own stories to further their own goals.

1



2 Chapter One: Introduction

About this book series
Working with Stories is a textbook on Participatory Narrative Inquiry (PNI), a form ofParticipatory Action Research in which people in communities and organizations work withtheir stories. (If you want to find out what PNI is right now, turn to page 69.)
The first three editions ofWorking with Stories were released in 2008, 2009, and 2014. Inits fourth edition I expanded the book into a four-book series.
1. Working with Stories in Your Community or Organization (this book) is the fourthedition of my original 2008 textbook on PNI, updated with new ideas and advice.
2. Working with Stories Simplified covers the same concepts and techniques as this book,but in much less detail. It is for people who want a quick reference guide to PNI orprefer shorter books.
3. The Working with Stories Sourcebook provides 50 question sets for use in your PNIprojects, plus 50 brief descriptions of real-life PNI projects.
4. The Working with Stories Miscellany is a collection of essays and other writings aboutthe theory and practice of PNI.

Why work with stories?
When I first talk to people about working with stories, the most common question theyask is: “Why work with stories?”
I have come to understand that this question is actually 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.
Sharing stories is an ancient social ritual

When people are talking and a story comes up, the conversation undergoes a subtle shift intone, signaling a transition to a ritualized interaction. After a story is offered and accepted,a temporary agreement is put into place.
Under the terms of the story-sharing agreement, the storyteller has the floor and mayspeak freely (within limits). Everyone else must listen and refrain from attacks until thestory has run its course (again, within limits).
This ritual is ancient and universal. We are all taught as children how to take part in it,though we rarely speak of it or even realize that we are doing it.
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When you ask someone to share a story with you, you initiate the story-sharing ritual, andyou offer to give the person your time, attention, and respect. This helps them say thingsthey could not say without such an agreement in place. And when you ask people to sharestories with each other in a group setting, you encourage them to enter into the sameritual.
What do 

you think?

I like it.

I do.

I’ll let 
them 
talk.

It’s a 
photo.

I see. 
I like it.

Oh, I get it, 
they want to 
tell a story.

Wow.

Do you 
wonder where 
it came from?

I took it last year on that trip 
I told you about. I woke up 
in the middle of the night 

and saw the full moon 
rising, so I walked out into 

the clearing and ...

Stories draw us in

Once I was sitting inmy kitchen leafing through amagazine. I was not payingmuch attentionto it, but all of a sudden my hand jerked the magazine up to my eyes and demanded thatI look at it more closely. The full-page advertisement I found myself examining startedout with very small type, then had the words MORE IMPORTANTLY in large type, thendescended into small type again. The reason I had thrust the page in front of myself withsuch force was that I absolutely had to know what was more important than what.
We do that. People seem to compulsively think, over and over, every day, about the waythings happen. We tell and listen to stories in part because it helps us refine our modelof the way the world works so we can predict what might happen next. It’s a survival skillakin to our use of fire and our domestication of plants and animals.
To fulfill this cognitive function, every story conforms to the same fundamental shape.A context is introduced; a tension develops; the tension is resolved. This wait-and-seestructure attracts our problem-solving brains like moths to a flame, and it helps us to
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maintain the effort required to fully explore the story, learn what we can from it, and applywhat we have learned.
It’s easy to see that stories engage their audiences. What may not be obvious is thatstories engage their tellers as well. So when you ask people to share a story about theirexperiences, they are drawn in by their own storytelling, and this helps them to exploretheir experiences more fully and deeply.
A story is a social safety pin

A story is a socially accepted package in which we learn from a young age to wrap up ourfeelings, beliefs, and opinions. We know that we can metaphorically place a story on atable and invite others to view and internalize it without exposing ourselves to the samedegree as we would if we stated those feelings, beliefs, and opinions directly.
In other words, telling a story is a safer way to do a dangerous thing. The forms and ritualsof storytelling are like the protective guards on a safety pin. Telling a story, like using asafety pin, isn’t completely safe, but it’s safer than complete candor.
For example, compare these two mini-surveys.
1. Do you think we are doing a terrible, good enough, or excellent job meeting yourneeds?
2. What was the last interaction you had with us? Could you tell us what happened?(Then after the story is told. . . ) How do you feel about that story? What do you think itsays about us?
Which do you think would provide a better picture of what people actually feel, believe,and care about?
Story listening shows respect

We are all used to being asked for our opinions in standard surveys, and we are used togetting out and putting on our well-worn poker faces for that game. When you ask peopleto share stories of their experiences, you put aside that game and start a different game,one in which greater respect is afforded to all players.
In my work with stories, I have found that most people respond to a respectfully curious
request to tell a story with pleasant surprise. In fact, I have come to expect that among thestories told in any project I will find some that express gratitude for the chance to tell astory. Can you imagine people expressing gratitude for the chance to fill out a standardopinion survey?
Taking the time and care to ask people what has happened to them and how they feelabout it is a nice thing to do. But it’s not just nice; It’s also useful. It taps into hidden sourcesof energy that can be applied to a common goal.
Stories tell us what we don’t know we know

Our memories hold many insights, but they are not always easily accessible. When we tellstories, we sometimes reveal feelings and beliefs of which we ourselves are not aware.
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So when the answer to a direct question is “I don’t know,” the contextual clues in a storycan bring out relevant experiences and tacit knowledge. After the story has been told, thestoryteller may still not know the answer to the direct question. But the answer is in the
story. If you can ask people some questions about the stories they tell, their answers canbe meaningful—often surprisingly so—to everyone.
Stories bring our imaginations together

When a topic is complex andmany-layered, the best course is to increase diversity, generatemany ideas, think out of the box, and prepare for surprise. Asking a diverse range of peoplewhat they have done and seen—and what they would and would not like to do and see inthe future—brings their imaginations to bear in a synergistic explosion of creativity.
Sharing stories broadens the net of exploration by opening the inquiry to the multi-dimensional varieties of human experience. Direct questioning, though precise, is narrowlyfocused. It produces uni-dimensional content that can provide only one answer.
Stories help us to see the world anew

When we listen to a story, we experience a suspension of disbelief and a displacement ofperspective that helps us to see the things we thought we understood through new eyes.Groups of people who experience each other’s stories can achieve deeper insights thanthey can by considering opinions and facts.

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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Direct questioning may generate more precise measurements, but story elicitation ensuresgreater depths of insight and understanding into complex topics and complex people.
Stories create networks of meaning

When you ask direct questions, it is easy to guess wrongly about what sorts of answerspeople might want to choose, and even about what sorts of questions might lead to usefulanswers. This is often a problem when exploring complex topics.
Asking people to talk about their experiences can lead to useful answers even if you ask
the wrong questions, because the contextual richness of stories provides information inexcess of what was directly sought.
In fact, being surprised by the questions answered (and posed) by collected stories is afrequent event in Participatory Narrative Inquiry.
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.
Once upon a time. In pre-industrial times, story sharing was strong, habitual, and useful, avaluable asset of every community.
• Travel was slow, infrequent, and local, leading to long-term, multiplex connections andhigh narrative continuity.
• Much time was spent doing tedious but quiet work that lent itself to story sharing, suchas farming, processing food, and crafting and repairing clothing and household items.
• There were many amateur storytellers, but few professionals, mostly because a travelinglife was a hard life. Bards were respected, but they could only visit one village at a time,and every household and craft workshop had its local tale spinner. These people (oftenelderly or disabled) were sometimes paid a trifle, or allowed to work slowly, because theyprovided entertainment (and sometimes facilitated group story sharing) while peopleworked together. As a result of this dynamic, local challenges and alterations to popularstories were both expected and accepted.
The march of progress. The changes brought about by the industrial age caused storysharing to grow weakened, fragmented, and disrespected.
• Newmodes of transportation increased the speed, range, and frequency of travel, whichincreased mobility, which in turn reduced long-term connections. This led to a dramaticdecrease in narrative continuity.
• New labor-saving devices (such as farm machinery and washing machines) and labor-concentrating factories (for processing food and formaking clothing and other householditems) reduced the drudgery of everyday life. But they also removed the necessity—andthe opportunity—of spending time together. Instead of meeting at the village well to
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wash their clothes, people would use their washing machines at home, far from theirneighbors. And because these new devices (and new places) were noisy, people found itdifficult to share stories near (or in) them.
• A new wave of professional storytellers emerged to replace the stories people missedhearing, first in penny novels, then in magazines, radio shows, movies, and televisionshows. Those who succeeded rose far higher socially than they ever could before. Fewlocal amateurs dared to challenge the status quo; besides, they were hard at work inthe factories or isolated in their perfect kitchens. As a result, challenges and alterationsto popular stories became difficult, risky, and rare.
• As we turned toward this new wave of professionally prepared stories, we turned awayfrom our own humble everyday stories. We learned to be good audiences, and we forgothow to share and work with our own stories.
Signs of life. The post-modern age has ushered in a partial revival of everyday story sharing.We still share stories far less than we did in pre-industrial times, but the situation hasbegun to improve.
• Mobility remains high, but the increasing availability and decreasing cost of long-distancecommunication means that friends and families can stay in touch over long distances(somewhat) better than they could 50 years ago. As a result, narrative continuity has(slightly) increased.
• The (relative) revival of crafting and DIY hobbies has created new social contexts in whichcasual story sharing can take place. We used to do quiet simple tasks together becausetalking made the work go faster. Now we get together because we want to talk, anddoing quiet simple tasks together gives us more to talk about.
• The proliferation of new forms of low-entry-cost media has (somewhat) reduced thestatus of professional storytellers and elevated the status of amateurs. As a result,audiences are now (somewhat) more inclined to “take over” popular stories and demandchanges. Fan fiction, for example, has (to some extent) disrupted the tradition of thegood audience.
In short, we are beginning to reskill ourselves in story exchange, 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.
The following table lists some of the things you can do with PNI.
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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 patients abouttheir interactions with caregivers
Catchemergingtrends

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

A non-profit organization might askits volunteers about the high andlow points of their volunteeringeach month
Make betterdecisions Compare options by exploringrelevant experiences from allperspectives

A town might compare three futurescenarios, drawing from stories ofthe community in the present andpast
Find new ideas Address a longstandingproblem with collectiveimagination

A community might ask itsmembers to recall times when theysaw tense confrontations defusedwith compassion
Reduceconflicts Help people understand theexperiences and perspectivesof people in other groups

A community might explore diversestories of everyday life to findcommon ground
Buildconnections Help community memberscommunicate norms andnegotiate changes

A university might ask some of itsstudents to build a story-filledorientation handbook for newstudents
Help peoplelearn Improve collectiveproductivity with real-lifestories of learning and insight

An organization might build a helpsystem that gathers stories fromsoftware users to diagnoseproblems and find solutions
Enlightenpeople Find authentic experiences tohighlight and challengelimiting assumptions

An advocacy group might gather,then explore, then communicatestories of lived experience withtheir 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. Workingstories is a blunt instrument. You can come up with hypotheses, but you can’t controlhow people will interpret the questions you ask them, so you can never be sure if thosehypotheses were proven or disproven. You can’t create a control group, because you can’tcontrol how people will react.
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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 coming to decisions. For that purpose, working with stories has an excellent record ofaccomplishment.
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 propagandadoes), 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. For example, I have seen people use PNI to:
• discover insights that had been eluding them for years
• see each other as they really were for the first time
• overturn assumptions that stood in the way of needed solutions
• release unhoped-for fountains of energy to build a better future
All of these things happened because people didmorewith their stories than just telling andlistening to them. I hope the many brief stories about real projects scattered throughoutthis book (and in The Working with Stories Sourcebook) will give you an idea of the thingspeople have achieved by working with stories.
Based on my experiences in this area, I believe that if you could run an experiment in whichcommunity A simply shares stories while community B both shares stories and works withtheir stories to build things together, community B will arrive at better, more robust, moreresilient, more grounded decisions.
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.
These techniques were developed and refined over the course of many projects, but theyshare concepts and ideas with many other methods of participatory work. Pick up any bookon action research, narrative therapy, participatory theatre, or decision support, and youwill find parallels to what you read here. In fact, I strongly encourage you to draw widelyfrom many techniques designed to help people think and make decisions together.
In the end, you and your community are the ultimate authorities as to what will work bestfor you. The ideas and techniques I describe in this book don’t matter in the abstract. Ifthey don’t work in the particular context of your needs and hopes, they don’t work. It is
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your task to make them work, or to build what does work for you. It is my task to help youdo that.

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. My suggestion is to read a bit, go out and try what you read, then come back andread some more. Keep doing this until you don’t need the book anymore. Then write yourown book. Seriously. Everyone has their own unique way of doing this work. Find yours.

Changes in the fourth edition
I have learned a lot (more) about working with stories since I finished the third editionof this book in 2014. This edition includes many new understandings, explanations, andexercises I developed as I introduced hundreds of people to PNI and its ideas, taught andcoached dozens of people through their first PNI projects, supported dozens of PNI projects,and thought (and talked) about the future of PNI as a field.
I also listened to many readers as they told me aboutWorking with Stories: which partsthey liked most and least, which parts they found enlightening and confusing, which partsthey read over and over, and which parts they skimmed or skipped. If you told me anythingaboutWorking with Stories—anything at all—you helped me improve it.
One of the things people told me they needed was a shorter book. That’s why I wrote
Working with Stories Simplified, and it’s why I trimmed down my writing in this book andmoved some of its lowest-priority sections to the The Working with Stories Sourcebookand The Working with Stories Miscellany.



Part I

Story Fundamentals
To help you get started in story work, I thought about my own discoveries in the field aswell as conversations I have had with other people making the same journey. By my bestestimation, these are the questions you are most likely to have at this point:
1. What is a story?
2. What are stories for?
3. How do stories work?
4. What role do stories play in communities and organizations?
Thus, this part of the book contemplates each of these questions in order to give you anessential grounding in narrative.
Chapter Page Name Description
2 13 What Is a Story? Defines stories as messages, thinking tools,and connections
3 19 What Are StoriesFor? Describes stories as maps of experience,sounding devices, packages of meaning, andelements of play
4 29 How Do StoriesWork? Explores aspects of how stories function inconversation, inside and alongside otherstories, and in society
5 49 Stories inCommunities andOrganizations

Looks at how stories work in groups of peoplewho live and work together

11





Chapter 2

What Is a Story?

Most definitions of the word “story” have two parts to them: stories are this, and storiesare not that. I’ve read hundreds of such definitions, and maybe you have too. When I firstbegan to gather and compare definitions of the word, I noticed something curious. Thesame thing that made a story a story to one person often made it not a story to anotherperson. So who was right and who was wrong?
I used to say what everyone else said: I’m right, of course, and the people who wrote theseother definitions are wrong. But over time I came to realize that every definition of story Iever read—including my own—was completely wrong. Or rather, wrongly complete. Thereason good people disagree on the definition of story isn’t that some are right and someare wrong. It is that we are touching different parts of the same elephant.

A group of blind travelers encountered an elephant. One traveler felt the elephant’strunk and said, “Watch out! It’s a snake!” Another felt the elephant’s leg and said,“You’re wrong. It’s a tree.” A third felt the side of the elephant and said, “You’reboth wrong. It’s a boulder!”
So rather than tell you what is and is not a story, I will tell you about three perspectives onstories that among them contain every definition of the word.
A story is a message
We tell and listen to stories to express our identities and to negotiate and maintain ourpositions and capabilities in our social groups. Thus a good story is one that fits our group’scultural expectations of what stories are like and uses that fit to deliver a message to anaudience for a purpose.
This perspective on stories focuses on the dimension of story form, or the communicativeact of storytelling. Story form has to do with structure: setting, characters, plot, values,conflicts, and themes. It also has to do with engagement: interesting settings; relatablecharacters; captivating plots; well-expressed values; satisfying arcs of rising and fallingconflict; and coherent, relevant themes. Whether we are writing a screenplay or chattingwith friends, all of these elements of story form come into play.

13
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A story is a thinking tool
We tell and listen to stories to understand the world we live in. Thus a good story is one weencounter in the right place at the right time, one that helps us to learn and understandand remember. We all spend our lives puzzling out life, the universe, and everything, andstories help us to do that, both individually and collectively.
This perspective on stories focuses on the dimension of story function, or the utility of astory to thought, decision, and action. Story function has to do with associations: betweenstory characters and their plans, goals, and actions; between cause and effect; betweensituations in a story and analogous situations in our lives; and between a story and otherstories that explore related issues and teach complementary lessons.
A story is a connection
We tell and listen to stories to get along with each other by forming and maintaining bondsand resolving disputes. Thus a good story is one that survives and spreads through theconversation and memory of people, helping everyone it touches—like the story I told youabout the elephant. That story is over 2000 years old, and it has helped billions of peopleunderstand that good people can disagree without anyone being at fault.
This perspective on stories focuses on the dimension of story phenomenon, or the lifehistory of a story as it moves through time and society. Story phenomenon has to do with
context: when and where a story’s events took place; when and where it first took formand was told; how it was passed on; how it developed and changed over time; and itscurrent scope, variations, and interpretations.

Exploring the three perspectives
Let’s use one of Aesop’s fables, “The Ant and the Dove,” to consider a story from each ofthe three perspectives.

An ant went to the bank of a river to quench its thirst, and being carried away bythe rush of the stream, was on the point of drowning.
A dove sitting on a tree overhanging the water plucked a leaf and let it fall into thestream close to her. The ant climbed onto it and floated in safety to the bank.
Shortly afterwards a birdcatcher came and stood under the tree, and laid his lime-twigs [trap] for the dove, which sat in the branches. The ant, perceiving his design,stung him in the foot. In pain the birdcatcher threw down the twigs, and the noisemade the dove take wing.

That’s just the sort of story Aesop would tell, isn’t it? The old rascal. The story nevercomes right out and says anything, but we know what it means. That sort of obliquecommunication is what stories do best.
Story form in “The Ant and the Dove”
The physical setting of the story encompasses a river and a tree, in warm weather (no iceon the river), probably in the daytime. It covers a time frame of perhaps an hour or two.
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The social setting of the story is remarkable: it includes unrealistically intelligent animals,though the bird-catcher does not seem to be aware of this (to his detriment).
As to the story’s characters, the protagonist is the dove, and the antagonist is the bird-catcher. The ant’s role is as a teacher or helper to the dove. The plot begins with an initiatingevent (the ant is carried away), continues with a protagonist action (the dove saves theant), encounters a complicating event (the man sets a trap for the dove), and ends with ahelper action and resolution (the ant saves the dove).
Contrasts between character abilities are important to the story. The ant is helpless againstthe current, but it can bite the man. The dove cannot attack its enemy, but it can fly awayfrom danger. Thus the story is an allegory about our own complementary capabilities.
The dominant change in the story is that two characters who have no prior relationshipform a bond of mutual salvation. The cause of the change is the dove’s choice to takea risk to save the ant. The dove literally sticks out its neck to help the ant, and the antreciprocates by taking another risk, as it could easily be stepped on by the man while it isbiting him. The symmetry of the two actions makes reciprocity a strong theme. Thus thecentral point of the story is the same as that expressed by the proverb “what goes aroundcomes around.”
The story contains three kinds of conflict: internal (should I help or stay where it’s safe?),inter-character (the bird-catcher’s attempt to trap the dove), and external (the river’sdangerous current).
Notice that each sentence in the story describes an apparently unconnected event. Itnever actually says that either animal saved the other, or even that they meant to do so. Itonly says that they took certain actions and that those actions had certain outcomes. Thisgives the story a secondary theme about the undercurrents of connection that lie beneathapparently unconnected actions and events.
Taken together, this story is a cleverly assembled package meant to persuade its audiencethat the proverb is a true one.
Story function in “The Ant and the Dove”
The expectation in a situation like the one established in this story is that people (for thisis a story about people) are often unwilling to take risks to help each other, especially ifthey are strangers (as seems to be the case here). The story explores the violation of thisexpectation: that sometimes taking a risk for no apparent gain results in greater safety inthe long run. The animals in the story share similar goals (to survive), and this similarityconnects the two animals together in a relationship that does not include theman. (Imagineif the ant had been the man’s pet; would it have helped the dove?)
Also important to this story is the detection of plans. The ant is able to discern both thedove’s plan (dropping the leaf) and the man’s (setting the lime twigs). This is why the ant isa helper in the story and not a co-protagonist. The dove, unlike the ant, discerns no plans,not even the man’s after the ant has bit him (only the noise made the bird take wing, notany dawning awareness of the man’s plans).
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It is in fact critical to the story’s function that the protagonist, who risked her life to helpanother without promise of return, be unaware of any plans being made. Why? Becausethat is the lesson of the story: that helping without expectation of return is worthwhile.Imagine if the dove had known the man was coming to lay a trap: would its helping the antconstitute help without expectation of return? No; it would be calculating, not taking aleap of faith in unseen reciprocity.
In terms of cognitive play and life-event simulation, the utility of this story lies in consideringthe relative merits of risk-taking in a world in which intentions and motivations vary andmay be difficult to detect. Many folk tales explore related lessons, including some wherethe hero unselfishly helps others and is rewarded in return.
On the other hand, there are many opposing stories in which unselfish actions result not inaid but in vulnerability to attack by deceptive antagonists. Little Red Riding Hood and othercautionary tales stand in contrast to stories of reciprocity like this one in a multi-facetedexploration of help, hindrance, trust, and deceit.
Story phenomenon in “The Ant and the Dove”
The hundreds of moralistic fables attributed to Aesop, an ancient Greek storyteller, wereprobably handed down through oral traditions for hundreds of years before they werewritten down. Since then many compilations of the fables have been printed and reprinted,and they have developed many variations.
Today, Aesop’s fables are read to and by children, referred to in conversation, and performedin person, in writing, and in film. People use them to teach children about human socialrealities; to refer to truisms; to entertain with witty performances; to pursue argumentsin subtle ways; and for many other purposes. The tales are generally considered part ofthe cultural heritage of Europeans (and people whose ancestors came from those lands),though few people have read all of them or know what is an Aesop’s fable and what is not.
At the moment, on the internet, there are two versions of “The Ant and the Dove” thatconvey opposing interpretations of the story’s central message.
1. One version of the story gives its moral as “A kindness is never wasted,” portraying aworld in which people do good for the sake of good and are rewarded through thenatural balance of the cosmos. This matches the interpretation I gave to you, which isthe interpretation I formed of the story when I first read it as a child.
2. A second version of the story, which I was surprised to discover as I wrote this book,gives its moral as “One good turn deserves another” and portrays a tit-for-tat world inwhich clever people help only those who help them. The ant is the protagonist in thisversion of the story, and it helps the dove only because the dove helped it first. Someof these tellings even do away with the surface-level disconnectedness of the storyas I told it to you, having the ant and dove form a close bond of friendship for “manydays” before the ant is called upon to help the dove—or even claiming that the twoanimals were friends long before the story began.
These two versions of the story seem to be waging a war for dominance in contemporarysociety. The interpretations themselves relate to the use of the story as a thinking tool,
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but the fact that there are two of them has to do with how the story is playing out as asocial phenomenon. Does the rise of the tit-for-tat version say something about increasingisolationism and xenophobia? Or have the two versions of the story always been present?(And did I simply happen to encounter and connect with the cosmic-balance version first,and was its impact on my worldview a matter of chance?)

As a message
(story form)
• River, tree, hour
• Intelligent animals, 

allegory
• Risk, aid, 

reciprocation
• Undercurrents of 

connection

As a thinking tool
(story function)
- Expectation: self-preservation
- Violation: risk taken to help other
- Result: gain to self
- Lesson: Helping is worthwhile

As a connection
(story phenomenon)
- Arose from oral traditions
- Still told to teach, negotiate, remind, warn, 

chastise, make oblique arguments
- Competing versions represent different 

views of social life

An ant went 
to the bank 
of a river....

Stories of Definition
One thing I have noticed about these three perspectives is that nobody ever seems to think
about all of them at once. You are likely to have encountered some definitions of storyalready, if you have been reading in this area, and you are most likely to have encounteredpeople defining stories according to one or two of these perspectives.
Try it right now. Pick up any book about stories or storytelling, and you will find that thedefinition of “story” given in it describes, either only or primarily, one or two of theseperspectives. I have read many such books and have yet to find one that covers all threeperspectives equally.
Let me show you a few examples. What perspective on stories does this author favor?

[Story] Structure is a selection of events from the characters’ life stories that iscomposed into a strategic sequence to arouse specific emotions and to express aspecific view of life.
Did you guess story form? The quote is from Robert McKee’s Story, the bible of aspiringscreenwriters, and it exclusively defines story in terms of form.
Here is another:

[S]ome stories may be unjustly forgotten, but no stories are unjustly remembered.They do not survive through the vagaries of whim. If a story has been swimming inthe vast ocean of human consciousness for decades or centuries or even millennia,it has earned its place.
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Which perspective on stories does that description cover? It describes stories as societalphenomena. The quote is from Robert Fulford’s book The Triumph of Narrative, whichexplores the roles of stories in society from gossip to urban legends to television.
A third quote:

When a prior experience is indexed cleverly, we can call it to mind to help usunderstand a current situation. This process can lead to brand-new insights.
Which perspective did you pick? The quote is from Roger Schank’s Tell Me a Story, a treatiseon stories in their functional role.
Here is a quote from an author who covers two perspectives on stories.

There is an intricate political process at work here [in sharing stories]; what I shouldlike to call the politics of narrative identity whereby we assert andmaintain our owninterests not just by advancing a particular view of ourselves, but by underminingthe views that others advance of themselves. Stories and counter-stories are told;history is written, subverted, and rewritten. And in this game of strategy, thosewho have the last word also have considerable power over those who do not.
Can you guess which perspectives it covers? It is by David Novitz in a chapter called “Art,Narrative, and Human Nature” in the bookMemory, Identity, Community. The chapter ex-plores story function (prediction, strategy) and also deals with stories as social phenomena(politics, representation, identity, power). But do you see much attention to story formthere? Setting, character, plot, value, conflict, theme?
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 “story” can be completeuntil it includes all three of these perspectives.
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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What Are Stories For?

Stories serve (at least) four functions in human life.
1. We use stories to chartmaps of the world of our experiences. Sharing stories helps usvalidate and improve our maps.
2. We use stories to sound the terrain around us with evidential reasoning, enhancingour maps with additional dimensions.
3. We use stories to condense our maps, reducing cognitive overhead in well-known areasand freeing up resources to explore where exploration is needed most.
4. We use stories to explore ourmaps, entering into serious play that transports uswithoutdanger and develops our understanding of difficult terrain.
This chapter explores each of these functions.

We use stories to chart maps of the world
In order to make the decisions required to survive, all organisms need to form some ideaof what the world around them contains. For people this is true in the physical sense andin many other senses as well: emotional, social, political, spiritual. From childhood on webuild maps of the world we experience. The stories we tell and remember help us to buildthose maps.
Mapping matters more at the edges of the map
In 2010 the University of Minnesota’s EurekAlert! online science news service describedsome ground-breaking research into storytelling, or the replay of lived experience, in thebrain. Researchers placed electrode “hats” on rats as they ran around in mazes, essentiallywatching the rats map their worlds. Says the news article:

The hippocampus, a part of the brain essential for memory, has long been knownto “replay” recently experienced events.
“Replaying experienced events” is not that different from what we mean by storytelling,even if it is not communicated to another person (or rat). When you stand on your porch19
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and remember the time you shared a meal there with friends, you are not that differentfrom a rat remembering the time it found some excellent cheese in a maze.
Going back to rats: these researchers used their electrode “hats” to observe firing patternsin the brains of rats as they navigated a maze. From this they were able to compare wherethe rat was currently located with where the rat was remembering being.

They found that it was not the more recent experiences that were played back inthe hippocampus, but instead, the animals were most frequently playing back theexperiences they had encountered the least. They also discovered that some of thesequences played out by the animal were ones they had never before experienced.
When I read this, I thought of Gary Klein’s work (described in his book Sources of Power)on naturalistic decision making. This body of work describes how people make decisionsin part by recalling cases from the past. Like the rats in the maze, the firefighters Kleininterviewed did not recall their great masses ofmundane experience; they compared whatthey were sensing mainly to the extremes of their experience.
For example, my strongest memory from Klein’s book is of a firefighter entering a room,feeling a hot floor, remembering a time when a floor gave way because there was firebeneath it, and ordering everyone out—just before the floor collapsed.
What these and other similar bodies of research tell us is that as people tell stories (to them-selves and others), they explore the areas of their worlds that hold the most opportunityand danger: the edges of experience.
Why pay so much attention to the edges? Because telling stories takes time and energy,and only at the edges is it worth the expense. Exploring the well-known does not pay off.
What about rules and expectations?
Stories about rules are valuable, yes. But stories about exceptions to rules are even morevaluable—and the more the better, because every exception is different. Remember Tol-stoy’s famous quote, that happy families are all alike, but every unhappy family is unhappyin its own way? This is why folk tale collections are made not of people sowing wheat andbaking bread but of babies who drink oceans and tumble-down huts full of gold.
When you read about stories in communities and organizations, you will read about storiesof unwritten rules, of “howwe do things around here.” Such foundational stories are indeedimportant to most communities and organizations. But they are not told on an everydaybasis to those who already know them. They are more likely to be told to newcomers andoutsiders, for whom they are at the edge of experience. This is similar to the way in whichpeople who pride themselves on the museums and monuments of their cities visit themonly when visiting relatives require a tour.
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We were weeks 
behind schedule, 

working in the dark...

The client was 
overjoyed, and we 

won a new contract!

Nobody saw the 
crash coming. It 
looked like clear 

sailing... It was new ground,  
so we weren’t sure 

how we would...

We had to make 
a hard choice, 

and quick.
Oh, you’re new? Let 
me tell you how we 
do things around 

here.

Foundational stories are also told when someone is in danger of breaking the unwrittenrules of the community or organization. In this instance they serve to reorient a personwhose map is faulty and who has mistaken the edge of the map for its center.
Cognitive scientists often talk about how people learn how to live in the world by following
scripts given to them by others in the form of stories. Roger Schank says in Tell Me a Story:

A script is a set of expectations about what will happen next in a well-understoodsituation. In a sense, many situations in life have the people who participate in themseemingly reading their roles in a kind of play. The waitress reads from the waitresspart in the restaurant script, and the customer reads the line of the customer. Lifeexperience means quite often knowing how to act and how others will act in givenstereotypical situations. That knowledge is called a script.
We need stories in the center, in “stereotypical situations,” because they prepare us toact in ways that will keep us out of danger. But functioning adults do not exchange scriptsof everyday life. Such script-stories are told to children or cultural outsiders, for whomthey are at the edges of experience. For example, around the age of five or six, scripts helpchildren map the newly-acquired space of interacting with restaurant staff. But nobodywould tell stories to a teenager about how to behave in a restaurant, because by then theexperience would—should—be centrally located in their map.
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We use stories to sound the terrain around us
Stories help us make decisions about what to believe in what we see and hear. A favoriteexample here is Lance Bennett’s “Storytelling in Criminal Trials” (in the book Memory,
Identity, Community). Bennett makes the point that we judge the story a person tells abouta situation by carrying out three “cognitive operations” on the story.
1. We judge a story’s consistency by examining its internal regularity. We say a story“hangs together” or “ticks” or “runs like a fine machine.” We also assess the story’sconsistency with cultural standards of story form: setting, character, plot, scene, action.Most adults can assess narrative consistency and know how to repair a story that isnot functioning properly. In order to answer the question “Could it have happenedthis way?” we ask “Does the story hold together?”
2. We judge a story’s completeness by looking for plot holes and unexplained gaps andomissions. We say a story “doesn’t hold water” or “isn’t the whole story” if we sensesuch inadequacies. In order to answer the question “Is this the whole truth?” we ask“Is there anything missing from this story?”
3. We judge a story’s veracity by examining connections between it and the collection ofstories in our memories, both those we have experienced directly and those we haveheard from others. We talk about whether a story “rings true” or “strikes a chord” inlight of our experience. In order to answer the question “Did it happen this way?” weask “What stories stand with or against this story?”
The fact that nearly everyone has the skills required to work with stories makes this anessential tool in a system of jury by one’s peers. Says Bennett:

[I]n the [U.S.] courtroom jurors must understand that their judgments satisfy stan-dards of “reasonable doubt.” They must try to withhold final judgements until “allthe evidence is in.” They must try to be “fair.” They must try to be “objective.” Thesedimensions of interpretation are stipulated within the foreign context of a trial, yetthe basis for this knowledge must be part of the juror’s everyday equipment forliving. A solution to this problem is suggested by the story model: The cognitive op-erations made possible by placing evidence into a story framework provide implicitmeasures of these justice criteria. . . . This, in a nutshell, is our everyday measureof “doubt.”
In other words, we decide whether something is true by forming it into a story, then testingthe story; and when information is given to us as a story, we test that story directly.
What does this mean for everyday storytelling? If you watch people exchanging stories,you can see them judging elements of consistency, completeness, and veracity in thestories they hear. You can also see them adapt and repair their own stories as they detectdeficiencies in any of these qualities, either in their own judgment or that of their audience.Sometimes you can see storytellers and audiences negotiate these qualities in conversation.(The upcoming section on conversational storytelling, starting on page 29, will explore thismore fully.)



We use stories to sound the terrain around us 23

Story

Is it consistent with 
known standards? 
Does it measure up?

Is it complete? 
Will it hold water? 
Is it missing anything?

Is it true? 
Does it match other 
stories I have heard? 
Does it strike a chord?

Other researchers and theorists have also noted the connection between stories andjudgment. It plays a part, for example, inWalter Fisher’s narrative paradigm, his descriptionof how people use stories tomake sense of the world. This quote in particular (from Fisher’sbook Human Communication as Narration) is relevant:
Rationality is determined by the nature of persons as narrative beings—their in-herent awareness of narrative probability, what constitutes a coherent story, andtheir constant habit of testing narrative fidelity, whether or not the stories theyexperience ring true with the stories they know to be true in their lives.

Fisher’s narrative probability connects to Bennett’s consistency and completeness, and hisfidelity to Bennett’s veracity. Fisher believes that we tell stories in order to develop “goodreasons” with which to guide our decisions (such as whether to convict or acquit a peer).
Alasdair MacIntyre (in After Virtue) speaks of stories providing accountability:

I am not only accountable, I am one who can always ask others for an account, whocan put others to the question. I am part of their story, as they are part of mine.The narrative of any one life is part of an interlocking set of narratives. . . . Askingyou what you did and why, saying what I did and why, pondering the differencesbetween your account of what I did and my account of what I did, and vice versa,these are essential constituents of all but the very simplest and barest of narratives.
Evaluative aspects of story comprehension such as are explored by Bennett, Fisher, andMacIntyre add a third dimension to our maps of experience, distinguishing peaks of truth
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from valleys of doubt. Here there be dragons, say our stories; here sirens, here giants, andhere lush fields of green. Without such detailed maps we would be ill equipped to survive.
Sounding devices can be manipulated
Having said all of that, I must now say the opposite. Lance Bennett warns us that consistencyand completeness can overwhelm veracity:

[I]ssues of truth or fact in our adjudication (and social judgment) processes areintimately tied to the symbolization of accounts and the ways in which the sym-bolizations fit into the story model. This means that in some instances perfectly
true accounts will be disbelieved due to improper symbolization or structurally
inadequate presentations. Conversely, false accounts may be believed due to the
skillful juxtaposition of internally consistent symbols.

That is, those who tell wonderful stories can also tell wonderful lies. Using stories to makesense of the world around us can save us—and it can be used against us. This has beentrue for as long as people have been sharing stories.

We use stories to condense our maps
When I tell you a story, I compress the breadth of my experience into a tightly packed space.Aspects particular to me are excluded or explained, and aspects I can expect us to shareride along unstated, taking no space. When you read or hear the story, you re-expand it,filling in the details with your own experiences.
Try it. Here is a tiny story by G.S. Evans from storybytes.com.

“Some things in life are so easy to do,” the man thought, falling to his death.
You can feel that story expanding in your mind.
A story is a way of wrapping up experience into a robust, internally stable package suitablefor travel through time and space. The structures of a story protect it from dissolution inthe same way a suitcase protects the clothing within it from scattering in the wind on atrain platform.
Here is a beautifully illustrative quote from Vladimir Nabokov’s The Gift.

Now he read in three dimensions, as it were, carefully exploring each poem. . . .[A]s he read, he again made use of all the materials already once gathered by hismemory for the extraction of the present poems, and reconstructed everything,absolutely everything, as a returning traveler sees in an orphan’s eyes not only thesmile of its mother, whom he had known in his youth, but also an avenue ending in aburst of yellow light and that auburn leaf on the bench, and everything, everything.

http://www.storybytes.com
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Story

Many years 
ago I was... Yes, I see.

The degree to which we can correctly re-expand the original meaning of any story dependson narrative distance: the sum of the cultural, temporal, personal, and experiential differ-ences between storyteller and audience. The greater the narrative distance, the greaterthe likelihood of re-expansion errors, thus the smaller possible compression ratio.
To give an example: I like to read old novels and folk tales. When I choose book editionsto read, I look for plentiful explanatory footnotes. Why? Because without footnotes, thestories are harder to re-expand. When I read Russian novels, some aspects of the storiescome across very well. Dostoyevsky mentions putting straw under the table at Christmas,which I grew up doing, so I can fill in the details there. But other things, like the uses of bastand kvass, the moods of samovars, the types of carriages, and the grades of civil service, Icannot re-expand correctly without help.
Similarly, I can think of three children’s stories—Alice in Wonderland, Gulliver’s Travels,and The Wizard of Oz—in which cultural and political messages are so deeply embeddedas to be invisible without help from footnotes and introductions.
All stories have such inaccessible parts in them, even the stories we tell each other everyday and the stories we tell to ourselves. Have you ever read an old diary entry and had noidea what you were talking about? You could not re-expand the compressed story becauseyou had forgotten too much of the surrounding context.
Extreme compression
Two types of stories take compression to an extreme: proverbs and story references.
Proverbs are tightly packed stories. Here’s an exercise for you: find some random proverbsand re-expand them into stories. I’ll try a few.
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Proverb Story
A chain is only as strongas its weakest link. Some people were trying to do something. They were allneeded. One of them failed. The whole effort failed.
A friend in need is afriend indeed. I had a friend. I wasn’t sure how good of a friend he was. Ihad a crisis, and he came through for me. Now I know thathe is really my friend.
Ignorance is bliss. I used to love traipsing through the woods, listening to thebirds in the trees. What a peaceful time I had! Now I havebecome a birdwatcher. All I can think about is whether Ihave the correct identification.

But proverbs are not only very short stories. They have a unique function in society thatrelies on their obliqueness. We use them as a protective coating to tell stories we thinkmay be unwelcome in an expanded state.
Another type of ultra-compact story is a story reference. You know the old joke about theplace where everybody knows all the jokes so well that they’ve reduced them to numbers?And one guy says “47” and nobody laughs? And then he says, “Ah, well, I never could tella joke”? That’s a perfect example of a (joke about a) story reference. References are likeproverbs, but they leave out so much context that they make no sense at all to outsiders.They are designed not to travel.

We use stories to explore our maps
Because stories are simulations, they provide the same benefits as every other type ofsimulation. An article on medical simulation (by Carl Patow, in the journal Simulation
Learning) explains:

Medical simulation . . . enables students and providers to learn, practice, and repeatprocedures as often as necessary in order to correct mistakes, fine-tune their skills,and optimize clinical outcomes. They can develop and refine their skills withoutcompromising the safety of real patients.
In a similar way, we all use stories to consider and correct our mistakes and increase ourskills for coping with every aspect of life.
If you have ever watched a child tell stories in daily life, you have seen the play function ofstories. The events of daily life—an encounter with a scary stranger, a challenging task, avisit to relatives, a mosquito bite, a parent’s fears, a birthday party—all enter into fictionalstories and are played and replayed from many angles until they have been thoroughlyexplored and can be put to rest.
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This is 
going to 
cost me 
money.

But it could have 
ended differently...

I nearly 
hit that 
tree!

Oops! Sorry 
about your 

tree…

<gasp>

For an explanation of stories as play I could not possibly say anything better than this quotefrom Brian Boyd’s On the Origin of Stories.
All participants must understand behaviors like chasing and rough-and-tumble asplay and not real attack. To initiate play, canids have a ritualized play bow, particularlystereotyped in the young, like the “Once upon a time” that signals to a human childa partial suspension of the rules of the real. . . .
In play we act as if within quotationmarks, as if these were hooks to lift the behaviorfrom its context to let us turn it around for inspection. Within the frame of play,animals make a first step toward the representation or re-presentation of the realthat thought and language provide and that allow us to rotate things freely in themind, exploring them from new angles.

“A partial suspension of the rules of the real” is one of the many things stories bring to us,as children and as adults. Gary Klein calls this “mental simulation” and explains that whendecision makers in situations of rapid-fire action cannot recall cases that match currentconditions well, they mix and match elements from previous experience to create newscenarios. The fact that stories take place in a sort of bubble where special rules applymakes mental simulation possible with no damage to what surrounds it. Says Boyd:
Play permits detachment, yet does so by engaging players intensely. Inviting, en-grossing, energetic, this self-rewarding concentrate of ordinary action makes itpossible to develop rapidly skills that it would be dangerous to learn, and impossi-ble to overlearn, within the urgencies of the real.
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If you think about it, you are already familiar with stories as objects of play. Think of phraseslike “the suspension of disbelief” and “the play’s the thing” (the thing we play with, thatis), and think of role-playing games, which are stories in which we play characters.
Stories pull us in while simultaneously pushing away the “urgencies of the real.” But this isnot a paradox; it is a journey, a flight through possibility. A game.
One critical aspect of games in social life is their volunteer nature. As James P. Carsefamously put it in Finite and Infinite Games:

If youmust play, you cannot play.
This is why we wrap our stories in such elaborate rituals of social negotiation: because weneed to play with them to make sense of our lives, and we need the help of those aroundus to play with them. And play is serious business, even for children. Anyone who thinksplay is for entertainment alone has never seen a child frantically re-enact a frighteningexperience a dozen times in rapid succession, seeking the resolution of understanding.



Chapter 4

How Do Stories Work?

In the first chapters of this book, I have been building up explanations based on typicalquestions people ask about stories. We have already covered what makes a story a storyand what stories are for. The next question people ask usually turns to practical utility. Theyask: How do stories work? What makes them tick?
To answer this question, I would like to take you on a journey through stories as theywork within our lives. We will start with a magnified view of stories as they are told inconversation, and end with a global view of stories as they move through society. Alongthe way, we will consider some intermediate-scope aspects of stories in use.

Stories in conversation
One summer evening, you and I are sitting together with a group of friends. We just camefrom a social event, say a sports event, and we are chatting about it. Our conversationhas a tick-tock rhythm to it: you speak, I speak, she speaks, he speaks. We hand off theconversation to each other regularly and frequently by exchanging sentences, phrases, andparagraphs. When one person has been holding forth for a while on a subject, the othersin the group signal their willingness to listen by chiming in with “uh-huh” and “really” and“you don’t say” from time to time. Though we don’t know it, we are all watching the rhythmof the conversation and keeping it on course.
Have you ever met a person who didn’t seem to understand this natural rhythm, who heldthe floor by force or volume and refused to hand over the conversational baton? Did youwant to talk to them again? Not likely. Conversation is a negotiated ritual of give and take,and we know when it is working and when it isn’t.
Now let’s say you begin to tell a story. “I remember a time,” you say. There is a brief pauseas you glance around. The attentive looks and body language you see indicate permissionto continue, so you plunge in. During your story the ums and ahs continue, but in a subduedmanner that signals you hold the floor and the permission to speak uninterrupted. If therewas a talking stick you would have it. Soon you complete your story, transmitting another

29
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recognized signal that your turn has ended, and the conversation returns to its previoustick-tock pattern.
This dance, with its rhythms and signals and negotiations, is something children learn toexpect and participate in as they grow. It is probably tens of thousands of years old.
Starting around the 1960s, researchers began to study conversational rhythms like these.What they found out can tell us much about helping people work with their stories.
An iceberg model of conversational story
A story told in conversation has a structure somewhat like an iceberg. The story that appearsto be floating on the surface of the water is supported by a larger portion below the surface.This structure was first elucidated by William Labov and Joshua Waletzky in the 1960s. Myiceberg diagram is a slight modification of their diamond-shaped diagram.

Abstract Coda

Evaluation

Story

Complication

ResolutionOrientation

time

Storytelling
Really?Long 

ago...

The story proper, what you see above the water, contains three parts.
1. In the orientation of the story, the storyteller sets the story into context and settlesquestions of setting: time, place, characters, location. Whether a story is told just afterit happened or centuries later, the orientation serves to define the ground rules of howthe story is to be understood and interpreted. For example, if the story is a rumor, ortrue but not widely known, or fictional, this fact is typically set out in the orientation.
2. In the complication of the story, as they say, things get complicated. Some sort ofdilemma or problem presents itself to the story’s protagonist, and the protagonistresponds. What will happen next? This is where the uncertainty comes in: we cannotknow what will happen next, but we want to know. This is the hook that keeps uslistening.
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3. In the resolution of the story, we find out what did happen. The story comes to an end,for good or ill, and things stop happening.
That’s a pretty simple structure, right? Now let’s look at what lies beneath the waves.
Abstract: Negotiating permission

Every story told in conversation exists inside a larger story: the story of what happenedwhen it was told. Mikhail Bakhtin, in The Dialogic Imagination, said it this way:
[B]efore us are two events—the event that is narrated in the work and the event ofthe narration itself (we ourselves participate in the latter, as listeners or readers);these events take place in different times (which are marked by different durationsas well) and in different places, but at the same time these two events are indissol-ubly united in a single but complex event that we might call the work in the totalityof all its events. . . .

This larger story begins with an abstract, a sort of prelude in which the potential storytellerasks their potential audience for permission to tell a potential story. Abstracts often contain:
• offers to tell a story:
– 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 phrases:
– “Here’s one you might not have heard . . . ”
– “Once upon a time . . . ”
– “Back in the day. . . ”

• past-tense references to story elements:
– a time frame: “One day I”
– a memory: “I remember when”
– an experience: “I survived an avalanche!”
– an action: “I ate glass once”
– an event: “The dam broke up”
– a place: “That park wasn’t always a park”
– a person: “My dad was such a character”
– a rumor: ‘I heard about this guy who”

All of these formulas and references seek to offer advance proof that the story will beworth hearing while declaring an intent to hold the floor. I did the same thing at the startof this chapter, when I said, “One summer evening.” I wanted you to know that I was aboutto tell a story, and I wanted to ask for your patience so I could tell it.
But an abstract is not a one-sided communication. It also involves elements of negotiated
accommodation between the storyteller and audience. Tellers and audiences work together
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to establish the tellability of the story: its teller’s ability to tell it in the context of theconversation. Negotiations of tellability sound like:
• From the storyteller:
– restarts: “I—I saw this—this man”
– repetitions: “Did you hear about—Did you hear—There was this”
– reframings: “I had this dog—One day I was walking my dog—This was years ago”

• And from the audience:
– requests: “I’d like to hear about ___.”
– redirections: “Yeah, you told us about that, but you never told us ___.”
– restrictions: “Fine, but keep it short.”

During such adjustments the audience may actively attempt to channel the proposed storyinto a version they prefer over what has been offered. Perhaps they want the story to bemore exciting than has been presented, or more on topic, or less revealing. Aspects ofnegotiation can include tone of voice, body language, and facial expression.
A storyteller must also establish their telling rights to the story they want to tell. Thesecan vary depending on the social context. For example, the storyteller might have to haveparticipated in the events of the story to have the right to tell it, or they might need tounderstand the topic well, or they might need to have a certain status within the group.Sometimes others in the group will insist on their participation (or even domination) in thetelling of the story—“I was there too, you know” being a bid to share in the telling.
Let’s say you are talking in a conversational group, and you’ve just launched a story abstractinto the conversation. The group could respond by:
1. giving you permission to tell the story:

• fully, as proposed, without adaptation
• only if you share it with someone else who also has telling rights
• with specific alterations related to:
– safety (okay but don’t tell about this)
– respect (okay but drop the agenda)
– relevance (okay but keep it on topic)
– brevity (okay but don’t ramble on)

2. splitting into two groups: those who give permission and those who don’t
3. roundly refusing to hear the story, even with alterations
4. failing to notice that what you said was a story abstract
If you didn’t receive full permission to tell the story unaltered and to everyone, you might:
1. withdraw the story and wait for a better time and place to tell it
2. submit a new abstract for a more noticeable, acceptable, valuable, or appealing story
3. call upon your position in the group to assert your right to speak as you please
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4. attempt to tell the story only to those who seem receptive to it (by speaking quietlyand turning towards them, at which point they will decide whether to participate inthe splitting of the group)
5. forge ahead and tell the story, unchanged, to everyone:

• not realizing that there will be repercussions
• realizing but accepting (or not caring) that there will be repercussions because:
– you think your standing in the group gives you the right to speak as you please
– you feel a duty to speak up on an important topic
– you have an unmet need to be heard and understood

I don’t know about you, but I can think of times when I’ve been in each one of thesesituations, on both sides of the conversation.
Evaluation: Comment and annotation

As a storyteller is telling a story in conversation, they pepper it with evaluation statements,meta-comments that prove the continuing relevance of the story. Any part of a story thatdoes not describe a narrated event (a thing that happened in the story) is an evaluationstatement.
Say I am telling you a story about my dog being old and tired. When I get to the part wherehe was too old to walk up the driveway, I say, “I never saw a dog so exhausted in my life.”Why did I say that when simply saying “he was very tired” would have sufficed to recountthe event? Because the real meaning of that sentence was not “The dog was tired.” It was“This story stands out from my entire experience as significant, and it will be significant foryou as well, so you should keep listening.”
Evaluation statements often include:
• repetitions: “I never—never—saw anything like it—anything”
• formulaic phrases: “isn’t that something” or “doesn’t that beat all”
• comparisons to other experiences: “I never saw a dog so exhausted in my life”
• appeals to authority: “My sister said she’d never seen anything like it”
• requests for feedback or support: “Can you believe that?”
Evaluation statements are usually spoken with heightened volume, pitch, or tone. Also,the teller’s body language may indicate increased intensity.
There are also some forms of evaluation that communicate meaning in how they recountthe events of the story.
• Reported speech is what happens when a storyteller does some play-acting in the story.They might say something like “And then he comes in and—‘Yes sir, we did lose yourluggage.’ ” Reported speech provides a you-are-there feeling to the story, and it links aspecific event or action to the overall message of the story.
• Parallel events are events that are recounted in nearly identical ways but that occur atsome distance from each other in the story. Their purpose is to draw the audience’s
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attention to a comparison the storyteller wants them to make within the story. Forexample, if I was telling you a story, and at the start I said “I woke up that morning,”and then at the end I said, “I woke up this morning”—with the same tonal emphasis—Iwould mean, “Pay attention to this comparison; it matters to me.”
• Tense changes can also be used to highlight parts of a story the storyteller wants theaudience to pay particular attention to. Switching from “she said” to “so she’s saying”provides a sense of immediacy that means “Listen; this is the interesting part.”
When storytelling is going well, audience members pick up on evaluation statements andrespond to them. They look attentive or concerned, nod, or say “Oh” or “Right” or “Wow.”When evaluation statements fail to elicit responses, they tend to increase in number,because the reason for their existence—the need for reassurance—increases.
Coda: Back to conversation

The ending point of a conversational story, called its coda, is yet another piece of ritualisticnegotiation. In the coda, the storyteller closes the circle of narrated events and ends thenarrative event, returning the time frame to the present and the control of the floor to thegroup. Codas may include:
• formulaic phrases: “And that was that” or “And I lived to tell the tale”
• summaries: “And so you see he never went back”
• morals: “And that’s why you should never burn your bridges”
• justifications for the story’s worth: “And that’s how I became a mechanic”
• references to authority: “My boss said he was amazed”
• requests for feedback or support: “Did you ever hear anything like that?”
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.
Real talk is messier than this

The iceberg model is a simplification, of course, and it smooths out many variations inactual storytelling. To quote Neal Norrick in Conversational Narrative:
In genuine conversation, stories often surge up and recede again in topical talk.They may consist of fragments produced by separate speakers among extraneoustalk and random interruptions, so that it is often difficult to say just where theybegin or end. Indeed, it is sometimes impossible to determine the legitimate teller,or even the main teller. Listeners must piece together narrative structures andreconstruct chronologies to make sense of the storytelling they experience.

Still, I have found the model useful in helping me understand the stories people tell andusing that understanding to help them share stories with each other.
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Story

Abstract = Negotiation
Formulaic appeals
Restarts
Reframings
Establishment of rights

Coda = Conclusion
Formulaic conclusions
Summaries
Justifications
References to authority

Evaluation = Proof
Emphases
Repetitions
Comparisons
Requests for feedback
Reported speech
Parallel events

Complication = Tension
Dilemma, problem
Reaction

Resolution = Release
What happened in the end
Good or bad

Orientation = Setting
Time, place, location
Characters
Ground rules

time

Storytelling

Using the iceberg model

To show you how you can use this model to think about the stories you hear and tell inconversation, let’s work our way through a little everyday story I recently told to my son.
So I want to tell you what happened last night with Buddy.

Most of my story abstracts are obvious requests or offers, probably because I have spent somany years studying stories that I can no longer tell one without noticing it. No negotiationwas necessary in this case, since my son knows that talking to me this year means listeningto stories about the puppy.
I threw balls for him in the kitchen, and then I went into the living room and laiddown on the couch. Then he tried to play with Brownie and I had to stop him.

That’s the orientation of the story. None of its events are important, since they are onlywhat always happens. It’s short because I could leave out a lot of context I would have toexplain to you, like that I play fetch with Buddy every evening, that our two dogs make aracket when they play, and that my husband was asleep.
So I said, “Look, why don’t you go find a toy, and we can play tug.”

This is the inciting incident of the story, the event that started its action going. I used a bitof reported speech to draw attention to the fact that the story was starting to move.
So he goes over to the toy bin and starts rummaging around in it. Like, for a longtime. And I’m thinking, what’s he doing?
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This is the story’s complication. Notice the switch in tense, which intensifies and focusesthe action. Also note the description of my thoughts. This isn’t an event in the story; Ican’t make things happen with my thoughts. It’s an evaluation statement intended to drawattention to the uncertainty of the situation.
And then he suddenly comes over with the exact toy we play tug with!

This is the resolution of the story. Note the exclamation point that transcribes my verbalemphasis of the story’s final moment.
I can’t believe he understood what I said! I thought I’d have to get up in a minuteand find him the toy, but he went and got it himself! I guess he’s smarter than Ithought!

And this is the coda. It is completely unnecessary, and perfectly natural. First I repeatedthat what Buddy did was surprising; then I told the story all over again in miniature; then Iadded a lesson, making it clear what the story was really about: that Buddy is a great dog.
Also notice that in the coda I switched back to the past tense. This was an indication thatthe story proper was over and that it was no longer necessary to pay as much attention towhat I was saying as it was before.
This was a trivial story, a drop in the ocean of my life, but it still has the unmistakable shapeof a story. Personally, I find it fascinating to think that people were probably telling storieswith this essential shape tens of thousands of years ago.
Now it’s your turn. In your conversations over the next few days, notice a story as it is beingtold. It can be one you tell or one you hear. Afterwards, write it down as accurately as youcan. Then pick it apart. Why did the storyteller say each part of the story? Can you find anabstract, evaluation statements, a coda? What is the storyteller’s style?
Why all the drama?
Why on earth do we enclose our stories in such complex layers of ritualized negotiations?Why don’t we just tell them as they are?
The best way to protect ourselves while talking to other people is to declare ourselves: tovoice an opinion, to build an argument, to defend a position, to attack an opponent. Butdeclaration, while protective, is also isolating. Opinions and arguments are things we hold,not things we are. And as members of a social species, we want to be seen as we truly are.So we want to do more than just declare ourselves. We also want to reveal ourselves. Wewant to express our deepest feelings, values, and beliefs. But that could be dangerous. Itcould expose us to ridicule.
The story-sharing ritual exists to resolve this dilemma. Its carefully negotiated dance ofconnection helps us to reveal our feelings, values, and beliefs in a way that balancesprotection with revelation.
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It’s like giving gifts

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. Both rituals servethe same purpose, which is to say to each other:
• I have reached out to you. — I see that.
• Reaching out has made me vulnerable. — I understand.
• Please be kind. — I will. Now you do the same for me.
We often surround gift-giving with gestures that communicate a wrapper-like appeal:tentative, do-you-like-it smiles; open, extended hands or arms; “ta-da!” performancesin sing-song voices; banners strung across doorways. All of these are social signals thatattempt to establish a context of noncritical acceptance. We teach our children to recognizethese signals and accept gifts graciously even (or especially) when they are unwanted.
Stories work in the same way, and at two levels.
• An outer layer of wrapping is made up of conversational rituals that surround storytellingand wrap stories in banner-like announcements of intent and preferred response.
• An inner layer is the story itself, which is a package we use to safely disclose feelings,beliefs, and opinions without making claims to truth that would be open to immediatedispute without it.
Most well-brought-up people recognize the double-layered wrappings of a story and re-spond accordingly. Those who will not let other people tell stories probably don’t get manywrapped-up gifts either.
It’s like shaking hands

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 reason we extend our right hand is because most of us would needit to defend ourselves from an attack. The proper response is to extend the same hand,signaling a temporary mutual acceptance of vulnerability in order to connect. Similarly, ifyou and I are talking, and you offer a story abstract and I accept it, we have agreed to atemporary mutual acceptance of vulnerability in order to connect.
All of these social rituals—telling a story, giving a gift, shaking hands—are influenced by thecontext in which they take place. This is why no two instances of these rituals are the same,even when people tell the same stories, give the same gifts, or shake the same hands.
More layers of ritual
The story-sharing ritual has much more to it than the simple explanation I have given youso far. I’ll tell you about a few more aspects of story sharing you might see in conversations.
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Response stories

People often tell stories in response to other stories, sometimes building long chains ofconnected stories. Common abstracts for response stories are:
• That reminds me of the time . . .
• I remember that ___.
• My ___ was like that too. . .
• I know where you’re coming from. I had a ___ once that . . .
Telling a response story says: I understand your experience. I have had experiences like that
too. We are alike. We are connected.
Counter-stories

A counter-story is simply a response story that expresses a different perspective. Peoplesay things like:
• I had an experience with ___ too, but it was different.
• That’s funny, I had a different experience with ___.
• My memories of ___ are a little different than yours.
• That’s not what I experienced. Back when I was ___, I . . .
Counter-stories play a balancing role in social life. They convey, reinforce, and negotiatecultural norms, and they challenge limiting assumptions and break up rigid dogmas.
Telling a counter-story says: I understand your experience. I had a different experience. We
are alike, and we are connected, but we are also diverse, and in our group we respect our
similarities and our differences.

Because of their corrective function, counter-stories tend to be offered with extra tactand accepted with extra conditions. Anyone who offers a counter-story harshly (“That’sridiculous! I never had any problem with ___”) is likely to be cut off, asked to reframe theirstory, or left out of future story exchanges.
Co-telling

When two or more people have telling rights to the same story, the story-sharing ritualexpands to allow them to tell the story together. In some closely-knit groups, nearly everystory is co-told. Story co-tellers might contribute to the story by saying things like:
• (to the audience) Oh yeah, I remember that moment . . .
• (to the audience) We didn’t know what to do, honestly.
• (to the other storyteller) You are being too modest! (to the audience) She did an amazingjob, I can tell you.
• (to the audience) And then, bam! It was over. (to the other storyteller) Right?
• (to the other storyteller) Let me tell about what happened when we got there. (to theaudience) So when we got there . . .
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Co-told stories strengthen connections among co-tellers even more than story chains do,because co-tellers build the story together.
Retelling

A retelling happens when one person tells another person’s story to another person orgroup. In this case the story abstract might be something like:
• Sarah told me about her experience with ___. If you don’t mind, Sarah?
• My dad told me about the time he ___. I don’t think he’d mind me telling you about it.
• Hey Abdul, can I tell them about the time you ___?
Notice that all of these abstracts contain a request for (or a statement of) permission.That’s because retelling requires the audience to trust the storyteller, knowing that theywill retell the story with fidelity and respect.
Mistake stories

Abstracts for mistake stories sound like:
• I’m such an idiot! Last week I . . .
• I learned something yesterday. I was . . .
• I learned not to ___ the hard way. One day . . .
• Back in the day, I wouldn’t have ___, but then I . . .
Most of us tell mistake stories only to our closest confidants. But sometimes, a particularlywell-knit group can develop a supportive culture that helps its members admit, explore,and learn from their mistakes together.
Tall tales

Every team, family, community, or organization has its over-the-top stories, descriptions ofevents that are taken seriously but not literally. For example, in a family, the story of howa child said something spectacularly precocious at a tender age might be told and retoldmany times, even though everyone knows it no longer resembles the literal truth. Thesestories are full of meaning to those inside the group and deliberately meaningless to thoseoutside it.
Sacred stories

Sacred stories are the stories everyone knows. People refer to them by saying things like:
• She almost pulled a Bruce, but she stopped at the last minute.
• You should have seen it. It was almost like that day at the orchard.
• We had a green-door moment last week, if you know what I mean.
Sacred stories are unique to each group, unknown outside of it, frequently referenced, andrarely told.
Parallels with gift-giving

Each of these types of stories has a counterpart in the world of social gift giving.
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These stories are like
Response stories Reciprocal gift exchanges (on birthdays and holidays)
Counter-stories Corrective or provocative gifts (meant to convey messages)
Co-told stories People “going together” on a gift to a third person
Retold stories “Passing on” a portion of a large gift (perhaps of food) to others(requires the permission of the original gift-giver)
Mistake stories Home-made gifts (which receivers are obligated to accept andappreciate despite their flaws)
Tall tales Inside-joke gifts (meaningful inside the group; meaningless outsideit)
Sacred stories Gifts everyone owns and proudly displays
Storywatching
Once you know how to recognize the social rituals of story sharing, you will start to noticethem happening around you. You’ll be talking with friends and think to yourself, “Hey, thisis a co-telling!” Or you’ll be in a busy restaurant and overhear an abstract for a mistakestory. Or you’ll be at a work meeting and see a chain of response stories taking shape.
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.”
After you have been noticing story-sharing rituals for a while, you will start to think about
what they mean about your team, family, community, or organization. This is like startingto think about what hearing a bird in a particular place (and not elsewhere) means aboutyour local ecosystem.
After you’ve been thinking about meaning for a while, you will start to think aboutwhat you
can do to support healthy story sharing in your team, family, community, or organization.This is like thinking about where you could build nest boxes to help endangered bird species.
Each one of these stages builds on the previous ones. If you try to jump directly into takingaction, you’ll probably make things worse. So if you want to support story sharing in yourteam, family, community, or organization, take the time to listen to it and learn what it’slike before you try to change it.

Stories in stories
Like a ripple in a pond, every story is part of a nested series of larger stories. The first largerstory is the telling of the story, as we have explored. But several layers of stories ripple into
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the storyteller’s group, family, community, or organization, and on to the entire societyand world.

telling
story

telling

community

society

Then he jumped.

Why did he jump?

Those people are unpredictable.

The disconnect is growing.

A simple example will prove my point. One of my favorite stories from my childhood isfrom when I was exactly six years old. The neighbor kid started squashing a worm, and Ipulled her away, shouting, “That worm has as much right to live as you do!”
I’ve thought about that story for a long time. Why do I remember it in so much detail—thelocation, the exact words, the fact that I was exactly six years old? For a long time I toldmyself that it was important because it said something about who I was deep down.
Many years later, when my son was a toddler, I bought all the Dr. Seuss books, includingmy all-time favorite Horton Hears a Who! So one day, I sat down with my son and excitedlyread the story of Horton to him for the very first time. And I came across these lines:

Please don’t harm all my little folks, whoHave as much right to live as us bigger folks do!
In that moment I realized that my memorable six-year-old outburst was not my own uniquetruth. I was quoting Horton Hears a Who! A new sense of a larger story made me want toread more about Dr. Seuss (Theodore Geisel), why he wrote his books, and what impactthey had on society. So I went looking, and I found out that many of Geisel’s books werethemselves connected to even larger stories about the world he wrote them in.
Geisel wrote Horton Hears a Who! as an allegory for the American internment of Japanese-Americans and the Hiroshima bombing and subsequent occupation in Japan—and as anapology for supporting the internment during the war. He dedicated the book to a Japanesefriend he met while touring Japan after the war. I didn’t know any of that when I was six,but I did absorb the book’s message: that everyone deserves respect.
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Apparently, so did many other children. As Charles Cohen recounts in his book The Seuss,
the Whole Seuss and Nothing But the Seuss:

The next time you’re in a discussion about intolerance, see how many people citea childhood encounter with The Sneetches and Other Stories or Horton Hears a
Who! as the first time they learned about it. Ted’s [Geisel’s] long maturation processhelped him surmount the attitudes of his day to become a pioneer in the fight forequality, so that children would grow up already knowing what it took him severaldecades to recognize.

I used to think a story was like a ripple in a pond. Now I think stories are like rain on a pond.Every story has its own story, yes, but every story also interacts with other stories, whichhave their own stories, and it all gets mixed together into an impressionistic wash—until anew story drops into the mix, and the intermingling and interacting starts up all over again.

Stories in society
Now we have arrived at the last stop in our tour: a global view of stories as they live andbreathe in human society.
The understanding I have developed of stories in society is not the same understandinganother person might have developed. It has a story of its own, you could say. I wasoriginally an ecologist and evolutionary biologist; so when I came to work with stories, Ibrought metaphors from those fields to work with me. The best way I know to explainstories in society is to use three ecological metaphors, and I think you will just have toexcuse my not knowing how else to explain it. The metaphors relate stories to soil seedbanks, biodiversity, and ecological cycles.
Banks of seeds and stories
Stories are like seeds in that they condense complex understandings and perspectives intopackages that can be transmitted and stored, then retrieved from storage, planted, andgerminated again in the fertile soil of receptive minds. Also, in the same way that seedsare living beings, stories grow and change over time.
In an ecosystem, the soil seed bank is the body of seeds present in the soil. In a humansociety, thememory story bank is the body of stories present in the minds of those whoare alive and recorded by those who came before them.
The soil seed bank is constantly being updated by new seeds falling and being churned deepinto the soil by water percolation, decomposition, and disturbances such as falling trees.As the soil churns, old seeds come to the surface and germinate. Likewise, the memorystory bank is constantly being updated by new stories being told and churning deep intominds by the percolation of ideas, the decomposition of forgetting, and disturbances suchas relocations and deaths. As minds reflect, old stories come to the surface and are toldand heard again. Like a message hidden deep inside an ancient structure, a story may lieuntouched for thousands of years, only to reemerge and take root in new minds.
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Soil seed banks are likemuseums of the plant community, places where dormant organismsare held in memory and safety for future growth and for recovery after natural disasters.Memory story banks are like museums of the human community, places where dormantstories are held in memory and safety for future understanding and for recovery aftersocial disasters. What will be needed, by whom, when, and for what purpose cannot bepredicted, so the preservation of biodiversity—of narrative diversity—is paramount.
A soil seed bank is a reflection of what is going on above the soil. Studying it can revealpatterns that give us insights into the biological community and its unique characteristicsand needs. It can give us a glimpse into the past and future of the ecosystem. Likewise,a memory story bank is a reflection of what is going on in the world of human endeavor.Studying it can reveal patterns that give us insights into the human community and itsunique characteristics and needs. It can give us a glimpse into the past and future of thecommunity.

This seed is 
sprouting.

This 
story is 
being 
told.

I found 
three 

seeds in 
this core 
sample.

I gathered 
two stories in 
this interview.

I remember...

If only..

I wonder...

Really?Long 
ago...

Large-scale commercial agriculture produces short-term vigor, but reduces diversity in thesoil seed bank. This impoverishes the system and reduces its ability to help the plant com-munity survive and recover from catastrophe. Similarly, large-scale commercial storytellingproduces short-term entertainment (and even the occasional insight), but reduces diversityin the memory story bank. This impoverishes the system and reduces its ability to help thehuman community survive and recover from catastrophe. Overall, the modern age hasbeen marked by a decline in biological, agricultural, and narrative diversity.
Some of the seeds in the soil seed bank are of keystone species, whose impact on thecommunity’s diversity and resilience is disproportional to their abundance. Similarly, sacred
stories have a disproportional impact on a human community’s diversity and resilience.Neither keystone species nor sacred stories can be detected in advance or from afar; but ifeither is removed from the community, the loss can have devastating effects.



44 Chapter Four: How Do Stories Work?

In the soil seed bank, key species sometimes appear to be important because they dominatethe community in number or visibility. For example, large or numerous animals and plantscan seem to define an ecological community. But this is often an illusion. The removalof key species does not damage community resilience as strongly as does the removalof keystone species. The same pattern holds for dominant stories in the memory seedbank. The discovery and preservation of keystone species and sacred stories is a goal ofconservation efforts in nature and in human life.
Biodiversity and narrative diversity
What do ecologists do when faced with a dangerous loss of biodiversity? I can think ofthree things. Each has a corresponding activity that is also carried out by story workers.
Discovery

Ecologists map the presence and absence of biodiversity in order to understand how bestto strengthen it. Global maps of biodiversity, extinction risks, human impacts on the naturalworld, and the impacts of climate change help people decide where resources for studyand action should be focused. Decision makers use such maps to coordinate cooperativeefforts and to arrive at mutually acceptable plans for restorative action.
In the same way, story workers help communities or organizations build maps of meaningusing collected stories that reveal hotspots of conflict, zones of complacency, opportunitiesfor exploration, and other features. Maps of meaning differ from ecological maps in thatthey integrate many perspectives on sometimes contentious issues; but their utility issimilar. The creation of such a map is often a turning point in story work because it createsa new language people can use to discuss issues in a negotiated framework.
Sensemaking

Based on the maps they have constructed, ecologists make sense of what is going on in thenatural world. They look for ways to find a sustainable balance between human activityand natural abundance in order to provide recommendations to policy-makers and helpthem make better long-term decisions.
One of the pieces of work in this area I recall from my ecology days was research doneon wildlife corridors, or passages between patches of viable habitat. Such corridors arecritical to the preservation of biodiversity in the patchwork of wild places between humanhabitations. Natural corridors are both a requirement of biodiversity and an opportunityto support it, which is why their discovery was such a boon to the field of ecology.
In the same way, story workers use the stories they have gathered to make sense ofwhat is going on in a team, family, community, or organization. They look for ways to findsustainable balances among the various forces, intentional and unplanned, that affect thestories that are told and heard. The sensemaking process often reveals opportunities that,like wildlife corridors, can preserve narrative diversity in the face of potentially damagingforces such as corporate mergers or waves of immigration.
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Support

Ecologists boost biodiversity by creating and maintaining seed banks, artificially created col-lections that preserve diversity to replenish depleted soil seed banks. One of the challengesin managing seed banks is the need to continually regrow plants in order to maintain theviability of the stored seeds. In particular, maintaining the endosperm layer that surroundsthe seed embryo, which provides sustenance to keep the dormant seed alive and able togerminate, can be difficult. But seeds whose endosperm is lost cannot survive.
In the same way, story workers boost narrative diversity by creating and maintaining story
banks, artificially created collections that preserve diversity to replenish depleted memorystory banks. One of the challenges in managing story banks is the need to continually retellstories in order to maintain the viability of the stored stories. In particular, maintaining thelayer of context that surrounds the story embryo, which provides memorability to keepthe dormant story alive and able to be told, can be difficult. But stories whose context islost cannot survive with their meaning intact.
Ecological and narrative cycles
Ecologists study how energy and nutrients move around in ecosystems. Plants seek outsunlight and use photosynthesis to transform it into plant matter; herbivores transformplant matter into animal matter; carnivores turn one animal into another; and decom-posers turn everything into the nutrients plants need to seek out sunlight and build theirphotosynthetic apparatus. When I think of this I always picture one of those pinwheelfireworks, the ones in which many little pulses of energy combine to turn a huge wheel.
In a similar way, every time we experience a meaningful event or thought or feeling, a newstory enters into the narrative cycle. When this happens, we experience a little pulse of
narrative energy, an instinct to tell someone what happened. So we look for an audience,just like a plant grows toward the light. If we can find an audience, we can transform theexperience into a story, and the story enters the narrative cycle at the orbit of our familyor group. If we can’t find anyone to tell the story to, we might still tell it to ourselves, andit might still enter into the narrative cycle, but it will stay within our own private orbit.
There are many orbits within the narrative cycle, from individual to group to community,society, and epoch, and stories move among them like energy and nutrients move amongspecies in an ecosystem.
When we place a story into memory, we also classify it and connect it to other stories; andthis process continues as our thoughts churn. In effect, we take out our stories, retell themto ourselves, and put them back into our memories over and over as we reflect on ourexperiences. But recall involves selection, which usually has a purpose, though we may notalways realize it. As we recall and retell our stories, they take on stable forms, though theycan change again when new experiences lead to new selections.
There are other, smaller pulses of narrative energy as well, like echoes of that first instinctto tell a story. The second is when a person hears a story, and the third is when a personis reminded of a story. In both of these moments they might experience a little pulse ofmotivation to tell the story to someone.
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When a person (or group) discovers a need to tell a story, they feel a pulse of narrativeenergy that helps them craft and tell a compelling story, drawing from the experiences andstories in their memory. Whoever they tell the story to might feel a similar pulse of energythat causes them to retell the story (and other stories it brings to mind) to others.
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When we tell purposeful stories, to inform or persuade or entertain, we act like “ecosystemengineers,” those animals that influence the ecosystem around them to a disproportionateextent. A purposeful story is like a beaver dam in that it affects the flow of stories in alarger area than a casually-told story.
All of these little pulses of energy create eddies of movement in the narrative cycle. Some-times a story will take on a life of its own and swirl about with great energy for a time,rippling out into the largest orbits of the narrative cycle and creating a narrative wave thatreverberates for a generation.
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But there can also be pockets of stillness in the narrative cycle. Sometimes people haveexperiences that they tell no stories about, even to themselves. This can happen becausethe experience is painful, but it can also happen because the experience doesn’t seemimportant at the time. Stories can hide in the quiet places of the narrative cycle, only torise to relevance decades later when new narrative waves bring them to mind.
Notice that I did not include events in the narrative cycle. Not all events create experiences,and not all experiences require events. For example, a person might slowly come to realizethat their memory is not what it was. Or their family might come to realize why theirmemory is not what it was. Or a scientist might come to realize why the memory ofso many people is not what it was. All of these people might tell stories about theseexperiences, but the stories would contain few specific events.
Throughout history, people called fabulists have held a special place in the narrative cycle.They package and repackage stories from the past and present, always introducing someof their own unique ideas, but also preserving and highlighting (replanting, you could say)the stories they draw from the cycle itself. Aesop was a fabulist (if he existed), as wereVishnu Sharma, Alexander Afanasyev, Andrew Lang, and many others. The Wikipedia pageon “fabulists” lists 67 people, and the page on “Collectors of fairy tales” lists 100. Jack Zipesand Jan Harold Brunvand are a few fabulists of recent years.
Also, some of the creators of the commercially-produced stories we talk about today(like Star Wars and Disney movies) are fabulists in that they resurface ancient folk talesand reinterpret them for contemporary society. For example, the tale of the sorcerer’sapprentice was first written down two thousand years ago, and the tale of beauty and thebeast might be thousands of years older than that. Linguistic analyses have suggested thatthe tale of the blacksmith who outwits the devil may have been told as early as the BronzeAge, but it keeps turning up in the stories we tell and hear today.
In other words, we churn our stories at the largest orbits of the narrative cycle, just as wechurn our own stories in our own minds.





Chapter 5

Stories in Communities and
Organizations

In the previous chapter we looked at stories in conversation and in society. But what role dostories play in communities and organizations? What is the function of telling and listeningto stories in these groups?

Functions of story sharing
The sociological literature includes many explorations on these topics, from the 1980sto the present. My reading of that literature, along with my own experiences helpingpeople working with their stories, has led me to build a conceptual model with four relatedfunctions of stories in communities and organizations.

In the short term In the long term
Preservation People share stories toperpetually renegotiate theirsocial contract, preserving theboundary between what is and isnot acceptable.

People share stories to build andmaintain a shared identity,preserving the boundary betweenwhat lies inside and outside thecommunity.
Adaptation People share stories to makesense of situations, solveproblems, come to decisions, andwork towards common goals.

People share stories to play withpossibility, combining theirimaginations to help thecommunity adapt to changingconditions.
Let’s go over each of these functions.Within each one, I’ll summarize some related research.

49
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Negotiating a social contract
People share stories in communities and organizations to negotiate the unwritten rules ofthe contract that binds them. Edgar Schein calls these unwritten rules “shared basic assump-tions,” and Charles Perrow calls them“third-order controls” (after direct and proceduralcontrols). They answer questions like:
• what members can and cannot do
• what is fair and just
• what happens when the social contract is broken
• who gets to decide all of these things
Story sharing brings people together, generating commitment and solidarity in a processMary Boyce, in a 1995 paper, called collective centering. At the same time, it decenters thecommunity or organization, challenging it to find ways to accommodate and appreciatemultiple perspectives without falling apart.
People also share stories to translate the social contract into concrete examples they caneasily remember and apply to everyday situations. For example, stories are used to:
• bring new members up to speed on what is expected of them
• warn members who are in danger of violating the social contract
• mediate between views of “the way things are” in ambiguous areas
• renegotiate rules that were once simple but have become complex
Rehearsing reality

Yiannis Gabriel, in a seminal 1995 paper called “The unmanaged organization,” gives anaccount of an accident in which a fire extinguisher exploded in a research laboratory. Hecollected four unsolicited, surprisingly different accounts of the same incident:
• Raymond, a manager, downplayed the incident, giving only a “detached descriptionemphasizing the material damage.” He “did not invest the events with any emotion orsymbolic significance.”
• Maureen, the employee who had been closest to the fire extinguisher, half-seriouslypresented the incident as a “personal attack” on her by themanagement. “They failed onthat attempt to kill me!” she said. Her joking account of the incident cast her supervisorsin the role of the story’s villain.
• Chris wanted to make it clear that he was not frightened during the event: “I realizedthat everyone was trying to get out of the room, so I thought ‘I better go then.’ ” Hisaccount “cast himself in contrast to the others, in the role of a person who is not easilyrattled or panic-stricken.”
• Peter jokingly represented the event as a failed opportunity to inflict damage “upstairs”(on the management). In Peter’s account, Maureen was cast as an “agent of retribution”who should “aim better” next time.
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She should aim 
better next time! 
Maybe she’ll hit 

the management! 
Ha ha!

I got out of the room 
fast, like everybody 
else. But I wasn’t 

AFRAID or anything. 
I could handle it.

A fire 
extinguisher 
exploded in a 
research 
laboratory. 

Yes, there was 
an accident, but 

it was quickly 
cleaned up. 

Everything is 
under control.

Ha ha ha, the 
management 

failed on THAT 
attempt to kill 

me!

In each of these recountings, members of the organization used the story as a vehicle tonegotiate elements of power and control: the first and third in an assertion of control, andthe second and fourth in jokes about the abuse or challenge of power. Also, in all of thestories but the first, elements of fantasy came into play. Says Gabriel:
Each [story] reveals a different way of constituting the subject, whether as hero,as heroic survivor or as victim. Each narrative highlights the plasticity of turningevery-day experience into meaningful stories. In doing so, the storytellers neitheraccept nor reject ‘reality’. Instead, they seek to mould it, shape it and infuse it withmeaning, each in a distinct and individual way.

By telling stories, people don’t just convey rules and assumptions; they rehearse, explore,perform, and refine them. There is an interplay between communication and negotiationin story sharing: neither happens without the other. Even the simplest “how we do thingsaround here” story told to an outsider or newcomer contains a nugget of renegotiation asthe story is retold anew.
Creating shared meaning
People who live and work together need more than just a social contract; they need a
reason to live and work together. Of course, people have to live somewhere, and mostpeople work for money. But few people live or work entirely by accident or misfortune.Most people have made at least some choices in where and how they live and make money.People use stories to make those choices, and to rehearse, explore, perform, and refinethem. If stories about the social contract negotiate what we do and don’t do, stories aboutmeaning and purpose negotiate what we are and are not.
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A useful example of creating shared meaning is the work of Joanne Martin and her col-leagues, who (in a classic 1983 paper called “The Uniqueness Paradox in OrganizationalStories”) collected commonly shared stories from a variety of organizations. Based on thiscollection, they identified seven types of stories commonly found in organizations. Whiletheir seven story types negotiate behavioral norms, they also go further into negotiatingthe collective identity of each organization.
The seven types of stories Martin and her colleagues found in their collection explored thefollowing questions. I’ll explain the first two in detail and briefly mention the rest.
What do I do when a higher status person breaks a rule?

In these stories, a high-ranking executive attempts to do something that is against a com-pany rule (usually of safety or security). An employee of low status confronts the executive,demanding that they follow the rule. The executive complies (or does not), and the rule isstrengthened (or weakened) as a result.
At IBM, for example, a 22-year-old employee confronted Thomas Watson, Jr., “the intimi-dating chairman of IBM’s board,” because he did not have the “green badge” required toenter a security area. Martin et al. tell the rest of the story thus.

“I was trembling in my uniform, which was far too big,” she recalled. “It hid myshakes but not my voice. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said to him. I knew who he was all right. ‘Youcannot enter. Your admittance is not recognized.’ That’s what we were supposed tosay.”
The men accompanying Watson were stricken; the moment held unpredictablepossibilities. ‘Don’t you know who he is?’ Someone hissed. Watson raised his handfor silence, while one of the party strode off and returned with the appropriatebadge.

A similar storywas collected froma plant supervisor at another company. Again an executivewanted to enter an area, and again he was forbidden to do so by a low-status employee.
He leaned over one of the assembly line workers and asked her how things weregoing. She interrupted him abruptly and said firmly, ‘I’m sorry, but you can’t comein this area without your safety glasses.’ He apologized, red with embarrassment,went back to get his safety glasses, and then came back and complimented her onher guts.

In each case, say Martin et al, “The inequality in power sets up a tension: Will the highstatus person pull rank and be angry at the attempt to enforce the rules?” In most storiesthe rule-breaker does not pull rank; but in some organizations the opposite story is told.
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NO ADMISSION
without badge

I’m sorry, sir, but 
you can’t come 

in here without a 
badge.

Don’t you 
know who 

he IS?

No, Frank, she is 
quite right to insist. 
Thank you for doing 

your job so well.

And that’s why our 
company is unique. 
Everybody plays by 

the same rules. 

SAFETY GLASSES REQUIRED
Sir, you’re not 

supposed to be in 
this part of the 
factory without 
safety glasses.

But that’s the 
CEO! You can’t 
say that to him!

You are absolutely 
right. I’ll get my 

safety glasses and 
come back. I’d like to 

talk to you.

And that’s why our 
company is unique. 
No matter who you 
are, you’ve got to 
follow the rules.

Is the big boss human?

In these stories, a high-ranking executive is presented with an opportunity to perform a“status-equalization act,” such as answering a telephone or fixing a broken machine. Theexecutive does or does not “abrogate his/her high status temporarily by exhibiting ‘human’qualities.” Here is a representative story from the collection:
Charles Brown was the chief executive officer at Illinois Bell during the late 1960’s. Abad strike had crippled the organization, as craftspeople refused to work for severalmonths. On the weekends, ‘Charlie,’ as he was known, would grab some tools, andstart repairing telephones. One weekend, the country club where he belongedcalled with a complaint about a broken telephone. ‘Without batting an eyelash,’ orchanging his clothes, Charlie went out and fixed the country club telephone.

The story’s most important elements are that Charlie didn’t stop to change his clothes—that is, he didn’t demand or expect special treatment—and that he pitched in “withoutbatting an eyelash,” not questioning the unwritten rule of equality among all Illinois Bellemployees. These elements mark the story as a negotiation device.
The authors’ full list of story types was as follows.
• Equality: questions of status, power, and rights
– What do I do when a higher status person breaks a rule?
– Is the big boss human?
– Can the little person rise to the top?

• Security: the safety of one’s position in varying circumstances
– Will I get fired?
– Will the organization help me when I have to move?
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– How will the boss react to mistakes?
• Control over decision making
– How will the organization deal with obstacles?

By telling stories that explore these common themes of organizational life, people wereengaged in building a larger shared story about what sort of organization they belonged to(and whether they wanted to belong to it).
The paradox of the article’s title is that even though these seven story types are commonacross many organizations, the stories themselves are often used as proof that a particularorganization is unique. Whether the stories are positive or negative, they portray theorganization as uniquely the best or worst of all possible organizations. Say Martin et al.:

[T]hese attributions endow the institution with uniqueness, enabling employeesto identify with a benevolent organization or to distance themselves from a lessdesirable institution.
Meeting challenges
Stories help communities and organizations meet ongoing challenges by storing and trans-ferring knowledge, making sense of situations, solving problems, and making decisions.
In a 1991 study, David Boje studied organizational storytelling in over 100 hours of con-versations recorded at an office-supply distribution firm. He identified several functionalpatterns in the stories he heard. For example:
• A series of stories might be told in which a common theme is repeated, “as a way todraw parallels between two patterns.”
• A composite story might grow up around a central theme based on the experiences ofmultiple tellers; thus “an analysis of the story is embedded in the telling.”
• A predictive story might feature an analogy from the past replayed as a possible future,which “allows people to predict what may happen if a similar incident should recur.”
• A word on the street story might “leak” a rumor (possibly one everyone already knows)to explore forces in play. “Referencing how the story has been leaked,” says Boje, “addscredibility to the performance.”
From his observations, Boje concluded that:

These stakeholders . . . performed stories not only to make sense of their settingbut to negotiate alternative interpretations and to accommodate new precedentsfor decision and action. They tell stories about the past, present, and future tomake sense of and manage their struggles with their environment.
Much of the rest of this book will be about helping people improve their capacity to supportthe strength and utility of functional patterns such as these.
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Playing with possibility
Stories revitalize, challenge, and motivate people in communities and organizations. Theyhelp them conduct what-if experiments, create new visions of hoped-for futures, processpainful events, and play with the uncertainties and potentials of collective life.
The paper I want to tell you about on this topic has been widely cited as proof that storieshave the power to persuade. In the 1983 paper, called “Truth or Corporate Propaganda:The Value of a Good War Story,” Joanne Martin and Melanie Powers describe a two-partstudy they carried out on perceptions of stories in comparison to other information.
In their first experiment, Martin and Powers showed people an advertisement for a fictionalCalifornia winery. The advertisement claimed that the winery “used many of the sameexcellent winemaking techniques as used in the famed Chablis region of France, thusproducing California wine as fine as French chablis.” Accompanying each advertisementwas a personal story about the founder of the winery, a table of statistics comparing thewinery with those of the Chablis region, or a combination of both. They then asked thesubjects to indicate to what extent they believed the advertisement’s claim.
Subjects who read only the story “were significantly more likely to believe that the adver-tisement was truthful . . . and to distort their memory of the policy statement, in a directionfavorable to the winery.”

We produce California 
wine as fine as French 
Chablis.

I promised my father 
that someday I would 
make a California wine 
using the traditional 
techniques of his native 
Chablis. My father 
would have been proud 
of this wine.

We produce California 
wine as fine as French 
Chablis.

We produce California 
wine as fine as French 
Chablis.

I promised my father 
that someday I would 
make a California wine 
using the traditional 
techniques of his native 
Chablis. My father 
would have been proud 
of this wine.

CA FR
Temp       22          23
Humid     49          54

CA FR
Temp       22          23
Humid     49          54

Wow, that 
sounds 

wonderful.

I’m not 
convinced. 
I’d like to 
see more 

data.

I’m not sure 
what to 
think. 

story only statistics only statistics and story

In their second experiment, Martin and Powers again showed people a claim accompaniedby a story, a table of statistics, or a combination of both. The scenario this time was AlanWilkins’ “nine-day fortnight” story (see page 450), in which managers avoided layoffs by
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asking everyone in the company (including themselves) to take a cut in pay and work time.The claim was that the policy had actually been put into place.
For this second experiment, the researchers set up a second dimension of variation. Someof the stories and statistics reinforced the claim (describing across-the-board pay cuts andno layoffs), and some contradicted it (describing no pay cuts and mass layoffs).
People who read the confirming story more strongly believed the claim than people whoread the confirming statistics. However, when the story contradicted the claim, it wasdismissed “as the single exception to the general rule,” and the statistical information heldmore persuasive power. Said Martin and Powers, “The results of the second experimentsuggest that if a story is to have strong impact, it must be congruent with previouslyavailable information.”

We have implemented 10% pay cuts 
across the board to avoid mass 
layoffs.

Phil broke out in a cold sweat as he 
walked into his boss’ office. “Phil, 
you and I have been together for a 
long time, and I will miss you, but . . .

. . . you will still have a job with 
Electrotec. Of course, this means a 
temporary ten percent cut in pay.”

Not fired! Phil said later he felt as if 
he had been given a reprieve from a 
death sentence.

We have implemented 10% pay cuts 
across the board to avoid mass 
layoffs.

Phil broke out in a cold sweat as he 
walked into his manager’s office. 
“Phil, you and I have been together 
for a long time, and I will miss you, 
but . . .

. . . I have to let you go.” Fired! Phil 
said later he felt as if he had been 
given the death sentence.

What a great 
policy. They kept 
their word! This 

proves it.

I still think the policy is 
real. This is probably 

just an exception. 
Maybe Phil wasn’t 
doing his job well.

story confirming statement story disconfirming statement

The reason I find this paper fascinating is that it points to the contextual boundedness ofstory-based play. People share stories to play with possibility in uncertain situations. Withinthe game, they follow the rules of the game, but outside the game—when the situation is
not uncertain—different rules apply. You might think such a game would be too limitedto be powerful; but it is powerful because it is limited. The power of bounded narrativeexploration helps communities and organizations prepare for an uncertain future.

Healthy and unhealthy story sharing
Because story sharing helps people do all of the things I described above, communitiesand organizations in which people regularly share stories are more likely to be good places
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to live and work. However, just the fact that people share stories is not enough. Not all byitself. In fact, it could even be a problem.
This is the paradox of story sharing: for every positive thing you can say about it, theopposite 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 a community or organization share stories, don’t just help them
share stories. Help them build a healthy story-sharing culture.
In a healthy story-sharing culture In an unhealthy story-sharing culture
Sharing stories is familiar, comfortable,enjoyable, and productive. Sharing stories is strange,uncomfortable, unpleasant, andcounter-productive.
Everyone gets to tell stories, but nobody gets totell stories without negotiating. Only some people get to tell stories,and only some people have tonegotiate.
Everyone gets to finish their stories, andeveryone has the right to speak up while astory is being told.

Some stories cannot be finished, andsome stories cannot be interrupted.

I can imagine two communities or organizations in which people share an equal numberof stories in a given period of time, but the nature and dynamics of the story sharing areas described in these two columns. The impact of story sharing in these communitiesor organizations would be vastly different as well. On the left it would support all of thestory-sharing functions I described in the previous pages, and on the right it would destroythe community’s or organization’s collective ability to support those functions.
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Did you guys hear 
the story about the 
boss stealing from 
the holiday fund?

Did you guys hear 
the story about the 
boss stealing from 
the holiday fund?

The story told by 
the guy who got 

fired? Right, that’s 
totally believable.

Maybe that’s 
WHY he got 

fired, because 
he saw 

something.

I heard he told 
the story AFTER 

he got fired.

Oooh.

Let’s go.

The things people use story sharing to do are also different in healthy and unhealthystory-sharing cultures.
In a healthy story-sharing culture In an unhealthy story-sharing culture
People use stories to account fortheir actions, to judge others, andto be judged, with fairness andrespect.

Stories have no connection to accountability, orthey are used without fairness and respect, orthey are used to judge some people and notothers.
People use stories to make wisedecisions, both individually andcollectively.

People don’t use stories to make decisions, orthey use them to justify unfair or unwisedecisions.
Everyone knows which stories totell when, where, and to whom. People don’t know which stories to tell when,where, and to whom, and story-sharingattempts often end badly.
Everyone knows the sacred storiesthat hold the group together. The group has no sacred stories, or multiple setsof sacred stories divide the group.
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People in healthy and unhealthy story-sharing cultures tell the same sorts of stories inconversation, but they tell them for different reasons.
In a healthy story-sharingculture In an unhealthystory-sharing culture

Response stories areused for empathetic connection put-downs andone-upmanship
Counter-stories serve to negotiate norms andchallenge assumptions silence those whodisagree
Co-tellings and re-tellingsare used to build connections seize control

Mistake stories are usedfor mutual support power plays

Tall tales are used to play with possibility and havefun together twist stories to suitpurposes
Sacred stories are used to crystallize shared knowledgeand beliefs maintain dogmas

And of course, elements of function and dysfunction may be present at the same time.Waves of opposing forces may intermingle and interact, pushing the group both towardsand away from healthy story sharing.
Places and times for story sharing

Story sharing doesn’t happen in every conversation. It only happens—well, it happens alot more—when three elements are present: time, stability, and permission.
What people need to share stories
Time to spare

A story-sharing conversation has a flexible rhythm to it, with relatively long periods of timein which one person is talking and everyone else is listening. When people are busy or ina hurry, they can’t afford that much flexibility, so they don’t feel comfortable telling orlistening to stories.
You can tell when people think they don’t have the time to share stories. Someone willstart to tell a story, or someone will ask a question whose answer would normally be astory, and the people around them will say, “Why don’t we talk about that later?”
A stable audience

When people tell stories, they frame them to suit the conversational contexts in whichthey find themselves. For example, a story you tell about a storm might differ when you



60 Chapter Five: Stories in Communities and Organizations

tell it to a friend, a relative, a work colleague, or a stranger. It’s hard to frame a story tosuit a moving target, so when people are in situations in which conversational groups arequickly forming and dissolving, most people put off telling stories until they can be surethat they will be talking to the same audience from the start to the end of the story.
That’s why after-parties are so comfortable: the main party is over, random people havestopped coming and going, and those who are left around the campfire or coffee table aregoing to stay where they are for a while. So it’s possible to frame a story to suit them.
A feeling of permission

In our lives we go through many scripted activities, times when we are supposed to bedoing specific things, like following a meeting agenda, listening to a presentation, buyinggroceries, filling out a form, seeing a doctor, cheering on a sports team, or watching a play.In most of these scripted activities, even if there is plenty of time to tell a story, we don’tdo it because it isn’t part of our script for the activity.
For example, you wouldn’t tell a long, winding story to a waiter in a restaurant. It wouldseem out of place, even rude. You might be able to refer to a story, and if you were lonely,you might try to squeeze a story into a single sentence. But you wouldn’t—couldn’t—tella complete story full of details. On the other hand, if the restaurant was closing and thewaiter was your friend, that would be a different story.
When story sharing happens
In any team, family, community, or organization, there are specific times in which peopletend to have the time, stability, and permission to share stories.
Common quiet simple tasks

Centuries ago, many of the basic tasks of everyday life were tedious, quiet, simple, andeasier to get through in groups. People came together to sow, harvest, and process crops;spin, weave, knit, and sew cloth; snare and hunt animals and process meat; take care ofdomestic animals; and repair houses, furniture, tools, and vehicles. While they were usingtheir hands to do these things, they had nothing else to do—and it was quiet—so theytalked. And while they talked, they shared stories.
Do we still get together over common quiet simple tasks? Of course we do. Not as muchas we once did, but not never either. For one thing, we still need to eat, and while we eatmany of us share stories with family members, friends, neighbors, or co-workers. Also, westill need to stay healthy, so we share stories while we do physical activities together, likewalking or playing a sport.
We also share stories while we do tasks that are quiet and simple but not common. Forexample, when my sister and I talk on the phone, we often clean while we talk becausethe talk makes the work go faster. That’s a remnant of what we used to do in the old days,and it still supports story sharing.
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We might as 
well talk while 

we cut up these 
strawberries.

It was a great idea 
to get together 

and talk. Do you 
mind if I knit?

Not at all. 
I might do a 
little whittling 

myself.

Might 
as well.

After-parties

When people get together to carry out a purposeful group activity, if it does not includethe time or permission they need to share stories, they will come out of the interactionwith a pent-up need for story sharing. If they are allowed to linger and chat in the spaceafterwards, they are likely to share stories then.
In communities, after-parties happen after church services, plays, musical performances,club or society meetings, sports games or practices, town hall meetings, ceremonies,festivals, parades, and so on. In organizations, after-parties happen after planning sessions,progress meetings, presentations, training sessions, feedback sessions, and so on.
After-parties always happen. If they don’t happen immediately after the purposeful activityis over, they happen in patchwork ways, among two people here, five people there, a daylater, a week later. Immediate after-parties support story sharing best, because that’s whenthe urge to share stories is at its peak. So one of the simplest things any community ororganization can do to support healthy story sharing is to end each purposeful activity bygiving people some time (and stability and permission) to linger and chat.

All the tables are 
back in place, so I’ll 

start locking up.

Gee, I was 
hoping we’d 
have time to 

talk…

Want to 
go to the 

café?

Sure.

I guess I’ll 
just go home.
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Milestones

People share storieswhen they gather at transitionalmoments in their lives. In communities,these are often rites of passage such as baby-naming ceremonies, weddings, and funerals,or they can be simpler milestones like birthdays, anniversaries, and reunions. Seasonalevents can also be milestones: coloring eggs in the spring, celebrating the fall harvest,lighting up a holiday tree in the dark of winter.
In organizations there are also such milestones, but they mark passages through work tasks.There are project kick-off events, end-of-project celebrations, new employee orientations,and promotion and retirement dinners. When work has a seasonal component to it, thereare seasonal milestones as well: the start and end of the school year, the last day of thebusy work season, the closing of the fiscal year, and so on.
Milestones are a natural point of intersection between time as we experience it and timeas we make sense of it through story sharing. At milestone gatherings, people share storiesabout what has happened to them since the last such gathering, about similar events (theirown weddings, for example), and about what the future might bring.
If youwant to support healthy story sharing in your community or organization, ask yourself:When do we share stories? When do we do common quiet simple tasks? When do wehave after-parties? What milestones do we celebrate? What is our story sharing like duringthese times? And what can we do to support it?
Where story sharing happens
In any team, family, community, or organization, there are specific places in which peopleare more likely to feel that they have the time, stability, and permission to share stories.
Places of relaxed purpose

A place of relaxed purpose is a place that people go to for a reason, but while they arethere, they also feel comfortable sharing stories. In any given community there may be afew such places: a library, a church basement, a community center, a park, a communitygarden, a barber shop, a farmers’ market, a fitness center, a popular coffee shop.
Take a public library, for example. People usually go to a library with a purpose in mind:to read, check out, or return a book. But while they are at the library, they might do anynumber of other things as well. If they see a friend, they might sit and chat quietly withthem. They might look something up on a library computer. They might sit down with amagazine. They might browse the “new books” section. They might check out what’s newon a community bulletin board. Some libraries even have cafés where people can grab adrink and a snack. The opportunity to carry on all of these peripheral activities makes thelibrary a place with a relaxed purpose.
In contrast, consider a police station or a hospital. When people have to go to one of theseplaces, they do what they have to do, then leave. It would seem strange to sit chatting witha friend in a police station or a hospital waiting room. If you did happen to see a friend insuch a place, the natural thing would be to suggest moving the conversation to a place ofrelaxed purpose like a park or café. Nobody would go to a police station or hospital just to
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see who they might run into, at least not if they didn’t work or volunteer there. But people
might go a library or café or park just to see who might turn up.
In organizations, places of relaxed purpose are usually established by rules set up by thosein charge of the workspace. If it is made clear to employees, for example, that “ad-hocmeetings” are permitted (even encouraged) in a cafeteria (outside of meal times) or inempty meeting rooms (outside of planned meetings), people will meet in those spaces,and they will share stories in them—especially since“ad-hoc” implies permission to carryon flexible conversations. But if those places are closed and locked when they are not inuse, or if people are shushed or shooed out of them, people will not use them to sharestories. They will still share stories, but they will share them in corridors or staircases orparking lots.
When I worked at IBM Research, I saw many people use the large, often empty cafeteriaas an impromptu meeting space. People would run into each other in the hallway, start aconversation, then say, “Let’s talk this over in the cafeteria.” Thus the space gave peoplepermission to come together for purposes that might not seem all that purposeful, likedoing a common quiet simple task, having an after-party, or celebrating a small milestone.Keeping the cafeteria open between meals—and letting people know that they wereallowed to convene there—had a positive impact on story sharing in the organization.
Multi-purpose places

A second place in which people typically tell stories is a place designated for use by groupsfor a variety of purposes. Most communities and organizations have at least one of theseplaces, and they are often called exactly that:multi-purpose rooms. The best multi-purposerooms for story sharing are:
• available, easy to enter and exit on an ad-hoc basis, without a plan or purpose
• accountable, with rules for responsible use that convey a sense of shared ownership
• peripheral, not busy—but also monitored, with a nearby authority (a lobby desk, forexample) in case of disputed or irresponsible use
• flexible, with chairs and tables that can be easily moved around
• small, or large enough that groups can find separate spaces where they can chat quietlywithout being overheard
• comfortable, not formal or impersonal; inviting to casual, lingering conversation
Spaces with these features tend to become the places people mean when they say, “Let’sgo somewhere where we can talk.”
Inviting and improvised edges

The architect Christopher Alexander, in his book A Pattern Language, speaks of the impor-tance of edges, or places of transition, in community life. He contrasts a modern buildingwhose featureless slabwalls “cannot support any life” with an older buildingwhose complexwalls feature “benches, galleries, balconies, flowers, corners to sit, places to stop.”
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In his advice to builders, Alexander says of edges:
Make sure that you treat the edge of the building as a “thing,” a “place,” a zonewith volume to it, not a line or interface which has no thickness. Crenelate the edgeof the buildings with places that invite people to stop. Make places that have adepth and a covering, places to sit, lean, and walk, especially at those points alongthe perimeter which look onto interesting outdoor life.

When people stop and linger where edges are inviting, one of the things they do is sharestories. It follows that the more inviting edges you have in your organization or community,and the more inviting they are, the more (and more healthy) story sharing will take place.
An edge doesn’t have to be a literal edge. It’s just a place where people habitually stop tochat as they move from place to place. Porches, entryways, building lobbies, store fronts,“pocket” parks, bus stops, and train platforms can all be inviting edges. Even a corridor orsidewalk can be an inviting edge, if it’s wide enough that people can stop to chat withoutdisrupting the flow of traffic. If there’s a bench, a nice view, or some shelter from theelements, that’s even more inviting.
Most people know where the inviting edges are in the places they live and work. Theymight not be able to articulate the rules of edge use, but if they bump into somebodygoing somewhere, they know where it makes sense to stop and chat and where it doesn’t.For example, if they meet near an inviting edge, they will quickly agree to move to it sothey can keep talking.
Improvised edges. When people can’t find inviting edges, they build them out of rituals.An improvised edge is not designed as a meeting place, but it is sufficiently quiet, safe, andsocially acceptable to allow social rituals of connection to grow up around it.
For example, in the rural community I live in, every road is an improvised edge. Whenanyone is out driving or walking and runs into somebody they know, it is a country customto stop and chat. But you can’t just chat anywhere; everyone knows not to stop near anintersection or a blind curve, or at night, or when it’s raining or snowing. Also, anyonechatting from a stopped car knows that they have a responsibility to keep an eye out foroncoming traffic. Drivers who come upon stopped cars also know their part in the ritual.It’s polite to wait a bit to see if people are done talking or would like you to drive (carefully)around them. It’s just part of living “out here” to respect the road as a meeting place.
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In cities and suburbs (where you can’t just stop in the middle of the road) I’ve seen parkinglots and sidewalks used in the same way. The people who live in those places know theirparts in those rituals too.
In organizations, certain slightly-wider or slightly-quieter corridors can develop similarrituals of use. For example, when I was in graduate school, every out-of-the-way corridorhad an old beat-up couch dragged into it by students who needed a place to connectbetween classes. The university could have rounded up these eyesores, but they left themalone, knowing that they were needed (and would be replaced).
Lifeless edges. Some transitional spaces provide no accommodation for story sharing,intentional or otherwise. The most obvious example is the bland, featureless front of abig-box store; but lifeless edges can be found in and around many corporate, educational,and governmental buildings. People who run into each other while moving through suchspaces have no option but to hope to meet in a better place the next time.
Some lifeless edges are designed to discourage association, usually in the service of publicsafety. In some places this is necessary. Still, lifeless edges reduce the amount and qualityof story sharing in every community or organization in which they appear.
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 better support story sharing in all of these places?





Part II

A Guide to Participatory Narrative
Inquiry

The remainder of this book is a nuts-and-bolts guide to Participatory Narrative Inquiry (PNI),an approach to working with stories in groups, families, communities, and organizationsthat I have been using (and building) since 1999.
Chapter Page Name Description
6 69 IntroducingParticipatoryNarrative Inquiry

Defines the PNI approach: its origins,connections, and principles

7 83 Project Planning Helps you make decisions about your PNIprojects
8 107 Story Collection Helps you gather stories and reflections onthem
9 205 Group Exercises forStory Collection Describes group exercises you can use tohelp people share stories
10 251 Narrative Catalysis Helps you work with your stories and otherdata to build support for sensemaking
11 287 NarrativeSensemaking Helps you help people work with storiesand patterns to make sense of a topic orissue
12 345 Group Exercises forNarrativeSensemaking

Describes group exercises you can use tohelp people make sense of stories

13 439 NarrativeIntervention Gives you some ideas for intervening in theflow of stories
14 459 Narrative Return Helps you wind down your projects
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Chapter6

Introducing Participatory Narrative
Inquiry

The essence and origins of PNI . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69
PNI elements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73
PNI phases . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74
Links to other approaches . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78
PNI principles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
Ethics in PNI . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81

Participatory Narrative Inquiry is a form of Participatory Action Research in which groupsof people participate in gathering and working with raw stories of personal experience inorder to make sense of complex situations for better decision making.
PNI focuses on the profound consideration of values, beliefs, feelings, and perspectivesthrough the recounting and interpretation of lived experience. Elements of fact, truth,evidence, opinion, and argument may be used as material for sensemaking in PNI, but theyare always used from a perspective and to gain perspective. This focus defines, shapes,and limits the approach.

The essence and origins of PNI
Let’s go over that definition of PNI one phrase at a time. Along the way I’ll tell you a littlebit about the history of PNI and how it shaped what PNI is today.
PNI is a form of Participatory Action Research
Participatory Action Research is a way of doing social research that accepts and embracesthe fact that studying people changes people. In the words of Yoland Wadsworth:

Things inevitably change as a result of research—the mere act of asking questionsis an intervention in a situation, and giving and hearing answers and making senseof them inevitably brings about changes in those involved. . . . Participatory action
69
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research is aware of its inevitable intervention in the social situations within whichit operates and seeks to turn these to consciously-applied effect.
The reason PNI is a form of PAR has primarily to do with my background. My originalacademic research was on the complexities of social negotiation in animal groups. When Istarted studying how human groups use stories to support complex social negotiations, Iknew I was dealing with something different that required a different approach.
If you are clever and careful, you can study social negotiation in animal groups withoutchanging it. Similarly, you can study some aspects of human social negotiation withoutchanging them. For example, you can watch people in cars or crowds as they negotiatetheir positions in space, and you can do this without them knowing (or needing to know)that you are watching them. But story sharing is such a complex form of social negotiation,and it is so strongly linked to issues of status, power, rights, and relationships, that there isno way you can study it without changing it, no matter how clever and careful you are.
It wasmy attempt to address this issue that ledme to discover Participatory Action Research.I can still remember how excited I was to read Wadsworth’s 1998 article on PAR (fromwhich I quoted above), which was published only a few months before I started workingon PNI. In that moment, PAR seemed to me to be the only reasonable way to work withstories. After a quarter-century of working on PNI, it still does.
In which groups of people
PNI focuses on groups: groups, families, communities, organizations. It is rarely used tohelp individuals. Why? Because it began as a series of applied research and consultingprojects at IBM. In that work our mandate was to explore ways to work with stories andstorytelling in organizational learning, knowledge management, and decision support.
Participate in
PNI is a participatory approach, not an extractive one. There are no experts in PNI, onlyco-researchers.
Actually, I don’t often use the term “co-researcher” when I talk about PNI, even thoughPAR often uses the word. I usually speak of “facilitators” and “participants.” This is notbecause facilitators are not co-researchers. It’s because they take on the role of makingparticipation easier—more facile—for their fellow co-researchers. The fact that you arereading this book makes you a PNI facilitator, even if you are also a participant.
Gathering stories
Academic researchers have been studying the role of stories in communities and organiza-tions since at least the 1980s. But the topic wasn’t given much attention in the corporateworld until the late 1990s, when people who worked in organizational learning and knowl-edge management began to talk about it. As part of this surge in interest, several groupsscattered across IBM (in marketing, training, consultancy, and research) began to explorehow paying attention to stories could help people in organizations work better together.
I happened to get a job in one of those groups. At first I was drawn to the topic because itconnected so well with my previous work on the complexities of social negotiation. But
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over time I grew to love story work for what it could do for the world, helping us all getalong better and building better futures for our communities and organizations.
And working with
PNI focuses on working with stories: talking about them, learning from them, using themto spur thought and discussion. It pays a lot of attention to discovery and insight, and itpays little attention to preservation or presentation. This is largely due to the focus of thework that led to PNI: applied research for practical benefit.
Raw stories
PNI focuses on stories told simply, in everyday language. PNI facilitators never adorn,improve, or correct stories. They simply gather stories and carry them to where they needto go. This practice grew out of hard-won experience. Through years of trial and error, welearned that helping people work with stories is much more effective when you stop tryingto find (or craft) “good” stories and simply let people tell the stories they need to tell.
By theway, when I say “we,” Imean to refer to everyonewho had a hand in the developmentof PNI, but most particularly to (in alphabetical order) Sharon Darwent, Neal Keller, myself,and Dave Snowden. I worked with Neal in 1999 and 2000 and with Sharon and Davefrom 2001 to 2009. Since then I have worked with dozens of other people, but no othercollaboration has been as deep or as long as those.
Of personal experience
In PNI we ask people to interpret their own stories. We ask how they feel about themand what they think they mean. We do sometimes study the stories ourselves, but ourinterpretations are always of secondary importance. This aspect of PNI came about becausewe learned (again, through trial and error) that on most topics, people know more abouttheir own experiences than any expert can hope to understand.
To make sense
PNI focuses on group sensemaking, not on study, measurement, proof, or prediction.This means that people who participate in PNI projects don’t just put stories into boxes.They play with them, bringing their whole selves into the exploration. This focus cameabout, honestly, because we tried lots of ways to help people do things with stories, andsensemaking turned out to be far more useful than anything else we tried.
Of complex situations
PNI focuses its attention on complex, messy, many-sided, often contentious situations. Thishappened for four reasons:
1. In the early days of PNI development, most of our clients (both inside and outside IBM)wanted our help exploring just these types of situations.
2. I have always been interested in helping people get along with each other. Even whenI thought I would always be a biologist, I was especially drawn to contentious topicssuch as balancing ecological and societal needs.
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3. Part of my early work on animal behavior explored how complexity theory applied tosocial situations, and I brought that interest into my study of story sharing in humangroups. I don’t know why I’m so drawn to complexity, but it has influenced everythingI have done since I first learned about it in the 1980s.
4. Stories are inherently linked to complexity, in two ways:

a) The stories we share with each other link up into complex patterns that movethrough us like flocks of birds move through the sky. Every time you hear a storyand pass it on, you are part of a complex pattern.
b) Complex patterns, like stories, have beginnings, middles, and ends. Sharing storiesabout complex patterns is one of the ways in which people have always madesense of them, going back to ancient times.

That last reason explains some of the unique practices of PNI, like collecting dozens orhundreds of stories, never just a few. If you want to make sense of a complex pattern, youneed to consider more than just a few things. A few birds don’t make a flock, and a fewstories can’t create the conditions under which insights are likely to emerge from complexinteractions among people and stories.
For better decision making
The ultimate goal of PNI is to help groups of people make better decisions together, de-cisions everyone can live with. This again goes back to our original research mandate tosupport organizational learning and decision making.
By focusing on the profound consideration
Because PNI is a narrative method, it explores topics in more depth than traditional surveyresearch. Among narrative methods, though, PNI is of medium depth. It’s deeper thannarrative inquiry (because it’s participatory), and it’s deeper than most story-sharingexercises (because it also looks at patterns among stories). But it’s not (usually) as deep asnarrative therapy or participatory theatre. Those methods tend to involve their participantsin more profound and intense story work than PNI does.
PNI’s depth level came about largely due to the first few dozen projects we worked onas we developed it, mostly in large corporations and government agencies. Those firstprojects were ambitious, but they relied on relatively sparse and unevenly distributedparticipation. In a sense, we had to make do with the few crumbs of participatory energywe could find. That’s why participants in PNI projects have so many ways to participate atso many levels: because that was the environment we faced when we built it.
Of values, beliefs, feelings, and perspectives
PNI focuses on how people feel about what has happened to them, why they think ithappened the way it did, and what they think it means. We never ask people to simplystate the facts of what has happened to them.
This was another hard-won set of learnings. In our many attempts to listen to stories,we found that we could help people explore topics much better when we focused on
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their reflections and perspectives on what happened—their experiential truth, you couldsay—and not just on the literal truth of the events they described.

PNI elements
Narrative
The most essential part of PNI is narrative. PNI is founded on the use of raw stories of
personal experience. In this respect it differs from other sensemaking and decision-supportapproaches that sometimes incorporate narrative but do not require it. Stories are essentialto PNI because without them its ability to address its core goals would be reduced.
PNI is not a superior method for all decision support projects, only those for which theprofound consideration of values, beliefs, feelings, and perspectives is required. Thereare many situations in which facts, opinions, arguments, and evidence are of superiorutility. For example, if you want to know which of two treatment protocols has a greatereffect on the reduction of chronic inflammation, PNI will not give you the result you need.However, if you want to understand the influences of societal taboos and stigmas whensupporting patients with various treatment protocols, PNI is likely to give you amore deeplymeaningful result than factual questioning.
Participation
Unlike its sibling narrative inquiry, PNI invites its participants to work with their own
stories. Participation in PNI can vary in degree from telling stories to participating in groupsensemaking to playing a part in making planning decisions.
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, the people whotell the stories. What a PNI facilitator does is help the stories get to where they need to goto help the community achieve a goal. To do this they might collect stories, ask questionsabout them, and help people look at, think about, and talk about the stories, the answers,and the patterns they form. But a PNI facilitator never decides for the community, bythemselves, what the stories mean.
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 ofa topic, or how things got to be the way they are, or how things could improve, or anynumber of things. PNI helps people see things from new and different perspectives. Evenwhen a PNI project creates change, the change takes place because somebody found anew way to look at something.
PNI is never just about telling stories, or listening to stories, or gathering stories, or connect-ing or teaching or persuading people with stories, even though all of those things mighthappen in a PNI project. The overall goal is insight, which leads to better decision making.
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PNI

Participatory
When people work with 

their own stories ...

Inquiry
... somebody always 
finds out something 

useful.

Narrative
... to explore values, 
beliefs, feelings, and 

perspectives ...

PNI phases
Even though PNI projects vary widely in scope, they tend to follow a common plan.
Essential phases
A PNI project involves three essential phases: collection, sensemaking, and return.
Story collection

Community members tell stories around a topic of concern, and those stories are broughttogether in some way. The nature of collection can vary widely, from 30 stories told inan hour-long workshop to 1000 stories gathered over a year and used for many yearsafterwards. But in one way or another, all PNI projects start with stories.
In PNI, people interpret their own stories by answering reflective questions like:
• How do you feel about this story?
• What do you wish had happened?
• Who would you like to hear this story?
Theymight do this directly (by answering questions on a formor in an interview) or indirectly(by participating in group exercises in which questions are embedded). The questions usedare always unique to the community and to the goals of the project.
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Sensemaking

Community members—sometimes the people who told the stories, sometimes others,sometimes a mix—participate in facilitated group activities in which they explore theproject’s topic by:
• connecting the collected stories to their own experiences
• using the collected stories (and their own) to make sense of the topic by:
– finding and discussing patterns among the stories
– building larger stories (such as timelines or landscapes) out of the stories
– noticing and discussing surprises and other elements of the sensemaking experience

Sensemaking may take place on the same day as story collection, or months later; it mayinvolve few or many people; it may take place in person or online; and it may be stronglyor weakly structured and facilitated. But in some way, all PNI projects involve somebody
making some use of the collected stories to better understand some situation or issue.
Return

What has been gathered and created in the first two phases is returned to the communityand enters into collective discourse. Such a return may include formal reports and commu-nications, and it may involve a wide or narrow distribution of collected stories. But it isalso likely to include informal story exchanges about people’s experiences in the project.These informal storytellings may be more influential than the formal outputs, for better orworse, and they merit attention on their own terms.
All PNI projects involve someone telling stories they would not have told before the project
took place. Whether this is a stated goal of the project or not, it always happens, becausethe project is itself a story that takes place in the community.
The return phase is one project planners might be unprepared for and might prefer tosweep under the rug; but it is futile to pretend storytellers and audiences are unaffectedby storytelling. In fact, conscious attention to the return phase is a mark of projects thathave lasting positive impacts.
What the essential phases are like

The essential phases of PNI are egalitarian and multi-vocal in nature. They involve littletop-down control, and in each phase the unique perspective of each participant is heardand included without coercion or artificial consensus.
In an ideal PNI project, all members of the community participate equally in all threeessential phases. In reality, however, some people will always participate more than others.This can be due to indifference, power differences, or a mixture of both.
For example, most people are usually willing and able to spend a few minutes recountingan experience. But fewer people are usually willing and able to spend hours participatingin a sensemaking workshop—though the problem may not be time or willingness, but thefeeling of not being qualified or authorized to do so.
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The more a project can offer its participants a win-win proposal that promises equality,empowerment, and respect—and delivers on that promise—the more participation it willfind in all three essential phases.
Optional phases
A PNI project can optionally include up to three supporting phases: planning, catalysis, andintervention.
Planning

Collection is sometimes preceded by a phase in which elements such as questions, groupsessions, and exercises are chosen and/or designed. For example, a small pilot projectmight be used to test questions andmethods before the larger project takes place. Planningserves to promote the success of the overall project, not to constrict or censor what iscollected and said. Note that planning may be influenced by the return phases of previousprojects.
Catalysis

Sensemaking can be preceded by a phase in which mixed-methods analysis is used todiscover patterns in collected stories and interpretations.
I call this step catalysis (as opposed to analysis) because catalysis speeds up chemicalreactions and catabolic processes break down molecules (while anabolic processes buildthem up). Thus catalysis serves to enhance sensemaking by asking questions, not avoid itby providing answers.
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The catalytic material produced (for example, annotated images describing patterns acrossstories) is used as food for thought in the sensemaking process, but never as conclusiveevidence or proof. To ensure that the material is catalytic rather than analytic, precautionsare taken to separate statements (into observations, interpretations, and ideas) and provide
provoking perspectives that generate questions rather than supply answers.
Intervention

The return phase is sometimes preceded by an intervention phase in which action is takenbased on sensemaking. Some examples of narrative interventions are story-sharing spaces,narrative orientations, narrative mentoring networks, and participatory theatre events.(You can find out more about these and other interventions in the Intervention chapteron page 439.) Intervention serves to enhance the return of stories to the community, notto control or arrest it. Ideally, interventions grounded in narrative sensemaking producepositive change, sparking a spiral of story sharing that leads naturally into future projects.
What the optional phases are like

The supporting phases of PNI canbe carried out by all communitymembers, but in practice—and much more so than in the essential phases—they are usually carried out by limitednumbers of people with the time, patience, motivation, expertise, and/or authority to dothe concentrated and sometimes difficult work required.
However, the supporting phases are not levers that control the project, as anyone whoseizes them for that purpose will find out. Since the essential phases are participatoryand egalitarian in nature, any attempt to constrict or control them through the supportingphases will cause the entire project to fail. Outsiders in particular cannot participate in orcontrol the essential triangle of PNI (without causing some damage) but must maintain apurely supportive role in those areas.

Planning
may include a 
pilot project

Catalysis
exploring patterns 

to support 
sensemaking

Intervention
to change the 
stories we tell

The optional
phases of PNI

complicate
the story

Story Collection
20-20K stories
hours to years

Return
stories go back 

to the community

The essential 
phases of PNI
are a story

Sensemaking
working with stories
ideally with storytellers



78 Chapter Six: Introducing Participatory Narrative Inquiry

Links to other approaches
In addition to its foundation in Participatory Action Research, PNI connects to and hasbeen influenced by many schools of thought. Here are some of the things PNI shares withother fields.
• On the side of research:
– PNI shares with narrative inquiry its focus on stories as packages of meaning andexpressions of perspectives that can be studied to discover useful insights on issuesof importance.
– PNI shares with oral history its attention to respectful listening and its emphasis onthe value of lived experience.
– PNI shareswith narratology its study of stories as creative conveyances of our thoughts,feelings, beliefs, and values.
– PNI shares with case-based reasoning its use of stories as thinking tools and its inter-est in helping people use and pass on narrative knowledge in order to understandcomplicated topics.
– PNI shares with cultural anthropology and folklore studies its fascination with storiesas social phenomenawhose study can reveal important insights about groups, families,communities, organizations, and societies.
– PNI shares with mixed-methods research the discovery of patterns through examina-tion of textual and numbers-based data.
– PNI shares with complexity theory its curiosity about global patterns that emergethroughmany local interactions, whether those interactions are among people, stories,answers to questions, or some combination of these things.

• On the side of action:
– PNI shares with narrative therapy its drive to help people discover, explore, challenge,and change the stories they tell as they seek to solve problems, resolve conflicts, andpursue opportunities.
– PNI shares with participatory theatre its use of dramatic social experiences (plays inthe case of theatre, group exercises in the case of PNI) to help people explore (andsometimes challenge) norms, assumptions, and conflicts.
– PNI shares with participatory art and design its enthusiasm for helping people usetheir combined creativity to create positive change.
– PNI shares with narrative coaching its support of double-loop learning and its consid-eration of patterns in experiences over time.
– PNI shares with narrative medicine its attitude of respectful listening and its commit-ment to helping people find solutions that improve their lives.
– PNI shares with dialogue methods the goal of helping people get along better witheach other by seeing the world through each other’s eyes.
– PNI shares with decision support methods an emphasis on helping groups of peoplethink about the future and make decisions about what to do.
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More than anything else, PNI is a practicalmethod. It grew over the course of hundreds ofreal projects with real participants, real needs, and real constraints. What didn’t work fellout, and what worked stayed in.
By the way, the term “participatory narrative inquiry” has been in use—in the generalsense of narrative inquiry that is participatory—since at least the 1990s. The PNI approachdiffers in some of its details from the participatory narrative work that came before it, butthe overall spirit of the work is the same.

PNI principles
These are some principles that help to define what PNI is and isn’t. Where did they comefrom? They emerged. I kept finding myself saying them to people over and over, and Ilooked at them and thought: these things must be important.
It’s all about decisions

The primary goal of PNI is decision support augmented by sensemaking improved bynarrative discourse. PNI does not focus on the goals of investigation, preservation, orcommunication, though those things do often happen in PNI projects. All of the ideasand methods in PNI focus on helping people make better decisions together, decisionseveryone can live with in peace. Why? Because it’s what the world needs most.
The play’s the thing

Play has a central role in PNI, for the very serious reason that play creates themost effectivedecision support. The telling of stories is a form of play in human life. It’s a sort of realitybubble, one with its own internal rules, that helps people make sense of the world aroundthem. PNI incorporates play into every element of its activity, from planning projects tocollecting stories to helping people make sense of topics.
PNI facilitators take on a trickster role in the community or organization they aim to help,to avoid the taint of authority and to increase the benefit of participation. They shift theirshapes; they lie; they break the rules; they say what cannot be said; they stand betweenworlds; but they do all of this in earnest and with the most constructive purpose. One ofthe most important elements of learning how to “do PNI” well is learning how to helppeople play—seriously and effectively—with their stories.
PNI helps stories get to where they need to go

The most important thing a PNI project does is not collect stories for safekeeping or tellstories for enlightenment or analyze stories for proof. The most important thing a PNIproject does is to help stories get to where they need to go to have a positive impact onthe community or organization. This distinguishes PNI from forms of narrative work whosegoals are to preserve or persuade or study. All of the methods and ideas that make up PNIfocus on discovering where stories need to go and helping them get there. Both of thesetasks are rarely obvious or simple except in retrospect.
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People know their stories

There is no better foundation on which to work with stories than stories combined withwhat their tellers say about them. No outsider to any community can be fully aware ofthis foundation. Context can upend content, rendering lies as truth and truth as lies, a factthat makes external interpretation not just futile but dangerously misleading. PNI castsaside expert interpretation as insufficiently beneficial to participatory decision support,and instead gives a central place to the interpretation of stories by people with the closestpossible relationships to the stories told.
Don’t mess with the stories

For the goals PNI addresses, true, raw, real stories of personal experience are more usefulthan stories of fiction. Any attempt to control or change or adapt raw stories will reducethe authenticity and therefore the effectiveness of a PNI project. There is no use helpingstories get to where they need to go if they are not the stories that need to be going there.Therefore PNI never alters or “improves” the stories it considers but keeps them in as rawa form as possible, no matter where they are carried and no matter who encounters them.
Don’t boil stories down, and don’t boil them out; boil them up

This principle says that PNI should never be used to pretend to address an issue by collectingstories, then “boiling them down” to boil out emotion or pain or negativity or unwelcomeperspectives. PNI takes the stance that progress can be paradoxical: that the best way tocreate a positive future is to respect and work with all of a community’s or organization’sstories through pattern exploration, ritual, and play.
Stories nest

Unique among our forms of communication, stories preserve rather than resolve conflictsand contrasts. This is whymany folk tales have other stories nested inside them, sometimesseveral levels deep, sometimes in harmony and sometimes at odds.
Likewise, a PNI project aims to represent, explore, and understand the full spectrum ofperspectives within a community or organization without attempting to merge them into aunified consensus. Methods that build consensus are worthy of respect and attention anduse. But PNI aims for something different: helping people understand the experiences andperspectives of other people. This makes it a useful tool in situations where only partialtrust is in place and consensus cannot be reached.
If you do not make PNI your own, you are not doing PNI

PNI is not a dogmatic set of fixed prescriptions. It is a complex, diverse, practical, of-its-time-and-place, living body of work. It is not a star; it is a constellation. It belongs to noone; it belongs to everyone. PNI challenges each of its practitioners and participants to addtheir unique talents and styles to it, to make it grow larger than it was before they got to it.
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Ethics in PNI
In participatory work, Sherry Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation is a respected toolfor defining what counts as participation. PNI is a participatory method, so Arnstein’s ladderapplies to it. The higher up the ladder you are, the more you are doing PNI.

Citizen control

Delegated power

Partnership

Placation

Consultation

Informing

Therapy

Manipulation

Citizen power

Tokenism

Non-participation

Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation

But PNI isn’t just about participation; it’s also about narrative and inquiry. So I made someladders for those things too.

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

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.
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If you are somewhere in the middle, whether you are doing PNI depends on why you
are 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 all three ladders? Do the things on the leftside of this 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 storiesproject funders 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 hand
over 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).
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Project Planning
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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.
1. Build a foundation for your project by exploring your overall goals and topic.
2. Understand your context by considering people and perspectives.
3. Make specific plans by deciding on your scale and process.
Along the way, answering six essential questions can help you build a solid project plan.
1. Foundation

• Goals: Why are you doing the project?
• Topic: What is the project about?

2. Context
• People: Who matters to your project?
• Perspectives: What experiences matter to your project?

3. Plans
• Scale: How big will your project be?
• Process: How will you carry out your project?

If you are working in a group, or if you have an oversight committee, don’t move forward
until you agree on your answers to these six questions. Taken together, they will be yourproject’s touchstone and your constitution for collaboration.
In this chapter we will go through each of the three steps and six questions.

83
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Foundation: Explore your goals and topic
I often find that people are reluctant to use PNI techniques in the planning phases of theirPNI projects. They want a cut-and-dried plan without the touchy-feely aspects of emotionand hope. They want their participants to emote, but they want to be saved from exploringtheir own emotions. Watch out for that distancing reaction in yourself. It can make yourproject less effective. Soak yourself in stories from the very start.
So, to explore your project’s goals and topic, I’d like to offer you a story-based way to thinkabout why you are doing your project, what it is fundamentally about, and what you hopeto achieve by doing it.
A goals-and-topic exploration exercise
This simple exercise can help you think about why you are doing your project and whatmatters most to you. If you are working in a team, it can help you bring differences andmisunderstandings to the surface while you still have the flexibility to adapt.
Set aside at least an hour. Include everyone who will be helping to run or make decisionsabout the project. If you have an advisory group, a steering committee, or an involvedfunder, you can include them as well.
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, whomwould you ask, and about what?

We asked the customers whohave stopped coming herewhy they left.
Magic ears If you could overhear anyconversation, whom 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 thatmatters to you. Tell a story about it. We brought people togetheron both sides of the issue.

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

We learned so much in this project.I can’t wait to put our new plansinto action!

Miserablefailure Tell the story of your projectfailing miserably. We didn’t find out anything wedidn’t know already. The wholeproject was a total waste of timewe can’t get back again.
Acceptableoutcome Tell a story about the projectthat falls somewhere in themiddle, not perfect but not awaste of time either.

We knew about these issues beforewe did the project, but now wehave a much better idea 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?
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.
If you are your entire project team, you can do this exercise on your own. Think throughyour stories, say them out loud, or write them down.
Look for patterns

When you have told a few stories each, working together, look for patterns in them.
• What do your stories tell you about your hopes and fears for your project?
• Does anything about them surprise you?
• Do you see any dangers you should avoid or opportunities you can use?
• Are there any needs, assets, gaps, or assumptions you would like to think about?
• What do the stories say to you about your project plans? Is there anything you want torethink or learn more about?
If your project is large or ambitious, youmaywant to use a longer exercise to talk about yourproject goals and topic. Look ahead to the chapter called “Group Exercises for NarrativeSensemaking” (page 345) and choose one of the exercises described there. Using thestories you just told, work together to make sense of the project you want to do together.
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.
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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?

Goals: Why are you doing your project?

A project’s goals seem like its most straightforward part, the part least in need of discussion.People who start a project know why they are doing it, right? Not always. I’ve seen moreprojects fail because of misunderstandings and mismatches in goals than in any other area.Sometimes the people in a project group think they all understand their collective goals,when in fact each person sees a different project. At other times, people go into projectswithout thinking through their own reasons for wanting to carry them out. Work to alignyour goals until everyone is applying their energy to the same purpose.
Topic: What is your project about?

A project’s topic has a lot to do with its goals; but it is the “what” rather than the “why” ofthe project. A topic can include things like:
• a question (what is the range of our views about the planned bridge?)
• an outcome (we would like to improve our services to patients)
• a decision (should we build a shopping center or a park?)
• a problem (what can we do about science illiteracy?)
• a group of people (our family’s story)
• a perspective (how new immigrants see our town)
• a person (stories about our founder)
If you have done any previous work on your topic, this is a good time to consider it. Maybeyou already carried out a project on the same topic using a different approach. Maybe youhave discussed this topic in the past. Compare your current project plan to your previousexplorations of the topic. How is your topic this time like and unlike your topic in the past?What do you want to do now that is different, and what is the same?

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.



Context: Understand your people and perspectives 87

Think about how many participants you want to include
How many participants does your project need? The answer is different for every project,of course. It depends on your answers to these questions.
• Your depth of exploration. How ambitious do you want to be? Are you just dipping yourtoe into exploring your topic, or do you want to explore it exhaustively? Picture yourselfin the future looking at the stories you collected and saying, “I’m so glad we got what weneeded.” In that scenario, how many stories are you looking at? Fifty? Five thousand?Now think about how many stories you can reasonably expect each of your participantsto tell about your topic. One? Four? (Most people stop at four.) How many participantsdoes that mean you will need?
• Your breadth of exploration. Are there any specific perspectives on your topic youwant to juxtapose? If so, how many perspectives do you want to include? Two? Five?Now picture yourself looking at the stories told from just one of those perspectives.How many stories will adequately explore the body of experience that lies behind thatperspective? Now think about how many stories you can reasonably expect the peoplein each perspective group to tell. How many participants does that mean you will needin each group?
• Your population sample. If your project is about your community or organization, whatpercentage of its population do you think you need to include to represent it? All of it?Half? One quarter? One tenth? How many people is that? If it’s impossible to includethat number of participants, what sort of project can you do with the number of peopleyou can include? Could you focus on one group within the community or organization?Or could you change your topic so representation matters less?
• Your story collection. If you want to gather a collection of stories to support sensemakingnow and in the future, how many stories will your collection need to help people do thethings you want them to do with it? If you want people to use it to resolve conflicts, forexample, how many perspectives will it need to cover, and how many stories will it needto adequately cover each perspective? How many participants will you need, and fromwhat groups, to create that collection?
• Your available resources. Howmany stories and participants can you handle? Howmuchtime, experience, and help will you have to carry out your story collection, handle yourstories, and facilitate your workshops?
• Your time frame. Is there a deadline you need to meet? Is there a limited time framein which you can talk to your participants? How many stories can you gather and workwith in that time?
Taken together, your answers to these questionswill help you come upwith an ideal numberof participants for your project. But don’t get too hung up on that number. What you needis participatory energy, and that depends on more than just the number of participants. Italso depends on how much time, attention, and conscious effort each participant is willingand able put into the project. I’ve seen PNI projects with 20 attentive participants producemore meaningful results than projects with 1000 barely-there participants.
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So ask yourself: if your participants were willing and able to contribute far less, or far more,to the project than you anticipate, how many of them would you need? That exerciseshould give you a range of participant counts, which is more useful than a single number.
Think about how you will invite participants
How will you invite people to join your project? To decide, answer these questions:
• 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?
• How much do you know about your potential participants? For example, can you guesshow interested they might be in your topic?
If you have a large pool of potential participants, and you know little about them, yourbest bet is to help people find you. These are some ways to do that.
Method How to do it Requirements Limitations
Broadcastchannels Send an invitation toeveryone on a list. Requires a list thatcalls forth acommon identity,which confers asocial obligation toparticipate.

Can result in asparse andscatteredresponse.

Targetedadvertising Put up a sign or awebsite that invitespeople to join theproject.

Requires a place(physical or virtual)that communitymembers oftenvisit.

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

Requires you toknow (or find out)the best places andtimes to findparticipants.
On the other hand, if you have a small pool of potential participants, and you know a lotabout them, it is best to reach out to people directly. These are some ways to do that.
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Method How to do it Requirements Limitations
Networks ofinfluence 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.
Targetedinvitations Choose specificparticipants toinvite one byone.

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

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 what theproject is doing.
Since all invitation methods produce biased, self-selected subsets of participatory energy,it’s best to combine at least two methods. For example, if you have access to a mailing listof thousands, it makes sense to post an invitation on it. But it also makes sense to reachout to some of the most involved members of the list and ask them who they think wouldlike to join the project, then ask those people who they think would like to join, and so on.
Should you ask people to participate in your project before you start gathering stories?Maybe. If you can’t do the project you want to do unless everyone you want to invitecan participate in it (maybe you need to include everyone on your team), then yes, askthose people to join the project before you get started—and if they can’t do it, rethinkthe project. But if the number of people who could participate in your project is muchlarger than the number of people you will need to participate, you can invite people toparticipate as the project goes along.
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,people who will participate in your project with energy and enthusiasm. If there areno such people, rethink your project.
2. Be realistic. Do not allow yourself to indulge in wishful thinking about the participatoryenergy you will find once you get started. I’ve seen more projects fail for this reasonthan for any other. If you aren’t sure whether anyone will want to be part of the projectyou want to do, don’t pretend you know. Find out. And even if you do know, find outanyway. You could be wrong.
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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, you can do a little thought experiment. Imagine your project taking placein a world in which everyone has infinite time and money. Would the people you intend topay participate then? If most of them would participate in a perfect world, it is reasonableto pay them. If most of them would not participate in a perfect world, a payment schemeis not appropriate, and you should rethink your project to make it truly participatory.
If that thought experiment just leaves you with more questions, you can float the idea ofpayment with some potential participants. If they respond like this:

I like what you’re doing, but I can’t spare the time. Oh, you can help? Great, thanks,I should be able to join in.
That means you will be able to pay them without ruining the project. However, if theyrespond like this:

So you’re paying people to tell stories. Sure, I can do that. What do I have to say?
That’s a red flag. If you hear anything like that, you should not pay anyone to participate inyour project. Instead, go back to the drawing board. Ask people what sort of project theywould like to participate in, and see if you can get closer to what they want to do.
The power of project gifts

Remember, in the Story Fundamentals chapter, how I talked about the similarities betweenstory sharing and gift giving? You can use this connection to encourage people to participatein your project. When you interact with people, whether it’s in a survey, interview, or groupsession, you can give them a gift of appreciation that helps them feel respected andincluded. This may seem manipulative, but it’s no more manipulative than bringing a giftto a dinner party. A project gift is a gesture of good faith, and it’s a way to acknowledgethat the project belongs to its participants at least as much as it belongs to you.
Hey, they're 

handing out little  
flashlights!

When is this 
thing going to 

be over?

So I said, 
”You can’t go 

in there!”

I dunno... Wow.What?

It is important to give your project gift before people start telling stories. Why?
• An up-front gift signals the start of an enjoyable social interaction. I’ve seen such giftssend waves of surprised curiosity through rooms full of previously annoyed participants.
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• An up-front gift creates a mild social obligation that can be repaid by taking part in theproject. People usually respond to such gifts with little bursts of participatory energy.
A project gift must also be unexpected, respectful, and of the right size.
• Don’t mention the gift in any of your invitations to participants. If you do, the gift willbecome a payment in exchange, not a social signal. Of course, if rumors happen tospread about the “surprise” gift people are getting, that’s great. Positive network effectsare excellent recruiting devices. But don’t spill the beans about the gift yourself.
• Choose a gift that will have real value to your participants. Aworthless ormeaningless giftwill send a message of alienation and inattention, and that could damage participationmore than a well-chosen gift will help it.
• Choose a right-sized gift. An expensive gift might seem like a bribe, and a cheap giftmight come off as disrespectful.
The best project gift is a gift that tells a story about the project. Think about why you aredoing the project and what it will mean to your participants, and find a gift that will helpthem remember the part they played in the project. For example:
• If you were doing a PNI project about the history and future of your community, youcould prepare a nicely printed booklet with photographs of significant places in thecommunity, then and now, alongside stories told in the project.
• If you were doing a PNI project to design a new museum, you could arrange exclusiveviewings of early architectural plans.
• If you were doing a PNI project to improve your local train service, you could commissionsome special one-day-free-pass train tickets, whose stubs participants could keep.
Those are just some made-up ideas, but if you know your participants well, you shouldbe able to think of a unique gift they will find valuable and memorable. Well-chosen giftsdo more than please; they spread motivation around the community through storytellingabout participation in the project. This can impact not only your own project but thosethat come after it as well.

Hey, where did 
you get this? 
Are these real 

stories?

No you can't.

…

…

…

…

Yeah. We made 
it in the project I 
was in last year.

I like it. 
Can I get 

one?
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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? For example, might you need to think about studentsand teachers differently, or managers and staff, or visitors and residents? If so, answer thefollowing questions separately for each participant group.
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. For each participant group you have identified, consider whether any ofthese conditions apply.
• Are these participants of particularly high or low social status in the community ororganization?
– If they are of high status, you will need to prove the value of the project to them,defer to their authority, and ask humbly for their help.
– If they are of low status, you will need to encourage them to speak up, empower themto play a role in the project, and assure them that they are qualified to participate.

• Do any two or more participant groups have markedly different levels of status, power,or authority? If you asked them to tell stories in a mixed group, would the stories comeout differently than if they were speaking only to their peers? If so, you might need tokeep the groups separate, at least in some parts of the project.

You want 
to talk to 

ME?

What is it? I'm 
pretty busy.

Perceptions of you

In every conversation, people choose whether they will tell stories, which stories they willtell, and how they will tell stories based on their perceptions of the social context in which
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they find themselves. You will hold a prominent place in the social context in which yourparticipants will find themselves during your project. So their perception of you, your roleor position, and the people or groups you represent will affect how many stories you cangather and what those stories will be like. Ask yourself these questions with respect toeach group of participants.
• Is there a cultural barrier between you and these participants—whatever “you” meansto them? When it comes to your shared experiences and perceptions, do you have littlein common? Are you likely to have a problem understanding each other?
• Do these participants think you are incapable of carrying out a project that can actuallybe helpful to them and to the community or organization?
• Do these participants dislike or distrust you in general? If you, or someone like you, satdownwith them, say at ameal, would they feel comfortable recounting their experiences,or would they hold back?
• Do these participants like or trust you too much? Are they likely to try so hard to doexactly what you ask them to do that they will disregard their own needs?
In your answer to any of these questions is “yes,” you will need to spend extra time testingand refining the approach you will use to ask people to share and work with stories. Youmay also need to expand your project team to include people who will create a morerelevant and useful social context for story sharing.

That sounds 
great. I’m in.

How can I 
get out of 

this?

Sure, 
okay, I 
guess.

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.
• Will they see the invitation as a test or evaluation? Will they feel required to provethemselves qualified to be included in the project (or in the community or organization)?If so, you will need to reassure them that they are already qualified and included andthat you respect and value their knowledge and experience.
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• Will they see the invitation as a nuisance, a bit of tedious paperwork you are pesteringthem with? If you expect apathy, you will need to work harder to convince people of thevalue of participation, communicate the goals of the project, and ask people for theirhelp in making the effort a success.
• Will they see the invitation as a worthless, meaningless exercise, a bit of fluff that willproduce no real results? If so, you will need to work harder to explain the method youare using, to prove that it has value, and to ask for their help making the process work.
• Will they see the invitation as a favor you are asking? Are they likely to participate onlyto please you? If so, you will need to work harder to give them a reason to get involvedfor their own benefit.
• Will they see the invitation as a party, a fun time they can walk away from as soon asthey’re not having fun? If so, you will need to place extra stress on the serious andambitious goals of the project (if it has them) and ask your participants to take on someof the burden of making the project work, even if it is not always fun.
• Will they see the invitation as a danger, a gauntlet they are being forced to walk through?If so, you will need to give them a sense of hope and agency in the project and what itcan bring to them and to the whole community or organization. Also emphasize the factthat they get to decide how much they will participate in the project.
• Will they see the invitation as an opportunity to gain status in the community or organi-zation? Will they want to use it to promote themselves or compete with others? If so,you will need to ask them to put aside their individual goals and think about their hopesfor the future of the entire community or organization.
• Will they see the invitation as an opportunity to win an argument or fight for a worldviewor cause? If so, you will need to communicate that the project will use story sharing toreduce (rather than engage in) conflict by helping everyone listen to and understandevery point of view.

Whatever.

Let's go!

Participation ability

Also consider your participants’ ability to participate. For each participant group:
• Are these people too busy to participate, even if they are willing to do so? If so, youmight need to scale back your ambitions, lengthen your project timeline, find more



Context: Understand your people and perspectives 95

participants, consider compensation, or choose other ways of gathering stories andbringing people together.
• Is there a logistical barrier (physical, cognitive, or legal) that will prevent these partici-pants from being able to share and work with stories of their experiences? If so, you willneed to understand the abilities they do have and work with them as best you can.
• Is there a behavioral barrier (emotional, psychological, or cultural) that will preventthese participants from feeling comfortable sharing stories of their experiences, evenif they are willing to? Are they likely to believe, for example, that sharing stories is notsomething people like them can or should do? If so, you may need some extra flexibilityand creativity as you shape the project to meet their needs.
• If you find that different participant groups have differing abilities to participate, youwill need to think about how you can give everyone the opportunity to participate in away 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 it isimpossible to consider them separately. These questions pertain 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. For example:
• Your participants may find your topic especially embarrassing, intimate, sensitive, orprivate.
• The experiences you want your participants to recount may be uncomfortable, painful,traumatic, or buried deep.
• Your topic may be dangerous for your participants to talk about in the wrong context.
In general, the more emotional of a topic you want to explore, the more you will need totest and refine your plans, listen to (or include) a larger group in your planning process,and build a supportive and transparent privacy policy. In addition, these are some extrasteps that work well in projects with emotional topics.
• Look for social contexts in which your participants already share stories about theexperiences you want to ask them about. Ask people where, when, and with whom theyhave talked about the topic in the past. If you notice any contexts mentioned often, seeif you can reproduce them. For example, if people tell you that they often talk about thetopic with their friends, you might want to ask friends to interview each other.
• Look for social contexts that might help your participants explore the topic in morefreedom and safety than they can now. Ask people where, when, and with whom they
wish they could talk about the topic. Then see if you can create those contexts. Forexample, if people say they wish they could talk about the topic with other people whohave faced the same challenges (but they can’t because they don’t know any of thosepeople), see if you can safely bring those people into contact with each other.
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• No matter what you find out about your participants, give them multiple ways to shareand work with stories. Having a choice gives people agency and helps them find a formof participation that works for them. For example, you might ask people if they wantto talk about their experiences in a written survey, in a one-on-one interview with atrusted helper, or in a peer interview with a friend.
• When emotions are high, people tend to be on the lookout for subtle messages andcommands. So watch your language and tone. Don’t assume your participants willunderstand your intent; watch them respond to your invitations and instructions.
Understanding

Some topics present obstacles to exploration not because they are emotional but becausepeople aren’t used to talking about them in daily life. Your participants might have a hardtime talking about your topic because they don’t know what to say about it.
• Your topic could be an abstract social, scientific, or philosophical concept that is subtleand hard to grasp, like intertextuality in public discourse.
• Your topic could be a systemic issue that few people are used to considering in its fullscope, like how social and parasocial interactions influence each other.
• Your topic could be an aspect of societal or organizational infrastructure thatmost peoplebarely notice, like the design of sidewalks.
• Your topic could be something so apparently trivial that most people never think aboutit at all, like swallowing.
• Your topic could be something that happened so far back in people’s pasts that they willstruggle to remember it, like infantile amnesia.
In situations like these, the obstacle is not a lack of safety or freedom; it’s a lack of under-standing, which can lead to muddled and meaningless results. I’ve seen this happen whenthe people who run projects live in different worlds than their participants, experientiallyspeaking. In these cases I have found that these 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:
– 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?
– If someone mentioned ___ to you, what would you think they meant by it?

• When you begin to explain your project and its topic to your participants, don’t assumethat they understand what you mean. Find out. Show some of them your invitations andinstructions, and ask them to say what you said back to you in their own words. If theycan’t, or won’t, or seem afraid to try, or if their explanations don’t match yours, keep
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working on your messages until people start giving you back what you meant to say tothem. As you are doing this:
– Notice what people say when they do understand what you mean. Consider whethertheir words might work better than yours. Experiment with some of these alternativephrasings. When you see the light of understanding, follow it.
– If you can, find some people who live in both worlds (yours and those of your partici-pants) and ask them to help you translate your preferred language into terms yourparticipants will understand.
– Question your assumptions about what your participants can or should understand,both about your topic and about the words you would prefer to use to explain it.Challenge yourself to let go of the way you would like to talk about the topic so youcan help other people talk about it.

• If you find that some of your participant groups understand your preferred terms betterthan other groups, you have a choice to make.
– You can find the lowest common denominator and speak to everyone in language thatworks for the people who need the most help understanding what you mean. Doingthis may sacrifice some nuances of meaning in the jargon-ready group, and it mayeven offend some people who pride themselves on their knowledge of in-the-knowwords. On the other hand, since you have used the same words to speak to everyone,it will be easy to compare what they say in response.
– You can work in parallel streams, using different language to speak to each participantgroup. Doing this will meet each group where they are and may bring out morenuanced responses. But you may not be able to compare what they say, since theyresponded to different questions.

Build your win-win proposal
Now it’s time to maximize your chance of success by getting to the heart of what your par-
ticipants want from the project. Think about every participant group separately, especiallygroups with different amounts of power. 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?
To answer these questions, show your project plans to some people from each participantgroup. Do they respond with enthusiasm? Indifference? Suspicion? Resignation? If theydon’t seem interested in the project, ask them what sort of project they would be excitedto participate in. Then ask yourself the above questions again. Keep doing this until youfind a project plan that works for everyone.
To do participatory work well, you need to share your project with your participants. Andby this I don’t mean “share” in the sense of “tell them about it.” I mean it in the sense of“give some of it to them.”
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This can be a hard thing to do. You’ve thought a lot about this project, and you might feel alittle possessive about it. These people might not care about the project as much as you do.They might not understand it as well as you do. But unless your project belongs as much to
your participants as it does to you, it will fail to achieve its goals.
For example, when you talk about the project, don’t say “the” project or “my” project or“the committee’s” project or “the project I’ve prepared” or “the project I’ve invited you tojoin.” Don’t even say “your” project; that would be passive-aggressive, because you havedone a lot of work on it. Say “our” project. You’d be surprised how much a little thing likethat can matter.
Of course, the flip side of the give-and-take equation is that you need to ask your partici-pants to share the project with you. You have worked long and hard on it, and you needthem to respect that. The more put-upon or disrespected you feel, the harder it will be tocarry out your plans. Don’t let people walk all over you.
Which of these two sides of give and take matters more will depend on you, your partici-pants, and your topic. If you’re the dominating sort, don’t dominate your project to death.If you’re the self-effacing sort, don’t efface yourself out of the project you’ve worked sohard on. If your participants are a bunch of hard-headed skeptics who will argue with everyword that comes out of your mouth, prepare to assert yourself. If they are all so humbleand timid that they will hide in the corners of the project, prepare to assert their right toparticipate. You know what you’re like, and by now you should know what they are like.Plan accordingly.
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?

People: Who matters to your project?

Who will provide the participatory energy for your project? Who will tell the stories? Whowill work with the stories? Who will hear or see them? Who will provide project support?Who will provide funding? How will all of these people be connected? ’
If the project will call upon existing relationships, what are they like?What synergies, assets,and tensions do they contain? If the project will build new relationships, how will it do so,
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and what sorts of opportunities and dangers will be involved in doing so? What do all ofthese things mean for the project?
How will you find your participants? Are there any subgroups among them? What are theylike? How are they likely to respond to questions about your topic?
Perspectives: What experiences matter to your project?

What are the varieties of experience and perspective that your project will bring togetheror juxtapose? Youmight plan, for example, to cover a range of ages; living or family arrange-ments; educational, socioeconomic, or religious backgrounds; neighborhoods; occupations;and political affiliations. You should already have a sense of this from working through yourparticipant groups. But this is a good time to go back over the groups and make sure youhaven’t left anyone out. Is there a perspective you have not yet considered? How wouldincluding it change the project?
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 pilot project is a small but complete PNI project that is embedded in the planning phaseof a larger project. Unlike the planning exercise I described at the start of this chapter, apilot project gathers stories from your project participants, not just the people on yourproject planning team. Pilot projects are useful in four situations:
1. You are planning a large, complex, ambitious project, one that will involve many people,stories, questions, or topics.
2. You want to answer specific questions as thoroughly and completely as you can. Youdon’t want to miss anything.
3. Your topic is emotional, sensitive, maybe even dangerous. You need to make surepeople will feel safe and free to explore their experiences.
4. You don’t know enough about your participants or topic to build a project plan thatwill achieve your goals.
In all of these cases, you will want to maximize your chance of success by gathering someextra background information before you get started in earnest.
Here’s an example. Say you have worked out your project’s goals and focus in broad strokes,but you feel a need to meet the people of your community where they are and give theman opportunity to talk about your topic in a way that makes sense to them. So you set upthree tiny pilot projects, each involving a handful of participants, each centered around adifferent approach to your topic, and each running (from start to finish) in one week. Thenyou bring your oversight committee together, tell them what happened in each of the pilotprojects, and ask them to help you make some well-informed decisions about your projectplans.
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Plan: 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.How will you do the work that needs to be done? What will you say to your participants?What will you do with the stories you collect?
Think about your resources
Consider your skills, time, knowledge, and tools. If any of these things are lacking, thereare things you can do.
• You might never have done this kind of work before. If so, start small. Build your PNIskills—and your PNI style—one step at a time. With the help of a few friends, familymembers, or colleagues, you can carry out a simple PNI project in just a few days. Gettingout there and doing PNI yourself will give you a better start than any amount of reading.
• You might not know enough about your participants or topic to support your projectwell. If so, see if you can build a project team by recruiting some friends, colleagues, orproject participants whose knowledge can supplement your own.
• You might not have enough time to carry out the project you want to do. If so, get somehelp or scale back your plans. You can always do a bigger project later.
• You might not be ready to record, store, and process the volume of stories you wouldlike to collect. You can use a wide variety of tools to gather stories, from pens to phonesto surveys to word processors to spreadsheets to databases. Whichever method youchoose, try it out with a handful of stories before you decide how many stories youwill collect. If your collection goal seems unreachable, reduce it, get some help, or giveyourself some extra time to build your skills as you go.
Think about the phases of PNI
Every PNI project has three essential phases: collection, sensemaking, and return. You can’tdrop those out of your project (and still be doing PNI), but you might want to think abouthow important each phase will be to your overall project. Which of the three essentialphases will be the most important? Which will be the least important?
Also, which, if any, of PNI’s optional phases will you be using in your project? You’re in theplanning phase right now, so obviously that phase will be included. But do you want toprepare catalytic material for sensemaking? And do you want to make an intervention inthe flow of stories? If so, how much time and attention do you want to spend on thosephases of the project? If you don’t think you need those phases, do you want to rulethem out from the start, or do you want to leave some flexibility in your plan so you canincorporate a small amount of catalysis or intervention if the need arises?
Build your privacy policy
Every PNI project needs a clear and transparent privacy policy. To create it, there are fourbasic privacy decisions you will need to make.
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Disclosure

When you were working out your win-win proposal, if your potential participants toldyou that they were concerned about disclosing their feelings, values, or beliefs (or moreconcerned than you thought they would be), it might be a good idea to adjust your projectto reduce the risk of disclosure. For example:
• You could reduce your project’s scope or depth, gathering fewer stories and asking fewerquestions than you had planned.
• You could broaden your topic to include the option of recounting experiences that seemsafer to talk about.
• You could gather less information about your participants, giving up information togather more meaning.
• You could run a pilot project to explore ways to provide greater privacy.
• You could set up a participant steering committee and give them veto power over yourproject plans.
• You could offer participants a variety of ways to share stories that provide varying degreesof disclosure.
• You could make it easier for participants to review and change their contributions.
• You could ask a trusted intermediary to gather stories and give you only as much asparticipants choose to share.
• You could set up self-running peer interviews or story-sharing sessions and let each pairor group decide which stories (and which versions of the stories) they will share withthe whole project.

Your name:
Your address:
Your phone:
Your age:
Your gender:
Your income:

Which of these age groups do 
you belong to? You don’t have 
to answer.

Too 
much!

So last year I  
was right in the 

middle of ...

I don’t 
remember any 
experiences 

like that.

A lower-disclosure project might not be as impactful as the project you had wanted to do,but it could build trust that will help you do more in your next project.
Anonymity

If you were gathering only factual information about people, it would be easy to ensureanonymity. If you were measuring heights, for example, you could just not ask people their
names, and barring rare exceptions, nobody would know whose height was whose.
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Gathering stories is different. Stories contain contextual clues that can make it possibleto guess who told them even when names are not collected. For example, if a participantmentions picking their children up from school, that narrows the list of possible storytellers.Even a turn of phrase can provide clues to a storyteller’s identity.
So you can’t just provide direct anonymity, the kind you can ensure by not taking names.You also need to provide indirect anonymity. How can you do that? Tell your participantswho will hear or see the stories you are asking them to tell.
That’s how story sharing works. We all choose which contextual details to leave in or out ofstories based on the people we are talking to. To do that, we need to know who it is we aretalking to. You can provide indirect anonymity by giving your participants the awarenessthey need to protect themselves as they tell stories.
Indirect anonymity is not just about storytellers; it’s also about the other people in thestories people tell. So if privacy is a concern in your project, ask your participants to think
about the privacy of other people as well as their own.
It’s also a good idea to remove identifying information from stories as you collect them.When someone refers to a person by name, you can replace the name with an anonymousreference like “the manager” or “the neighbor.” Tell people that you will be doing this, sothey won’t feel censored.
Exposure

People want to be heard, but they don’t want what they say to be distorted, used againstthem, used for purposes they don’t support, or told to the wrong people. As you plan yourproject, ask yourself these questions:
• Who will get to see or hear what participants say? The internet? Everyone who readsyour research report? Everyone in the community or organization? Every participant?Every participant in a subgroup? The people who participate in sensemaking workshops?You and the project funders? Just you? Or will each participant be able to choose? Howwill they do that?
• In what formats will the stories and other information be recorded, stored, and madeavailable? Video? Audio? Text? Transcripts? If there are transcripts made, how will theybe made? By whom? How will they be checked for accuracy? Will participants get thechance to correct them? What will be done with the original recordings?
• How much of what participants say will be seen or heard? Every word? A summary?Excerpts taken out of context?
• To what extent will the stories and answers be edited? Not at all? Lightly, for clarityand/or length? Drastically, to suit a purpose? Will participants get to see and approvethese changes?
• If participants will be given choices in what happens to what they said, how will they begiven choices? Will they be requested, required, or permitted to make these choices?How will you contact participants? How will they contact you?
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Regret

When we humans get to sharing stories, we sometimes share more than we meant to, andwe sometimes regret it later. I can certainly think of many times when I “got going” with astory, forgot who I was talking to, and said too much.
How strongly you will need to support amendment or retraction will depend on howsensitive your topic is and how much your participants are concerned about privacy. Forexample, after a story-sharing session, you could invite—or even require—participants toreview the session transcript before it is used in sensemaking. Or you could say nothingbut be ready to respond to any expressions of regret that arise.
I like to tell people right up front that they can change anything they say later on. Nobodyhas ever actually asked to do this, but I can see that people appreciate the option. I canalso see that saying it helps people to share stories more freely.
Explaining your privacy policy

People come to PNI projects with a variety of concerns and motivations. To meet all oftheir needs I have found that a multi-tiered explanation works best.
• Some people won’t care about privacy at all. To avoid turning them away, keep yourexplanation short, simple, and easy to skim.
• Most people won’t care about privacy as long as nothing out of the ordinary happens.So, even in a short and simple explanation, make it clear that help is available if andwhen people want it.
• Some people will care very much about privacy. For them, provide an easy way to accessa complete (but optional) explanation of your full privacy policy.
Here is an example explanation of a privacy policy.
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. After the ___, wewill ___, taking care to ___.
What you wantpeople to conceal Please do not reveal personally identifying information aboutyourself or anyone else, including ___. We will removeinadvertent identifications by ___.
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 ___.
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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?

Scale: How big will your project be?

Scale has to do with the number of participants you invite, the number of stories youcollect, and the depth of exploration you facilitate. For example:
• A small-scale project might invite 10 people to share 30 stories and work with them in asingle 3-hour session, exploring a simple topic with no recording.
• A large-scale project might invite 2000 people to share 4000 stories, then invite 200people to work with the stories in a series of day-long workshops, exploring a complextopic in great detail and from many perspectives, generating a comprehensive 200-pagereport that is returned, along with the stories, to the entire community or organization.
By this time you should have an idea of how large or small a project you want to do fromexploring your project’s goals and context. This is a good time to evaluate your choice ofscale.Why do you want your project to be as large as it will be, and not smaller or larger?
Here’s a quick exercise you can use to check that you have the right scale for your project.
1. Write two lists of forces: ones that push your project’s scale up (like a large and diversepopulation you want to represent) and ones that push your project’s scale down (likeuncertainty about how much participatory energy you can tap into). Try to think of atleast five forces of each type.
2. Mark each force by how important (high, medium, or low) it is to your goals or context.How big of an impact on the project do you think this force will or should have?
3. Now step back and look at your two lists. What do they tell you about the opportunities,dangers, and tensions in the project? Do they make you want to adjust your projectscale up or down?
You can read more about project scale in the section of Chapter Eight called “How manystories to collect” on page 135.
Process: How will you carry out your project?

Which phases of PNI will be more and less important in your project? Will you leave anyphases out completely? What would happen if each phase were bigger or smaller? Which
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phases are you the most excited about? Which seem tedious or unnecessary? (And if so,do you need them?)
And finally, what are the nuts and bolts of your project plan? How will do you plan to findand reach out to your participants? How do you plan to involve them in the project? Whatdo you plan to say to them? How do you plan to work with them and listen to them?
Write your project synopsis
After you have answered all six PNI planning questions, use them to write a project synopsis.Combine your answers into a sentence or two that you can use to describe the project toanyone involved.
Here are some fictional examples:
• To find out what people want for our community in the future [goal], our group ofcommunity council members [people] will ask people from all demographic categoriesin our community [perspectives] to tell at least two stories each [scale] about the nextten years of our community [topic], and we will look for patterns in the stories told[process].
• To rediscover forgotten ideas about the art of photography [goal], our group of students[people] will ask 20 [scale] current photographers [people] to meet and talk about[process] stories about decisions and dilemmas [topic], which were gathered from thewritings [perspectives] of 150 [scale] photographers [perspectives] going back through15 [scale] decades [perspectives].
• To improve our patient care [goal], our group of hospital support staff [people] willcollect stories about office visits [topic] from 50 [scale] patients and doctors [people]across a wide spectrum of disorders and complaints [perspectives]. Then a group ofpatients and doctors [people] will meet to look at and think about the patterns they seein the stories [process]. Our group [people] will disseminate a report on the meeting[process] to all doctors and waiting rooms in the network [people].
• To help foreign students succeed at our university [goal], staffmembers at the university’sinternational student center [people] will ask 30 [scale] students [people] from allcountries attending the university [perspectives] to tell stories about their first monthat the university [topic]. Those stories will be made available to other foreign students[people] who need help settling in [perspectives].
Can you write a sentence or two like these that describes your project well? If you can’t, goback over your planning process and see what part needs more work. It is better to go overyour planning process a second time than to start your project without a firm foundation.
Your project 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.
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In Chapter Two we talked about how stories can be seen as messages, thinking tools, andconnections. Looking at stories from three perspectives provided us with a general senseof the word that was suitable for any purpose.
But PNI has a specific purpose: helping people make sense of situations to achieve com-mon goals. This means that not every story—as defined in a general sense—will supportsensemaking in a PNI project. When you collect stories in PNI, you will be focusing onstories that recount experiences, have plots, and reveal perspectives.
The best stories for PNI recount experiences
Stories that support sensemaking well are true, raw, and personal. They describe things
that happened to specific people, not to entire communities, organizations, or societies,and not to no one in particular.
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For example, compare these two stories:
1. The town of Eastville was founded in 1829. Its town hall was erected in 1878. The schoolfollowed in 1901, and the hospital opened its doors in 1915. During the flu epidemic,the new hospital saved hundreds of lives.
2. My grandmother started at the hospital in 1918, just three years after it was built. Shewas in maternity, but with the surge of flu patients, she took on a second job to helpout. It was exhausting, but she was so proud of her work.
Only the second story will work well in a PNI project. Why? Because there’s nobody in the
first story. It’s a de-personalized, distanced description of events.
Why experiences matter

The goal of PNI is to help groups of people make sense of situations together. In order todo that, people must be able to imagine themselves experiencing the events described inthe stories. It’s hard to imagine yourself in a story that has no people in it.
Part of the work of doing PNI lies in guiding people toward recounting their own experiencesand away from providing impersonal, newspaper-style accounts of events.
The best stories for PNI have plots
Stories that support sensemaking well cover spans of time and containmoments of uncer-
tainty and tensions between possibilities.
For example, consider these three statements:
1. I like my work. It can be hard. But I’m good at what I do, and I’m proud of that.
2. I started working here five years ago. I became a foreman last year. At the moment weare building an apartment complex.
3. When I started this job ten years ago, I didn’t know what I was doing. To be honest, Iwasn’t sure I was going to make it. But I did, and now I help new folks get started.
Each of these statements could be called a story in a general sense, but only the last onewill work well in a PNI project.
1. The first statement exists outside of time. It has no beginning, middle, or end. It just is.Nothing happens at all, so there can be no uncertainty about what will happen next.
2. The second statement recounts a sequence of events, but it contains no tensionbetween possibilities. It has a beginning and an end, but no middle.
3. The third statement begins by recounting a situation at one point in time (“When Istarted”). Then there is a moment of uncertainty, a point of branching possibilities,when it is not clear what will happen next (“I wasn’t sure”). Finally, the story resolvesitself into a new state at a new point in time (“and now I help”). This three-partstructure—a certain beginning, an uncertain middle, and a certain end—gives the storya plot, and that makes it useful in PNI.
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Why plots matter

PNI helps people explore what has/not happened in the past and what could/not andshould/not happen in the future. To support these explorations, people need stories towork with that are more than lists of events. They need stories with interactions betweenpossibility, actuality, and desire.
Part of the work of doing PNI lies in guiding people away from describing simple lists ofevents and towards telling whole stories with plots, including moments in which they werenot sure what would happen next.
The best stories for PNI reveal perspectives
Stories that support sensemaking well authentically express and reflectively explore thefeelings, values, and beliefs of their tellers.
For example, compare these two stories:
1. 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.
2. 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.
The second story will bemuchmore useful in a PNI project than the first. The first is guardedand defensive, revealing nothing, and the second reveals how the storyteller feels aboutwhat happened to them, what they think it means, and why it matters to them.
Why perspectives matter

Most of the sensemaking people do in PNI has to do with making sense of people: howthey feel about this, why they feel like that, what they think this means, why they keepdoing that, what they would think if we did this, and so on. To support these explorations,people need stories to work with that do more than state the bare facts of a situation. Theyneed stories that reveal the true feelings, values, and beliefs of actual people.
Part of the work of doing PNI lies in making sure your participants feel safe, heard, andrespected enough to reflect on their experiences and tell stories that express their feelings,values, and beliefs.
This advice is for you, not for your participants
As a PNI practitioner, it is your job to guide your participants toward telling stories that willsupport sensemaking. But don’t tell your participants about these types of stories. Don’tgive them a lecture on the stories that work best for sensemaking, and don’t ever criticizea story that does not meet these criteria.
Instead, guide your participants towards these types of stories indirectly. Embed yourguidance in your introductions, your questions, and your instructions. Then, as you collectyour stories, use these descriptions to think about how well you will be able to supportsensemaking and whether you need to adjust your approach.
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Stories that recount experiences 
things that happened to people

Stories with plots
things that happened to people, 

including moments of uncertainty 
and doubt

Stories with 
perspectives

things that happened 
to people, including 
what they think and 

feel about what 
happened

All stories, in a general sense

The best 
stories for PNI

Oh my.

So I was 
like, 

what?

A quick overview of story collection methods
There are at least eight ways to gather stories in a PNI project. I will say more about eachmethod later on, but for now I’ll just give you a quick glimpse at your options.
One-on-one interviews
A one-on-one interview is a listening conversation between you and one project participant.You ask questions and they respond.
This option is useful when:
• Your participants don’t know or trust each other, but they trust you (or your role, or agroup you represent).
• Your topic is personal and sensitive, and you don’t think people would be able to openup about it in a group.
• Your participants are of especially high or low status in the community and must beapproached with special respect.
• You want to gather fewer but longer stories.
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One time 
I was...

I see.

For example, say you want to improve how you help people recover from natural disasters.Recent survivors might be willing to tell you about their experiences, but they wouldn’t belikely to know other survivors. Also, they are probably tired of filling out forms, but theymight want to talk to a real person about their experiences.
Group interviews
A group interview is a guided conversation between you and 2-5 project participants. Youask questions, and they all respond, and sometimes they respond to each other.
This option is useful when:
• You want to ask your participants to dredge up memories from the deep past. In one-on-one interviews, they might come up empty. But in a group interview, they might remindeach other of stories to tell.
• Your participants are of low status in the community and are likely to think that theyhave nothing to offer the project. A conversation in a supportive group of equals mighthelp them find their voices.
• Your participants are of high status in the community and might see “playing a game” asbeneath them; but they would value a conversation among their peers.
• Your participants are very young or very old. In either case they aren’t likely to follow anexercise or fill out a form, and they might be overly compliant in an individual interview.Having other people around of their own age will bring them into an experience ofsemi-random play (for children) or comfortable reminiscence (for the elderly).
• It’s easy to get your participants together; in fact, they already talk to each other. Theymight even meet on a regular basis. But you don’t think they would be able or willingto participate in a group exercise. A group interview is simple and direct, and you thinkthey would prefer that.
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One time 
I was...

I see.

I did 
something 

like that 
too... For me it 

was 
like...

For example, say your annual conference is coming up soon. Fewer people attend everyyear, but some have been there since the beginning. If you were to replace your annualsurvey with some group interviews, it might liven up the conference, and it might help youfind some new ideas you can use.
Peer interviews
A peer interview is a suggested conversation among 2-3 project participants. They ask eachother questions (which you gave them), and they respond to each other.
This option is useful when:
• Your participants know and trust their friends, family members, or colleagues, but theydon’t know and trust everyone in the community or organization, nor do they know andtrust you.
• You want people to talk about experiences that are hard to explain, and you think theywill find it easier to talk about those experiences with other people who have had similarexperiences—but not with too many other people; just one or two.
• You don’t think your participants will avoid issues they know to be taboo or leave unsaidthings “everyone” knows—or at least you don’t think they will do those things if you askthem not to.
• You think your participants will find the idea of interviewing each other interesting andfun. Even so, you don’t think they’d go so far as to want to participate in a group exercisewith random people they don’t know.
• Your participants are busy, and they can’t fit one more meeting into their schedule. Butthey might be able and willing to set up a peer interview with a friend or colleague,maybe in their off hours, especially if it looks interesting.
• Your participants have a strong sense of ownership over the project and want to takenot only their stories but the conversations in which their stories are collected into theirown hands.
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I see. I see.

I remember the 
time ...

One time I 
was...

For example, say membership in your volunteer group has been declining. If you called aspecial story-sharing meeting, few people might come. But you could ask each member toreach out to a member who has stopped coming.
Surveys
A survey is a form people fill out. They read (or hear) your questions and respond to them(in speech or writing) on their own.
This option is useful when:
• Your access to your participants is shallow. They will probably pay very little attentionto anything you say or do. Most of them will not even notice that you invited them toparticipate in a project.
• Your access to your participants is fleeting. You may be able to get their attention, butyou can only get it for a few minutes.
• Your participants consider your topic too personal to talk about with anyone at all. Theymight be willing to put a message in a bottle and drop it in the sea, but that’s all theywill do.
• You don’t have any participants, not yet. This is an exploratory project. You hope to findparticipants by putting out a wide request, but you have no idea how many people willanswer the request, and you have no idea how much time or energy anyone will bewilling to put into the project.
• You have too many participants to be able to talk to them all at length, and you don’twant to leave anyone out.
• You have no resources to work with in your project. You don’t have time or helpers orsponsorship. Putting up a web survey is the only way you can do the project at all.
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O
nce I 

w
as …

I used 

to …

I m
et a 

m
an …

For example, say you’re concerned about the future of your local farmers’ market. Youwonder if it needs to change with the times. If you were to place some short surveys at thetables where people sit down to eat, you might get some new ideas.
Journals
A journal is one project participant’s periodic reflection on their experiences. They read (orhear) your questions and respond to them (in speech or writing) on their own, just likewith a survey, except that they do it multiple times, either every so often or every timesomething happens (whether it’s an event or just a thought).
This option is useful when:
• You want to explore a topic in a deep and focused way, so you need the nuanced sortsof reflections you can only get when people go back to the same topic day after day orweek after week.
• You don’t need people to look back over a long period of time, and you don’t needpeople to remind each other of stories to tell. Instead, you want people to focus on thesituation they are in right now.
• Your participants are committed to the project and are willing and able to tell storiesnot just once but several times.
• Your topic is sensitive or private, and your participants would prefer to reflect on it bythemselves, not with others.
• The topic of your project has a time element to it, such as a process people go through,and you want to follow people as they go through the process.
• Your project has relatively few participants, and it will be hard to get enough stories towork with unless you ask each person to tell several stories.
• You have enough resources to handle the greater volume of data you will collect byhaving people tell several stories instead of one or a few.
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Today I 

w
ent to…

I can’t 

believe I 

just…

This 

m
orning 

she …

Monday Tuesday Wednesday

For example, say your software development team just got through an alarmingly unpopularrelease. After the crisis was over, you decided to take a good hard look at how you listen toyour customers. Everyone agreed to keep a weekly journal for the next few months, thentalk about what you found out.
Narrative incident accounts
A narrative incident account is a story about a witnessed event from the perspective of aproject participant. They read (or hear) your questions and respond to them (in speech orwriting) on their own, just like a survey, but the story they tell is specifically about an eventthey saw happen.
This option is useful when:
• Your participants support other people in some way, dealing with incidents as they comeup in their daily life or work.
• Your participants experience so many events that if you ask days or weeks later, theevents will blend together into general scenarios, and telling details will be lost.
• Your participants already reflect on (and maybe fill out forms about) each incident justafter it happens, so you have a timely opportunity to capture their experiences.

That’s the third time. 
I’m getting really 

frustrated about this! 

Don’t 
touch that!

But Dad, it 
says hands 

on!

GE
MS

hands-o
n

Oh, I’m 
sorry, I 
didn’t 

notice.
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For example, say the tour guides at your museum interact with dozens of visitors every day,but when you ask them for their recollections, they speak in generalities. If you gave thema way to recount each interaction just after it has ended, you might learn some usefulthings about your visitors.
Story-sharing sessions
A story-sharing session is a meeting of 3-30 participants that includes one or more game-
like activities. The activities may or may not incorporate story-eliciting questions, but insome way or other they help people share stories with each other.
This option is useful when:
• Your goals are ambitious and your participants are enthusiastic. Everyone is ready to dowhatever it takes to gather meaningful stories that will support sensemaking.
• Your participants are active people who are easily bored. Sharing stories in a game-likesetting will engage them in ways that sitting for interviews or filling out forms will not.
• Your topic is not sensitive or private, and your participants will not feel uncomfortableor offended if you ask them to share stories about it in a game-like atmosphere.
• Your participants do not consider themselves to be of especially high or low social status(in general or in your community or organization), and they are not likely to react to agame-like activity as something that is beneath them or out of reach for them.
• Your topic is one your participants have not thought that much about, and you think agame-like activity will help them explore it more deeply than they could if you askedabout it in a more direct way.
• Your participants trust you (or your role) enough to follow your instructions—as long asyour instructions are engaging and relevant.
• You have facilitated group exercises before, or you are willing to learn as you go.
• You have a physical location or online solution with plenty of space, working surfaces,and flexibility for small-group conversation.

One time 
I was...

I see.

I did 
something 

like that 
too...

For me 
it was...

Really!
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For example, say you’re in charge of the internship program, and you want to improve it.You’ve been talking to interns for weeks, and you have yet to find anyone who does notwant to get involved. In fact, you’ve already made some changes to your plans based ontheir excellent suggestions. it makes sense to bring them all together and give them a livelyactivity that will bring their fresh perspectives into the program.
Gleaned stories
A gleaned story is a story that was told and recorded before your project began. You don’twrite questions to bring out these stories; you look for them. Using gleaned stories in PNIis useful when:
• You have access to, and permission to study, a body of recorded conversations in whichpeople have shared stories.
• There is no way to engage with the people you need to hear from. You cannot convince—or even ask—them to join the project. They cannot or will not speak to you in anyway.
• You can engage with the people you want to hear from, but you would like to learn moreabout them before you decide how you want to approach them.
For example, say you wish you could hear from customers who have canceled their services,but there is no way to reach them. The only trace of them you have left is their finalconversations with your customer support staff. Still, there might be some lessons there.
A project that only drew its stories out of recorded conversations would be an extractiveone, not a participatory one. But if you asked people to make sense of your gleaned storiestogether, especially if you asked them to respond to the gleaned stories with stories oftheir own, you could build a participatory project that begins with gleaned stories.
Notes on choosing collection methods
I would like to make a few more quick points on these methods before we move on.
You can use multiple methods

You can collect stories in two or more ways within the same project. Sometimes you needto do this because different groups of participants cannot be reached in the same way.But even if you only have one group of participants, you can offer them multiple ways toshare a story. For example, you can invite them to choose between joining a story-sharingsession, filling in a survey, or scheduling an interview over the phone. This helps everyonefind a way of contributing that works for them, and it helps the project gather a broadrange of experiences.
You can also build chains of connected methods. For example, you could ask people to keepa journal for a week or a month, then ask them to attend a group story-sharing sessionwhere they explore the topic with other participants. Each element (private reflection,group story sharing) will add a complementary element to your story collection, and thecombined effect will enhance your ability to support sensemaking.
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You don’t have to record stories

If you want to carry out a large and ambitious PNI project, one that helps dozens orhundreds of participants work with hundreds or thousands of stories, you will have nochoice but to record the stories you collect in some way.
But not every PNI project is large or ambitious. You can run an entire PNI project with onegroup of people in one location, such as over a half-day or full-day workshop. You mightneed to ask people to give their stories names for easier reference, but you won’t need tocreate a permanent record of the stories people tell.

Asking people to tell stories
What is the best way to ask people to tell stories?
• You could ask directly for a story. You could say, “Tell me a story about trust.”
• You could tell a story yourself. You could say, for example, “Trust saved my life one day. Iwas driving, and my wife suddenly grabbed the steering wheel. If I hadn’t trusted her, Iwouldn’t have let her avoid the truck that was about to hit us.” And then you could waitand see what people say in response.
• You could ask a question whose answer is a story. You could say, “Have you ever trustedanyone with your life? What happened?”
I have seen all of these techniques used to gather stories. In my considered professionalopinion, only the third method is useful. Let me explain why I don’t recommend the firsttwo approaches.
Asking directly for stories

Asking someone to tell a story makes it perfectly clear what you want them to do. But italso frames a story as a noun. Stories are nouns, but they are also verbs, in the sense thatthey are communicative events that unfold in conversation. Asking a person for a storyplaces an emphasis on the story as an object, and it implies that you are asking them tohand over something that belongs to them.
Most people respond to such direct requests by performing to expectation (handing overexactly what you asked for) or by making a defensive feint (handing over something theythink will satisfy you so you will stop asking for the thing they don’t want to give you).Neither of those responses will result in the collection of stories that support sensemaking.
Telling stories to get stories

This approach involves telling a story, then asking people to respond to it (or just waiting tosee if they do). The advantage of this approach is that it is a strong focuser: it helps peopleunderstand exactly what you want. The disadvantage of this approach is that it is a strongfocuser: it helps people understand exactly what you want.
Telling a story gives people a template to copy. This tends to constrain their responses towhat they think best matches the template, rather than what actually happened to them.
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Such a response could be useful if you wanted to find out what people thought youwantedthem to say, but it is not useful if you want to find out what people have experienced.
It is true that if you were in a group you knew well, like in your own family, telling a storyand noting responses could work. But rarely do people collect stories for purposeful storyprojects in such casual settings.
Asking questions whose answers are stories

Questions whose answers are stories do not command, objectify, or constrain. They startconversations, and conversations are the natural homes of stories. I base this recommen-dation on my (many) experiences watching people use these methods and watching howother people responded to them. Questions work better. Much better.

I'm supposed 
to make up a 

story?

Tell me a 
story about 

trust.

Trust 
saved my 
life one 

day.

I'm supposed to 
tell how trust 
saved my life 

one day.

Have you 
ever trusted 

anyone 
with your 

life?

Oh sure. I 
remember 
this one 
time...

Beyond the issue of compliance or defense, there are two additional problems with askingpeople directly for stories:
1. To most people today, stories are not things people tell each other about things thathave happened to them. Stories are television shows, movies, and newspaper articles.So if you ask someone “for” a story, you are more likely hear an amateur attempt at ascreenplay or newscast than you are to hear an authentic and reflective account ofthe person’s experiences.
2. Sometimes people tell storieswithout knowing they are doing it, and sometimes peoplethink they are telling stories when they aren’t. So an explicit “share your story” requestcan backfire when expectations and reality don’t match up. For example, a person whothinks “Stories? I don’t tell stories” might walk away from such a request, even thoughthey do actually tell stories all the time (and just don’t know it). Conversely, a person
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who thinks “Sure, I tell stories all the time” (but doesn’t, really) might give you nothingbut opinions and arguments.
Having said all of that, there are two exceptions to the “never ask directly for a story” rule,in my experience:
1. I find that it can add spice to a conversation to slip in a direct request for a story afterI can see that people understand what sort of conversation we are having and arecomfortable recounting their experiences. Starting with a command, or only usingcommands, always produces compliance or camouflage. But after communication hasbeen established, a direct request can liven things up.
2. On a handful of occasions, I have had to ask someone directly for a story after a seriesof questions whose answers should have been stories failed to produce the desiredresponse. This has happened for three reasons:

a) They had trouble understanding English, so they missed the subtle signs I wassending and did not realize I had given them permission to tell a story. I had tomake the request explicit so they could understand it.
b) They were reluctant to participate, so they pretended to misunderstand my intent.I had to take a step back, explain the project’s goals, reframe my win-win proposal,restate my privacy policy, and ask them humbly for their help.
c) They belonged to theminority of people who tell stories so rarely that they neededsome help doing it. I had to help them through the process of recounting theirexperiences by asking additional questions like “What happened next?” and “Howdid you feel about that?”

So while I do not recommend asking directly for a story in general, it’s useful to keep theoption in your toolkit for times when your story gathering is going especially well or poorly.
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 find many moreexamples in The Working with Stories Sourcebook.
Questions about a point in time

You can ask people to choose a time (or moment, point, minute, hour, day, week, month,year) and say what happened during it. For example, you could ask:
• What was the most memorable hour of your ___? What happened in that hour?
• What moment in your visit to ___ was the most or least interesting to you?
• Could you tell us about your proudest hour as a ___?
• You ___ today. Was there a time during ___ when you felt frustrated or relieved?
• Was there ever a moment when you felt that ___ was strengthened or weakened?
• At what point during ___ did you find yourself the most tense or relaxed?
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A point-in-time question helps people with long experience avoid generalizing or summa-rizing. Asking for a particular time reference helps people understand that you want toknow about something that happened in time, not outside of it.
On the other hand, peoplemight tell you what block of timewas important without actuallytelling you what happened during it. They might say something like “The worst day wasthat day at the zoo.” Adding “What happened?” at the end of the question can help.
Note that it is often useful to give two options within one question (“most or least inter-esting”). Often people who are not willing to tell one story will tell another. Asking twoquestions in one maximizes the volume and diversity of your story collection.
Questions about an event

You can ask people to choose an event (or episode, incident, occurrence, occasion, situation,circumstance) and tell about it (or describe, recount, depict, relate). For example, you couldask:
• What incident stands out in your mind the most from your years as ___? Could you tellus what happened?
• Did anyone speak to you today in a way you will remember for a long time?
• Was there ever a time when you felt too worn out to ___? Or too full of energy to stop?
• Can you recount for us an event that took place during ___ when you felt particularlycalm or unsettled?
• Our motto is ___. Was there a moment during ___ in which that motto was especiallyrelevant to you?
• Could you relate to us a situation when your ___ was challenged?
A choose-an-event question makes it clear that you want people to recall things thathappened to them. This may prod people who don’t understand the recounting nature ofthe task to understand what is being asked of them.
On the other hand, people might think the events they remember are not sufficientlyimportant to be counted as Events—with a capital E—and may not respond. So if you havea particularly meek group of participants who think you couldn’t possibly want to knowwhat happened to them, an event question could be dangerous. But if you have a groupdisposed to pontification, an event question might keep them centered on the recountingof actual events.
Questions about extremes

You can ask people to choose an exceptional experience. For example, you could ask:
• What was the best or worst thing that ever happened in your years ___?
• What was the best or worst moment of your visit to ___ today?
• As ___ today, when did you feel the most frustrated or relieved with the process?
• Can you remember the most or least angry you ever felt in ___?
• Can you remember feeling particularly appreciated or unappreciated in your ___?
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• During your ___ today, when did you feel ___ the most or least?
Why ask about extremes? Why not ask about common, everyday experiences? Becausepeople don’t usually respond to questions about common experiences by telling stories.They respond by describing generalized scenarios. They say things like, “I usually get uparound nine, and I like oatmeal for breakfast.”
Why do people do this? Because we use stories to map the edges of our experiences, notthe mundane middle (see page 19). If I asked you to tell me a story about putting on yourshoes or opening a door within the past week, what would you say? You would have a hardtime finding any actual events to tell me about. These events would be at the mundanemiddle of your experiential map, the part you never tell stories about.

Oh, you 
know, it's 

hard.

What's it 
like to 
fight 
fires?

What was 
your 

proudest 
moment as 

a firefighter?

The day of 
the Christmas 

fire. We 
saved so 
many...

Having said that, generalized scenarios of everyday events are useful, and worth collecting,in certain limited contexts.
• If you are building an oral history as a record of a community’s culture, you need to mapthe entire space, not just the edges, because your audience might be located in anotherplace or time—say a hundred years in the future—and your center may be their edge.
• When two groups of people know nothing about each other, one group’s center can bethe other group’s edge, and vice versa. So if you are gathering stories from groups whohave little knowledge of each other, especially if your goal is to help them understandeach other, you might want to ask them about everyday events.
Should you focus more on positive or negative extremes? Again, it depends on your par-ticipants’ experiential maps. If their experiences with your topic—and their perceptionsof it—have been mostly positive, negative stories will be at the edges of their maps, soyou will want to draw those out. If their experiences and perceptions have been mostlynegative, the reverse will be true.
Personally, I prefer to let people choose an extreme by including both options within eachquestion. However, if I knew that my participants’ experiences and perceptions of my topicwere overwhelmingly positive or negative, I would put aside that practice and focus ontheir least common experiences.
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Questions about surprise and change

You can ask people to recall a time in which their expectations were overturned or inwhich something important changed. (Other useful words are surprise, turning point, shift,change, climax, crux, transition, crisis, and critical moment.) For example, you could ask:
• Can you remember a time when you were surprised at how well or poorly ___?
• Was there ever a moment when things seemed to shift and change, and after thatnothing was the same again?
• Can you tell me about a time during ___ when you were surprised by something ___said?
• What do you think was a turning point in your thinking about ___? What happenedthen?
A surprise-or-change question can help people who think they have nothing to say findsomething to say. It helps them select an event to tell about.
However, it can also open the door for people to say, “I’ve never been surprised,” or,“Nothing has ever changed.” If you expect indifference or hostility to your questions, youmight not want to give people this exit. But if you think people are going to find it difficultto choose events to talk about (perhaps because you are asking them to reminisce about a40-year career), this type of question can be helpful.
Questions about specific decisions, people, places, or things

You can ask people to recall a particular decision, location, person, or object and talk abouttheir experiences with it. For example, you could ask:
• What happened at the moment when you decided to join ___?
• When you ___, did you notice ___? What happened as you ___?
• Do you remember the first time you ___? What happened on that day?
• Can you recount for us the day you first met your ___?
• You’ve been ___ for ___ now. When you look back over ___, do any special times cometo mind?
The advantage of a question like this is that it focuses people on something you want themto talk about. The disadvantage is that after you’ve focused them on the subject, they mayforget to tell a story about it and simply start talking about it.
Questions that set up a fictional scenario

Another type of question sets up a fictional situation. For example, you could say:
A parent you met at your school’s open house calls you and says she is going tosend her son to another school because “nobody here cares anymore.” What storymight you tell, either from your own experience or from another person’s, to helpher decide what to do?

A fictional-scenario question is useful when you don’t think your participants will be willingto tell you their actual opinion on a sensitive topic. Asking them about a fictional situation
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navigates them past their automatic reaction, and it may get them to talk about a touchysubject when a more direct question would not.
However, the results of questions like these can be hit-or-miss because the reasoningrequired to understand the request is convoluted. People sometimes reply to fictional-scenario questions with one of two misfires: they refer to the story they would tell withoutactually telling it (“I’d tell them about when I first moved here”), or they forget all abouttelling a story and just say how they would act in the scenario (“I’d tell them to give myschool another try”).
If if you expect people to be reluctant or closed-mouthed or unwilling to admit things, thisapproach might prod them to reveal things they wouldn’t have revealed otherwise, thoughthey may need some help getting there. Otherwise I would use it only when there areother options available for those who can’t or won’t follow you down the path of fictionalexploration.
Focused and unfocused questions

A focused question is one that directly asks someone to talk about an issue important tothe project. Examples of focused questions are:
• Was there ever a time when you were surprised by how ___ you felt about ___?
• Have you ever felt overwhelmed with information? What happened that made you feelthat way?
• When you ___, did anything happen that made you feel more or less important to ___?
• Can you remember waking up and not wanting to ___ because ___?
An unfocused story-eliciting question is one that doesn’t ask about a particular issue, butasks about the person’s experiences in general. Examples of unfocused questions are:
• What happened on your first day ___?
• Tell me about your ___.
• Can you tell me about your visit to ___ today?
• Can you remember your best moment as a ___?
Unfocused questions tend to collect more raw emotions and honest reflections. People loveto talk about things like the day they met their spouse or the moment they first skydived.The disadvantage of using unfocused questions is that you cannot control what peoplewill talk about, and only a fraction of the stories may be about topics important to theproject. Focused questions pinpoint the issues you want to know about, but because youare asking people for something specific, people will be more likely to try to give you whatthey think you want rather than speaking freely from experience.
If your topics are very broad, or if you care about several things, you might be able to askan unfocused question, then ask a question about the story that captures what topic it isabout. For example, if you wanted to know about trust, you might ask a question abouthow important trust is to the story. If your topics are narrow or few, or you think peoplewill be unlikely to talk about the topics unless you ask them to, you will need to ask focused
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questions. Another approach is to balance your questions between focused and unfocused,seeking both goals (authenticity and specificity) at once.
Mixed questions

You can mix different types of story-eliciting questions together. Some examples of mixedquestions are:
• In the future, what do you think you might tell ___ about your best or worst moment of___? (fictional scenario, extreme, time reference)
• At what time during your ___ did you feel the most connected to ___? (time reference,issue of interest, extreme)
• Can you remember a moment in which you were surprised about ___? What happenedin that moment? (time reference, surprise, issue of interest, what happened)
• Can you remember a time in your ___ in which you felt the most ___? (memory, timereference, extreme, issue of interest)
Mixed questions give people a few different ways to figure out that you are asking them totell a story.
The best story-eliciting questions for your project
I can imagine that you might find the previous section, with its many possible questions,overwhelming. Which questions, and which types of questions, would be best for yourproject, not just in general? That’s a question only you can answer.
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 thinkof a story right away, don’t force it. Just reminisce in a roundabout way about theexperiences you have had and heard about related to your topic. You might need todo something else for a while before a story drifts into your mind. Have something toeat or drink, then think about the 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.



126 Chapter Eight: Story Collection

Step 2. Check that each question elicits stories

As we talked about in Chapter Four, people share stories when they sense that they are inthe right context to do so. When you start a conversation with your project participants,whether it’s in an interview, survey, or group session, you will need to create a context inwhich telling a story will feel right to them. To do this, you must give them permission totell a story. If you don’t make that permission explicit, people will not tell stories.
To test whether a question sets the right context for story sharing, try to answer it without
telling a story. If you can, change the 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?
Yes, you can. 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, at least not in the sense of a recounting of events thatcan provide support for sensemaking. It recounts no experience; it has no plot; it revealsno perspective. If you encountered it in a sensemaking workshop, you would skip over it,because it would give you nothing to work with.
Why wouldn’t people tell a story in response to that question? Because its sense of permis-sion is implicit and uncertain. “What was that day like” could be answered in a variety ofways, and most people would be understandably hesitant to tell a story in response to it.
Let’s try again. 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? Could you tell us what happened on that day?
This question is much harder to answer without telling a story. Its sense of permission isexplicit and certain. It provides the social support anyone would need to choose a storyand tell it in a way that expresses their feelings, values, and beliefs.
Step 3. Check that each question invites reflection

The best story-eliciting questions invite participants to reflect on their experiences andconvey permission and freedom to choose and recount an experience that matters—tothem, not to you. 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?

There are several social signals embedded in that question.
• When the question says “looking back” and “someone had your back,” it sends a requestto recall a particular type of situation.
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• When the question says “someone didn’t help,” it specifies that its request includes thefreedom to choose any story, positive or negative.
• When the question says “your life” and “you felt like,” it communicates a sense of
respectful curiosity. It says, “I want to hear about you and your feelings. I invite you tothink about this topic with me.”

• When the question says “What happened,” it gives the participant the floor—that is, theconversational space—to tell a story.
The overall message of this question is: I am exploring this topic, and I invite you to thinkabout it with me. I would like to understand your unique perspective on it. I am ready tohear whatever you want to tell me about what has happened to you. I’m listening.
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?
That sounds like a perfectly reasonable request, but as before, there are social signalsembedded in it.
• When the question says “Tell about a time,” it sends a command to provide informationon a particular situation. It implies no freedom to choose an experience based on theperson’s feelings, values, or beliefs. It is simply a description of required conditions.
• When the question says “What did they do” and “how did it help,” it implies scrutiny anda requirement to evaluate both helper and helped in order to prove that they measureup to an implied standard.
Also note what’s missing from the question.
• There is no sense of curiosity. It sounds like the personwho asked the question is standingthere holding a clipboard and pencil, waiting to tick off boxes.
• There is no sense that the participant has been given the floor to speak. This is not arequest to tell a story. This is a command to hand over the disembodied parts of a story.There is no implied permission to tell the actual story.
The overall message of the second question is: I am researching this topic. I don’t inviteyou to think about it with me. I don’t want to hear what you want to tell me. I just wantanswers to these specific questions. Now hold still while I extract them.
People do sometimes respond to questions like this one by telling stories. But they arecardboard stories, props set up to protect the real stories people wish they could tell.
Does a story-eliciting question have to be long? No, not at all. Any question that extends aninvitation to reflect and conveys the freedom to choose and permission to hold the floor isa good story-eliciting question. Let’s look at a shorter example:

When you think about trust at work, what experience springs to mind for you?What happened that mattered to you?
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How is that a good story-eliciting question?
• When the question says “When you think,” the real message is, “You think.” That is, Icome to you with respect, as one human speaking to another human, on the same level.
• When the question says “trust at work,” that’s the request. It is asking the participant torecall a particular type of situation.
• When the question says “springs to mind” it adds freedom to the request. It says, ineffect, “Within the request I have just made, you are free to choose any story you wouldlike to tell me, positive or negative.”
• When the question says “what happened,” it gives the participant the explicit permissionto tell a story.
• When the question says “mattered to you,” it opens the door of permission a little wider,giving the participant permission to tell an even longer story that communicates evenmore of their feelings, values, and beliefs.
Having read this section, look again at the question you want to ask. What social signalsdoes it send? Do they invite people to reflect on their experiences and convey permissionand freedom? Does your question contain any social signals that work against your goals?
Open, closed, and story ended questions. An open-ended question gives people thefreedom to say anything at all about a topic. A closed-ended question solicits a specific,narrow response.
In participatory research, open-ended questions are considered best because they listenwith respect, and they give people complete freedom and permission to speak freely. I saidthe same things above about good story-eliciting questions, but story-eliciting questionsare not open-ended questions. So why are they good questions to ask?
Story-ended questions fall somewhere between open-ended and closed-ended questions.They use socially significant cues to ask people to tell stories, excluding non-narrativeresponses. But within that restriction, they give people the freedom to tell any story theylike in any way they like. For example:

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?

Are story-ended questions too closed? They could be. People don’t share stories in everyconversation, and people don’t respond to story-ended questions in every situation. This is
why project planning is so important. If you can’t find a win-win proposal that makes senseto your participants, they might see more danger than privilege in your best story-endedquestions.
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If your participants don’t respond to your story-ended questions, even though you aresending all the right social signals, step back and ask some open-ended questions instead.Stop gathering stories for a while and just listen. The answers you hear might help youbuild 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 as you evaluate your questions.
Depths of experience. In your project, will your participants be plumbing a deep well ofexperience? Or will they know just a little about the topic you want to explore?
If they know Then So you might ask
A little They might think they have nothingto contribute. Look for story-elicitingquestions that will help them dig intothe minute-by-minute details of theirfew experiences.

When you were ___, can yourecall a moment when youthought you ___? Or was therea moment when you thoughtyou might not ___?
A lot They might blend their manyexperiences into a generic scenario.Come up with story-elicitingquestions that will help them choosea single experience to tell about.

Can you remember a day thatwas a turning point in yourexperience of ___? Whathappened on that day?

Habits of thought. Do your participants usually think in concrete terms about everydaythings, like coffee cups and tennis shoes? Or do they often think about abstract concepts,like the nutritional benefits of coffee and the cultural history of tennis?
If they are Then So you might ask
Concretethinkers Don’t annoy them with complexconcepts or far-flung metaphors. Stickto the immediate subjective reality oftheir actual experiences andemotions.

What happened on your bestor worst day as a ___?

Abstractthinkers Don’t bore them with the obvious.Invite them to dive deeply into thecomplex connections between theirexperiences and the way the worldworks (and should/not work).

When you think about what___ would be like in an idealworld, what one experiencehave you had that is closest toit—or farthest from it?
Types of participation. Will your participants have joined your project on their own? Orwill they be obliged, or maybe even required, to join it?
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If they are Then So you might ask
Volunteers You can count on their energy. Choosestory-eliciting questions that recognizeand reward their enthusiasm for theproject.

What is an experienceyou’ve had with ___ thatyou think would make adifference to the way wethink about ___?
Obligated You will need to sell the project to them.Find story-eliciting questions that givethem a sense of power over the project,even though they didn’t actively chooseto participate in it.

What is an experienceyou’ve had with ___ thatyou would like ___ to hearabout? What happened inthat experience?
Time sequences. Is there a dominant time sequence that runs through your topic? Or arethere many possible time sequences in it, not just one?

Topics with dominant time sequences Topics without them
how our organization has changed as it grew trust in our organization
how new teachers join our staff the qualities of a good teacher
our hiring process building synergistic work teams
a visit to our hospital the needs of our patients
our community’s past and future designing our new community park

If there is a dominant path through your topic, the path itself will lead people to tell stories.However, it could also lead people to describe general scenarios, obscuring the diversity oftheir experiences. Use your story-eliciting questions to help people focus on their uniqueexperiences and emotions. For example, you could say:
Everyone here has experienced ___, but ___ is different for everyone. Can youremember a moment in your experience with ___ that could only have happenedto you? What happened to you in that moment?

If there are many possible paths through your topic, there is a risk of people wandering offthe topic in search of a story to tell. Use your story-eliciting questions to help people findtime sequences within the topic that they can walk through. For example, you could say:
Can you remember a moment when you felt a change from being a visitor at ___to being a member of ___? What happened in that moment?
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Step 5. Test your questions

Even with all of these checks, it’s easy to write questions that don’t bring out the storiesyou think they will. People are not easy to figure out; that’s why you are doing PNI in thefirst place. The only certain solution is to test your questions before you use them.
Find one of your probable participants—even if you are planning a single workshop withten people, find someone who will be there—and show them your questions. If you cansee that they understand the question, respond to it with energy, tell a story, and tell a
relevant, useful story, you’ve got a good question. If your project is a larger one, don’t askone person; ask five or 20.
Finding the best story-eliciting questions for your project might seem daunting. But that’sa good thing. It should be daunting. You are going to ask people to open up to you andshare their personal experiences. It only makes sense that you should plan to do that withcare and respect.
An aside on magic words of power. In one of my first PNI projects, my colleagues and I hada lot of trouble getting across the point of what we were trying to do. People came to ourstory-sharing sessions with a variety of misunderstandings. The project was about software,so some people showed up with lists of bugs. Other people thought we would be trainingthem, and others thought we were product designers looking for feedback. When peoplefound out that we had no training to offer and no authority to change the software—wejust wanted to help people use it—some of them grew frustrated and walked out, saying “Idon’t have time for this!”
After a while we came upon a phrase that worked like magic. We would say:

We’re trying to help people use [the software]. We know how to use it, but wedon’t know what it’s really like to rely on it every day. You know that, so we’d liketo hear about it from you.
As soon as we started saying that, it was easy to get people to tell stories. They would say,“Oh, that’s what you want.” Then they’d tell story after story, and they’d stay longer thanwe asked them to. That one phrase—what it’s really like—got through to them.
There are magic words in every PNI project. As you plan your project, and as you begin togather your stories, you will notice that certain words and phrases have a unique power tocommunicate your project goals. Stories will gather around those words and phrases. Payattention to them and make use of them.
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I've been using it 
since about 1995. 

I use it primarily for 
baking. I've never 

tried the broil option.

Please tell me 
about your 

experiences 
with our stove.

That's not what 
I wanted to 

hear.

I think I love it and hate it 
at the same time! It makes 
great cakes, like this one 
time when I surprised my 

grandkids... but then 
another day I couldn't...

What's it 
REALLY 

like to use 
our stove?

That's more 
like it!

Consider a menu of story-eliciting questions
When I first started asking people questions whose answers were stories, I asked everyonethe same questions. I would work long and hard to find a few questions everyone couldanswer, and I would ask the questions one after the other. What I found was that peoplevaried in whether each question spoke to them. Some people would respond stronglyto question one but weakly to question two, and others would do the reverse. At somepoint I stopped asking everyone the same questions and started giving people amenu ofquestions to choose from. This improved story collection tremendously.
So what I now recommend is that if you want to ask people to tell you three stories,you don’t have to find the three perfect questions that will lead each of those people todescribe their experiences. You will have better luck if you present the people with all threequestions at once, or even five questions, and say: choose the question you like best andanswer it. Then tell me which question you chose and why you chose it. Now, if you wantto, choose another.
Why build a menu of diverse questions? To match the diversity of your participants. Menushelp participants find a match between their experiences and the project’s goals. They alsoprovide a sense of agency by allowing participants to make choices that actively shape theproject and its outcomes.
Say for example you know that some of your participants are more motivated to talk abouta taboo issue than others. You can build in some questions that give reluctant speakers a
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safe way to reveal only a little about the topic, and balance those with questions that giveother people an excuse to “spill the beans” as fits their enthusiasm.
A menu of questions might look like this:
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 can’t think ofanything to say.
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.

You might have noticed that the different questions in this example menu connect todifferent answers in the “Check that each question fits your context” section above. Forexample, the “best or worst day” question is concrete, and the “did you ever think” questionis abstract. If your answers to those questions was “some of each,” a menu can help you togive all of your participants what they need to feel comfortable.
Matching diversity with diversity requires that you understand your participants and topicwell. It takes more effort than asking everyone the same questions. And it requires yourparticipants to process more information as they consider the questions. So the menuapproach is not appropriate for the simplest of projects. Still, I find that this method collectsmore and better stories because it gives everyone a question they can answer.
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What was 
your worst 

day at 
work?

Please 
choose one 

of these 
questions to 

answer.

If I sit back 
here nobody 

will notice me.

One day my boss 
RUINED my whole 

project. I 
complained, but 

nobody around here 
cares about...

Well, MY work is 
perfectly 

fulfilling. I love 
every day of it.

I'll answer the 
question about how 
things got to be the 
way they are around 

here. I've heard 
some rumors...

Question 
two looks 

safe.

I'm going to 
answer the 

question about 
good ideas. I like 

good ideas.

1.
2.
3.

1.
2.
3.

1.
2.

3.

I’ll answer 
question 

two.

How should you offer your menu of eliciting questions? A menu fits in more easily to somevenues than others. In a group session, you can write your menu on a white board or handout paper menus. On a survey form, you can ask people to choose a question to answerbefore telling their story.
In any kind of interview, however, presenting a menu of questions is more difficult.
If you are interviewing someone face to face, whether you should read the questions tothem or simply hand them the sheet of paper depends on the person being interviewed.People who process auditory information better might prefer you to read the menu ofquestions out loud, even if they can also see them. People who process visual informationbetter might prefer to ponder the questions on their own. I like to show people my menu,then simply ask them if they would like me to read them out loud.
Over the phone, it is impossible to hand anybody anything.When amenu can’t be presentedvisually, you can keep your menu small, keep your questions short, and give your questionsmemorable names. For example, you might say:

I am going to read you three questions and ask you to choose one you want to answer.Here is the first. Did you ever see somebody do something and think that if everybodyacted that way we’d all be better off, or worse off? We’ll call that the if everybody did
that question.

Then you would explain the second question with its name, then the third with its name.At the end you would restate all three question names, then ask which one the personwould like to answer. This takes a bit of rehearsal, but it’s worth it when you can do it.
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Still, as useful as a menu of questions can be, it will not work in every project. If yourparticipants are very reluctant, or you can get only a little of their time and attention, amenu might put up too much of a barrier to participation. If you are facing such a situation,put this idea away for another time when you can better afford it.
How many stories to collect
One of the most common questions I hear from newcomers to PNI is: How many stories
should we collect?My suggestion is to maximize narrative richness, or the degree to whichyour story collection can support productive sensemaking. Narrative richness relies on fourthings:
1. the number of stories in your collection
2. the utility of each story for sensemaking (whether it recounts an experience, has aplot, and reveals a perspective)
3. how many reflective questions each storyteller answered about each story (and howmuch thought they put into their answers)
4. how well each story is connected to the other stories in the collection (and how muchthought went into the connections)
Increasing any of these things can increase the narrative richness of your story collection.
Within that general advice, I do have some advice on minimum numbers of stories forspecific situations.
• If you don’t plan to include the optional step of preparing catalytic material in advanceof sensemaking, you will need at least 20 stories, because that’s how many you need togenerate some patterns to talk about. Beyond that, how many stories you should gatherdepends on:
– how many participants you have
– how many distinct participant groups you would like to hear from
– how many stories each participant wants to tell
– how much time your participants would like to spend reading or listening to stories
– how much time you can spend gathering your stories and processing them

• If you plan to prepare catalytic material, you will need at least 100 stories, no matterhowmany participants you have. Below that number, the story subsets you can compare(18 of these, 12 of those) will be too small to create patterns worth talking about. As thesize of your story collection grows from 100 to 300, your story subsets will get larger (39of these, 42 of those), so your patterns will get stronger. At the same time, however, itwill become harder for your participants to absorb a significant subset of the stories. Ihave found that there is a sweet spot around 150-200 stories where patterns are strongand the bulk of stories is not overwhelming.
• If you want to explore any sub-topics within your topic, or if you want to pay specificattention to any participant groups or locations, you will need to collect enough storiesfor each sub-topic, subgroup, or location, not just for your project as a whole. For
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example, a project that aims to explore an issue across three communities will need atleast 300 stories, not 100.
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Diminishing 
returns 
begin to set 
in at about 
300 stories.

600 stories is 
too many for 
a medium-
sized project, 
unless it has 
multiple sub-
topics. Then 
it might be 
necessary.

Only the most 
ambitious projects 
need collect as 
many as 1200 
stories. Such a large 
project may have a 
better impact if it is 
split into smaller 
projects that iterate 
or explore particular 
topics in more 
detail.

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 moresensemaking. 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 peoplehave always done. If you listen to anyone tell a story in person, you will hear that they aresurrounding it with commentary on why they are telling the story, where they heard it,who it happened to, why you should listen to it, who you can pass it on to, and so on. Andthe people who are listening to the story often ask questions about it. They say things like:
• What did they say to that?
• How did you feel about that?
• Why do you think that happened?
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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 consistent and systematic way. For example, we ask everyone thesame questions so we can learn from the patterns that appear in their answers.
In the sections that follow, we will explore topics related to asking questions about stories:how many questions to ask, types of questions you can ask, and finally, putting yourquestions together into sets that start conversations about stories.
How many questions to ask about each story
When thinking about how many questions you can ask about stories, you need to consideryour cognitive budget: the time, attention, interest, ability, and willingness you can expectfrom your participants. Time is the obvious standout, but it’s not the only thing that matters.Be careful not to think that if you have a lot of people’s time you have a large cognitivebudget. Any of the non-time factors can reduce your cognitive budget as well. For example:
• You might have an hour of somebody’s time, but their attention might be divided be-tween answering your questions and watching their toddler.
• Youmight have only threeminutes of somebody’s time, but youmay have their completeattention and concentration as well as enthusiasm for the project.
• You might have a captive audience required to sit at a desk and fill out a form until it iscomplete, even if it has a hundred questions in it, but that doesn’t mean they will payattention to the 99th question (or even the 21st, or even the first).
• You may have a group with lots of time, attention, and ability to focus on your topic, butlittle willingness to trust you to carry out the project.
So how many stories can you expect people to tell, and how many questions can you askabout each story? I like to categorize cognitive-budget levels into three situations: kiosk,volunteer, and commitment.
Kiosk situations

In a kiosk situation, a person has randomly walked by a kiosk, picked up a brochure, orclicked a button on aweb site. They feel no obligationwhatsoever to help, only amomentaryspeck of interest so insubstantial that a breath of wind will waft it away. In this situationyou can:
• Collect one story per person.
• Ask 3-5 questions about the story, plus 2-4 about the participant.
• For choice questions, provide no more than 3-5 answers to choose from.
That’s not a lot of information per participant! But it’s better than pushing too hard andgetting nothing at all.
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What's 
this?

Share 
a 

story

...........

Volunteer situations

In a volunteer situation, a participant has stated in public that they support your project orposition or organization, or your goals or mission, so they feel a social obligation to followthrough on that pledge. They might donate to your non-profit or buy your product or cometo your coffee shop or vote in your community, so they feel a bit connected.
Volunteers are held by their social obligation for a while, but they can also toss off theobligation if they feel any kind of boundary has been crossed in what has been asked ofthem. In this situation you can:
• Collect 1-2 stories per person.
• Ask 6-9 questions about each story, plus 4-7 about the participant.
• For choice questions, provide 6-8 answers to choose from.

You're a 
regular 

customer, 
right?

Sure. 
What is it?

Commitment situations

In a commitment situation, a participant has more than a social obligation to assist theproject: they consider themselves to be part of it. The project represents some part oftheir identity, not just an obligation.
Theymay be an employee with amandate to work on the issue, or theymay consider it partof their professional work, or they may consider themselves committed to the issues beingexplored. If you collected stories about story collection, I’d be a committed participant.
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It is only in situations of true commitment that you can push people to answer a relativelyhigh number of questions. In this case you can:
• Collect 2-4 stories per person.
• Ask 10-15 questions about each story, plus 7-12 about the participant.
• For choice questions, provide 9-12 answers to choose from.
Note the larger range here, due to a larger range of variation in how much commitmentpeople can feel.

Sounds 
great. Let's 

do it.

Today we're going to 
be telling stories 

about our 
community's future.

I'm in.

Cool.

An aside on expectations and reality

A common error in those starting story work is to mistake volunteers for committedparticipants. The great majority of projects involve volunteers, while the great majorityof project planners hope to have committed participants. Be honest with yourself. Justbecause somebody works where you work or lives where you live does not mean theywill commit to your project. Perhaps you have not hit on the essential element of theiridentity that will ensure their commitment. Perhaps they think the project could be runbetter. Maybe they just don’t like you.
People are never as prolific with their answers as well-meaning project planners want themto be. You can be justifiably angry and disappointed about people not rising to the occasionand participating as much as you feel they should; but if you don’t meet people wherethey are, you will waste what they do have to give you.
Catalysis and question numbers

If you plan to prepare catalytic material to support sensemaking, you will also need to thinkabout aligning the number of questions you ask with your ability to work with the datathey will provide. A quick look at the “Scoping your exploration” section of the NarrativeCatalysis chapter will help you make this decision.
In the story collection chapter of The Working with Stories Miscellany, the section called“How not to ask too many questions about stories” gives you some ideas for reducing yourquestion set to fit the conditions of your project.
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Some ideas for questions about stories
Questions about story fundamentals

Many of the best questions about stories come from the three essential dimensions ofstories: form, function, and phenomenon. These are some questions I use and recommend.
Story form. From the perspective that stories are messages, good questions about storiesfocus on the story itself: its setting, characters, plot, and outcome. Some examples:
• How well would you say this story turned out? For whom? Did it turn out badly foranyone?
• Where and when did the events of this story happen?
• What was unique about the time and place of this story? How would it have turned outin 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 was the biggest change that took place in the story, from your point of view?Whatwas the impact of that change on how the story played out?
• How many people were involved in this story?
• Which of these [roles, events, groups, etc] were present in the story?
• Who would you say acted with the most and least [responsibility, strength, creativity,compassion, cooperation, etc] in the story?
• Describe any [values, conflicts, risks, challenges, strengths, etc] you see in the story.
• Choose a person you want to think about in the story.
– Which of these roles best describes the person you chose?
– What did that person want or need in the story?
– To what extent did they get what they needed?
– Who or what helped them get what they wanted or needed?
– Who or what stood in their way?
– Which of these things might have helped or hindered that person if they had beenpresent in the story?

Story function. From the perspective that stories are thinking tools, good questions aboutstories focus on the meaning of the story and what can be learned from it.
• How do you feel about this story?
• What do you wish had happened in this story?
• Was there anyone in the story who you think should have acted differently than theydid? What did they do, and what do you think they should have done?
• If stories like this one happened every day, what do you think ___ would be like?
• What surprised you about this story?
• To what extent could you have predicted the end of this story from its start?
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• What does this story say to you about [trust, conflict, cooperation, responsibility, etc]?
• What did you learn from this story? What lesson do you draw from it?
• How long do you think you will remember this story? Will it stay with you for a long time,or will you forget it soon?
• Does this story remind you of any proverbs or sayings?
• Does this story affirm or contradict any other stories you have heard or experienced?
Story phenomenon. From the perspective that stories are connections, good questionsabout stories focus on the story of the story—where it came from, why it was told, andwhere it needs to go next.
• Where did this story come from? Did it happen to you, or did you hear it from someoneelse?
• Why do you think you chose this particular story to tell? What does it mean to you?
• Is this a story you tell often, or have you never told it before?
• In your experience with ___, how common is what happened in this story? Does thissort of thing happen every day, or does it rarely happen?
• What does this story say to you about [rules, cooperation, trust, power, hope, conflict,etc] in [this community or organization]?
• Who needs to hear this story, in your opinion? What would happen if they did hear it?
• What do you think ___ would say if they heard this story?
– Would they say it turned out well?
– What would surprise them about it?
– Would they say there was anything missing from it?
– Would they say it rings true?
– Would they say it was told for any of these reasons?
– How long would they remember it?
– What message or lesson would they take from it?
– How might they misunderstand it?

• What would you like ___ to say about this story?
You can find more questions to ask about stories in The Working with Stories Sourcebook.
Questions about your project’s topic

Some examples of topical questions might be:
• Would you say that the people in this story trusted each other?
• Would you say that the people in this story showed compassion for each other?
• When you read this story, what did it say to you about democracy?
• Did this story make you feel more or less confident about technology as an enabler?
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Questions based on story elements

As I will explain in the chapter on sensemaking exercises (page 388), story elements areabstract packages of meaning about situations, themes, characters, values, relationships,motivations, beliefs, conflicts, or transitions. They are derived during an exercise in whichparticipants answer questions about stories. Some examples of story elements might be:
• On the ropes (situation)
• Can’t get no respect (theme)
• Self-serving fear-mongers (character)
• We’re all in the same boat (value)
If you conducted an exercise like this as part of a previous PNI project, you may have someof these elements on hand, and you can use them as a way to ask people questions aboutstories. A story-element question asks “How present is this element in this story?”
For example, when a person has told a story about people helping each other after a storm,they might rate the “We’re all in the same boat” element as having a strong presence.
There are two potential downsides to using story-element questions. First, peoplewho thinkin literal, concrete terms can find these questions confusing, intimidating, or meaningless.
Second, some participants may not understand what your story elements mean. For ex-ample, say you previously ran an exercise in which the element “Only the Shadow Knows”emerged. Younger participants might not know that “The Shadow” was a popular comic-book and radio character from the 1930s, so you may get blank or nonsensical answersfrom that group. You may need to translate narrowly-understood story elements to moregeneral terms, which could strip away some of their explanatory power.
On the other hand, if you can expect all of your participants to understand a particularlymeaningful set of previously-derived story elements, a question based on them can providea way for your participants to safely disclose sensitive information. For example, if you asksomeone whether bureaucracy stifled their options in the story they just told, you mightnot get a truthful response; but if you offer them a chance to link the story to a collectivelymeaningful story element about the stifling hand of bureaucracy, you may get more of atelling response. So this can be a powerful technique—when it is handled well and used inthe right time and place.
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.
Do you already know the answers?

Open-ended questions work best when you can’t guess how people will want to answer thequestion. Allowing people to answer in their own words opens the door to the unexpected.On the other hand, open-ended questions can use up a lot of cognitive budget, anduninterested participants might skip them.
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Closed-ended questions take up much less time, so when you are sure what the answersto a question will be, don’t waste your participants’ time asking for details you don’t need.But make sure you are sure, because closed-ended questions run the risk of confusing oroffending people who don’t see the answer they want to give in the list you have provided.

How do you feel about this 
story? Please write your 
answer here. 
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________ I'm supposed to 

WRITE 
something? Ugh. 

Next question.

Great! 
I have lots 

to say.

How do you feel about 
this story? Please 
choose one answer.
[ ] happy
[ ] sad
[ ] angry
[ ] relieved

I don't feel ANY 
of these things. 
Am I doing this 

wrong?

Marked, 
done, next.

Going through 
these responses 
is taking forever. 
But I guess I’m 
learnng a lot.

I'm almost 
done counting 

answers!

I wonder why 
so many 

people left this 
question 
blank.

Later . . .

Later . . .

If the situation falls between these extremes, you can offer a question with a fixed list anda write-in “other” option for custom responses.
What do you plan to do with the answers?

If you plan to go straight from story collection to sensemaking, asking mostly open-endedquestions is the better option. They provide more freedom to speak, show more respect,and generate more variation. People can read and talk about the answers along with thestories during the sensemaking process.
However, if you plan to generate catalytic material, you have a choice to make.
• You can ask only open-ended questions. If so, you’ll have to convert the answers intofixed-list or scalar answers you can use to build graphs. How much time this will take willdepend on how many stories you collected and how much help you have. If you wantto give your participants as much freedom to speak as you can, you can provide it. Butdon’t choose this option blindly. Make sure you have the resources to do it before youstart the project.
• You can ask only closed-ended questions. If so, you can build your graphs using exactlythe data you collected. If you don’t have the time or resources to read and categorizehundreds of explanations, this may be your only option. Just be aware that it will notprovide asmuch insight as if you had given your participants the opportunity to commentfreely on their stories.
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• You can use amixture of open-ended and closed-ended questions, balancing the benefitsand detriments of both approaches. You will need to read and categorize those answers,but it won’t take as long as if you had asked only open-ended questions. To do this:
– Decide how many open-ended questions you will have time to handle, whether it’sjust one or half of them.
– Rank your questions by how certain you are that you already know how people willwant to answer them.
– Convert the questions at the most-uncertain end of the list to open-ended versions.

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 simple questiontypes that we can expect to be comfortable and familiar to every human being.
There are two questions people everywhere have been asking each other for millennia:
1. What color was the fish?
2. How big was the fish?
I call these choice questions (because people choose options from lists) and scale questions(because people mark values on sliding scales). In this book I will describe only these twotypes of closed-ended questions.
By doing this I don’t mean to say that you aren’t doing PNI if you use questions of anyother types than these two. But I do mean to say that if you want to say that what you are
doing is PNI, you must ask people questions in ways that make sense to them and that do
not come across as strange, intimidating, disqualifying, or constraining. Asking questionswithout thinking about those issues takes the P out of PNI.
How to write answer lists for choice questions

If you already know the list of answers for a question, you can just list them: departmentsin your organization, streets in your town, months in a year. Otherwise, follow these steps.
1. Start with open-ended brainstorming. Go on a no-limits shopping spree through all ofthe answers you would like to hear—and some you wouldn’t. Write the longest listyou possibly can. Don’t stop yourself if a list item is ridiculous or even rude; just writeit down. You can clean it up later. Aim for at least 20 items.
2. Shrink your list to what you can actually show to your participants (see page 137).People skip over questions with long answer lists, so if you want answers to a question,you must reduce the length of its answer list to fit your situation.
3. Once you have a draft list of the right length, test it with some fictional exploration.

a) Picture your participants—either in general or some particular people you canthink of—looking at your answer list and thinking “None of these apply to mystory,“ followed by “This is frustrating!” or “Did I tell the wrong story?” What storydid they tell, and what answers do you need to give them something to say?
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b) Now picture the same participants looking at your answer list and thinking “I can’tchoose between these things,” followed by “This is annoying” or “Am I doing thiswrong?” What story did they tell, which answers are confusing them, and how canyou resolve the problem?
4. Decide how many answers you want to ask people to choose from the list, whether it’sone, two, or three. It is never a good idea to allow participants to check every singleitem on a long list, because some people will do that (oh yes they will), and checkingevery answer is the same as checking none of them.
5. Decide how you want to introduce the question’s write-in “other” option. If you feelcertain that your answer list is complete and appropriate, you can include a write-inoption without mentioning it. But if you had a hard time bringing your answer listdown to 6, 8, or 10 items, or if you don’t feel confident about the list you ended upwith, you can say something like, “You can also respond in your own words. Feel freeto answer the question in any way you want to.” That little extra hint of permissioncan make a question work even when your answer list is not perfect.
How to set up scale questions

Scale questions invite participants to choose a point on a line between two end points,either literally or figuratively. You have several options for asking scale questions, each ofwhich comes with benefits and detriments.
You can askpeople to For example Benefits Detriments

Choose asimple word orphrase
Choose from very bad,bad, neither good norbad, good, very good

Can be quicklyread andunderstood
People might be drawnto the most sociallyacceptable choice

Choose acomplex wordor phrase
Choose from awful,unpleasant, neutral,pleasant, wonderful

Providesnuance andinvitesreflection

People might not thinkyour words mean whatyou think they mean

Choose anumber Tell me a number from0 to 10, where 0 isawful and 10 iswonderful

Simple andclear Feelings can be difficultor uncomfortable toassign numbers to

Make a mark Draw an X on this linebetween awful andwonderful
Open-ended Marks can be complexand hard to translateinto numbers
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You can askpeople to For example Benefits Detriments

Move aphysical orvirtual object
Move thisbox/ball/button to aspot on this linebetween awful andwonderful

May be easierthan assigning anumber; may beeasier to interpretthan a mark

If physical, requiresinterpretation of theposition; if virtual,requires a softwareimplementation
Move a bodypart Point to a spot onthis line betweenawful andwonderful

Embodiedmovements canexpresshard-to-articulatefeelings betterthan numbers ormarkings

Requires in-personinteraction; difficult fordisabled people; somemay find this form ofinteraction childish orbeneath themMove twobody parts Place your hands toindicate youranswer: touchingfor awful, as farapart as you canreach for wonderful
Move yourwhole body Stand along thiswall between theawful corner andthe wonderfulcorner

My advice is to look over these options and see if any of the scenarios described (in thebenefits or detriments columns) connect to your situation. Might your participants bemore responsive to being asked to embody their answer in a physical movement? Or mightthey see that as something people like them don’t do? In that case, would choosing a wordor a number get a better response?
An aside on bipolar scales

Unipolar scale questions ask people to choose a position along a single gradient. Considerthis question, for example:
Choose a person you’d like to think about in the story. How confident would yousay they were in their choices?

not at all confident ————— very confident
Unipolar scales are simple and clear, but they can seem to imply that one side of the scaleis better than the other. If “very confident” seems like the answer you want to hear, peoplemight choose it without reflecting on the story at all. If they do that, their answers will notcombine into meaningful patterns.
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To avoid the implication of a “correct” answer, you could ask the question using a bipolarscale, one with two opposing ends, thus:
Choose a person you’d like to think about in the story. How confident would yousay they were in their choices?

very under-confident ————— very over-confident
A two-sided scale offers a larger range of interpretation, but it can be confusing. Whereshould people mark the line if the person they chose was neither under-confident norover-confident? In the middle, but it can be hard to get that point across, especially if yourparticipants are apathetic or distrustful. I’ve seen reluctant participants take one look at abipolar scale and stop telling stories completely.
Think about your participants. Will a bipolar scale present them with an interesting oppor-tunity to reflect? Or will it confuse or even offend them?
Tips on writing questions about stories
What follows is some general advice on asking questions about stories. Each of the sectionsbelow represents a lesson I learned in my own story work (usually the hard way) fromwhich you can benefit.
Ask questions that respect stories

You may have noticed that all of the questions in the ideas-for-questions section above ask
how the storyteller sees the story, not how the story is. There’s a reason for that.
When you are doing a PNI project, you want your participants to express themselves,learn from their experiences, and connect with other people. To make that happen, yourparticipants must feel respected, valued, and heard. They must not feel that they arebeing evaluated or that they are required to perform to expectations. This means that thequestions you ask about stories must send two enabling messages.
1. If it matters to you, it matters. The only justification your participants need to tell astory is that it matters to them. They do not have to prove that the story they choose totell is worth telling. And they do not have to tell a “good” story. Any way they choose totell a story is the right way to tell it. So when you ask questions about stories:
Don’t say Say
What makes this a memorablestory? What do you remember most about this story?

Is this a success story? How do you feel about how the story turnedout?
Is this story worth retelling? Who would you like to hear this story?

Youmight think this advice would apply only to story-eliciting questions (like the often-seen,always-harmful “Tell us your success story!”). But you can also send tell-this-sort-of-story
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messages in the questions you ask about stories. For example, if you ask people to chooseany experience to tell about—any experience at all!—then give them only a list of positiveemotions to describe it, they will be more likely to change their story to suit your answersthan they will be to explain their true feelings about it.
A tell-this-sort-of-story message embedded in a follow-up question won’t just affect thatquestion. It will affect every answer people give and every story they tell after they see it.

Where in this 
story can you 
find internal 

conflict?

What? I was 
supposed to have 
"internal conflict?” 

Why are they 
making me do 

this?

Do you think 
anybody in this 

story felt 
conflicted about 

anything?

No, it seems to 
me like everybody 
knew exactly what 
they wanted, even 

though they 
disagreed.

When you are testing your questions, if you see anyone go back and change a story whilethey are answering your questions about it, pay special attention to the changes they make.If it looks like they went back to the story because a question inspired them to reflect on itmore deeply, that’s wonderful; that’s what you want them to do. But if it seems like theychanged the story to make it conform to a subtle direction they perceived in one of yourfollow-up questions, that’s a sign of danger.
2. This is not a test. You are sincerely interested in what has happened to your participantsand how they feel about it. You are not there to judge them or their actions or opinions—even if you disagree with them on certain points of opinion. You are only there to listen.So when you ask questions about stories:
Don’t say Say
What could youhave done better? How do you wish this story had ended?

Why did you tell thisstory? Why do you think you chose this particular story to tell, and nota different one? What does it mean to you?
Did this reallyhappen? What do you think each of the people who were involved in thisstory would say about it?

Communicate an invitation to reflect with words like: in your experience; based on whatyou have seen; when you consider; as you contemplate; when you think about; what wouldyou say about; how do you find; what appears to you; howwould you characterize; what doyou see; what do you think. Avoid words like examine, analyze, inspect, identify, scrutinize,evaluate, rate, and categorize.
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Why pamper people like this? Why does this matter? For two reasons. One, participationrequires respect; and two, judgment offers poor support for sensemaking. Reflection opensup avenues for conversation; judgment closes them down.

How successful 
was the project 
described?

[ ] totally
[ ] reasonably
[ ] acceptably

[ ] fairly

But the project 
was a failure! 

I'd better be more 
careful what I say. 

Maybe I should 
leave.

Compared to other 
projects, how 
successful was the 
one described?

I'm glad they 
are willing to 
hear what I 
have to say.

[ ] totally

[ ] not at all

[ ] reasonably
[ ] acceptably

[ ] barely

You might be wondering how the questions you ask after a person has told a story cansend enabling messages. Won’t that be too late? It won’t, because people will go back tothe story after they see or hear your questions about it (and if you try to stop them fromdoing that, you won’t get useful answers—or useful stories).
This again goes back to social negotiation. When people share stories in conversation, theydecidewhich stories to tell and how to tell themby assessing the context of the conversation.In the same way, your participants need to assess the context of the conversation they arehaving with you and with their fellow project participants, whether it’s in an interview, asurvey, or a group exercise. If you give them the information they need to do this, they willhave more to say, and your project will have more to work with.
Another reason to send enabling messages in your follow-up questions is that people mighttell more than one story. Good questions about stories help people think of more storiesto tell. In fact, second stories are usually more useful than first stories, especially whenfollow-up questions create an interesting reflective experience.
Use narrative distance for safe exploration

Good questions about stories createnarrative distance between the storytellerand their character in the story, who is boththem and not them. This can helpparticipants see themselves from a newperspective, as if they were floating abovethemselves.
So when you ask questions about stories,don’t draw attention to the storyteller. Helpthem maintain some distance between theversion of themselves that is telling a storyand the version of themselves that didthings in the story.
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For example, don’t ask questions like:
• What did you do wrong?
• Why did you do that?
• What will you do differently the next time?
Instead, ask the storyteller to think about all of the characters in the story. For example,you could say:
• Please choose a person in this story you want to think about. It could be anyone.
– Did the person you chose make any mistakes in the story? If so, what were they?
– What do you think led that person to make those mistakes?
– If the person had not made those mistakes, how do you think the story would haveturned out?

Being given a choice makes it easier for people to choose themselves. It also helps them tosee themselves as a character in a story, someone they can talk about without laying theiractions open to direct scrutiny.
And don’t ask if the storyteller is the character they chose. I used to do that, long ago,but I found out that you get better answers if you don’t ask. It’s like talking to a child andpretending their feelings are the feelings of a stuffed animal. Not asking provides indirectanonymity that helps people to safely disclose their feelings, values, and beliefs.

In this story, did you 
behave in a manner 
consistent with the 

pledge you signed upon 
your employment?

It’s a trap! They 
want me to 
incriminate 

myself!

Do you think the 
people in this story 
acted in a way that 

made their work 
easier or harder?

Yes. I did.

A little 
harder, I 

think.

Well, in 
retrospect I could 
have been more 
patient. I’ll say 

harder.

Ask questions only storytellers can answer

The best questions about stories are questions that only their tellers can answer. If anyoneelse can answer a question, either by reading the story or by knowing about the eventsdescribed in it, don’t waste your participants’ precious time and attention on it.
For example, consider this story.

I got to the phone shop at 9am to open up. The door was broken in. There wasglass everywhere. I called the police right away. It took them 20 minutes to getthere. At first they thought I did it! Why would I call them if I did it? After a whilethe owner got there and vouched for me. I am going to have to be more careful.



Asking questions about stories 151

These are some questions people other than the storyteller might be able to answer aboutthat story.
• When did the incident take place?
• What kind of shop was it? What was stolen?
• Did the police follow normal procedures?
These are some questions only the storyteller could answer.
• How do you feel about this story?
• What did you learn from this story?
• How long do you think you will remember this story?
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.
Pretend you are sitting with the stories and answers you intend to collect. In a perfect world,what do they tell you? Then come at it from the other side: what do your participants haveto say, want to say, need to say? If you can’t guess, collect some stories in pilot interviewswithout asking any questions about them; or ask whatever questions come to mind asyou listen. Find the place where what you need to hear and what needs to be said cometogether.
Transmit your excitement and energy

You are doing your project because you hope to achieve a goal that is important to you andto your participants. What is it about that goal that moves you the most? Does your energycome through in your questions? Do they feel like a contribution to something positive andhelpful, or do they feel like a tax form? If you can’t tell, watch people as they look over yourquestions. Do your questions seem to communicate your energy, and does their interestleap up to meet it? Or do your questions serve as a poor conduit for your enthusiasm?
Do not give non-responders nothing to say

That’s a pile of negatives, isn’t it? I’ll wait while you work it out.
For every question there will be people who cannot or will not answer it. This hard fact canhit up against the pride of project planners. Sometimes the people designing questionsdo not want to admit (even to themselves) that participants may not want to choose ananswer. Admit to yourself that some people will not have an answer, will not want to thinkhard about your question, or will not want to tell you what they really think.
Once your little pity party is over, look to your creativity to gain information even when
people choose not to respond to your questions. How? By giving people multiple ways tonot respond. Turning a lack of response into a response can create useful insights. Themore information you can help people give you about why they aren’t answering, thebetter you can support sensemaking.
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My favorite example of this was on a project where we were doing some pilot storycollection. On the “how do you feel about this story” question, the great majority of theparticipants chose the answer “good.” But the answers did not match the stories, whichrecounted a variety of pleasant and unpleasant events.
What seemed to have happened was that, not seeing a rather-not-say answer, the partici-pants decided that “good” was the rather-not-say answer, in the same way as you mightsay “fine” when someone asked “how are you” even if you didn’t feel fine.
The clear message to us was that some of these people needed a way to say “I’d rather nottell you that.” So in our next try, we added “I’d rather not say” to the question, and thenext set of answers we got matched the stories much better.

How do you feel about this story?

[ ] wonderful

[ ] good

[ ] bad

If I choose "bad" 
or "horrible" I'll 

upset everyone. 
I'll say "good" 

instead.[ ] horrible

How do you feel about this story?

[ ] wonderful
[ ] good
[ ] bad
[ ] horrible

[ ] I'd rather not say
[ ] I'm not sure

I don't know HOW I feel. 
I guess I should pick 

"good" because it doesn't 
mean anything.

If I choose "bad" or 
"horrible" I'll upset 
everyone. I'll pick 
”I’d rather not say" 

instead.

I don't know HOW 
I feel. I'll say I'm 

not sure.

Some other non-response responses include: I don’t know; I’m not sure; I don’t remember;It’s hard to say; That’s too private; I’d like to skip this question; I don’t understand thequestion; It’s complicated; The question doesn’t apply; I don’t like the question; I don’tthink the question makes sense; None of these answers work for me; None of these. Ofcourse you would never use more than probably two non-response options per question,but don’t leave them out entirely. They might save your project.

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. First, asking people questionsabout themselves can provide revelatory context that can deepen your exploration of your
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collected stories. And second, pairing indirect questions about stories with direct questionsabout people can create revelatory juxtapositions.
There are five non-demographic categories of participant questions I have found useful:questions about issues, the community or organization, roles, habits, and demographics.
Views on issues
You can ask direct questions about views, essentially embedding an opinion survey withinyour story collection. For example, you might ask:
• How do you feel about ___? Do you think it’s helpful or harmful?
• Which of these statements do you agree with most about ___?
• 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?
You might wonder: If I already asked people about their views through their stories, why
should I ask all over again? Because asking directly about views causes people to think in adifferent way about the topic of your project. The combination of these two complementaryapproaches (direct and indirect questioning) produces a more detailed, complex picturethan either approach can alone.
Usually answers to questions like these are given on a range from strongly supporting aninitiative or viewpoint to being firmly against it. Sometimes differences between whatpeople say about an issue directly and the stories they tell related to the issue (and whatthey say about those stories) can provide some of the best insights in a project.
In one project I can remember, those who supported the organization’s official policymost strongly also told the worst stories about it, and felt the most work stress relatedto the topic. These people, mostly in positions of oversight, were in a double bind: they
had to support the policy in public, but they also experienced some of its most difficultrepercussions. In other projects, people contradicted themselves not because of officialroles but because the issue presented them with mixed feelings, some on the surface (thuseasy to state) and some more deeply held (and only accessible through recounting theirexperiences).
Views on the community or organization
You can ask direct questions about views on the community or organization. For example,you might ask:
• How good of a job do you think ___ [is/are] doing with ___?
• How would you say ___ ranks among ___?
• What do you think ___ will be like in ten years? Why?
• How happy are you with ___? Are you thinking of ___?
• Do people in ___ [listen to each other, cooperate, argue too much, etc]?
• What would you like to see happen in ___?
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• Would you describe ___ as more [united, agile, smart, powerful] or more [divided,cumbersome, foolish, powerless]?item How do you see this project? Are we reaching deep to improve ___, or are we goingthrough the motions to put on a show?
When you combine stated views of the community or organization with the stories peopletell about it, you can discover insights in contradictions. If I say, for example, that people inour community hate outsiders, but tell story after story about people welcoming immi-grants, I have revealed to you a knot of tension that begs to be explored. It may contain anexplanation, a solution, a culprit, or an opportunity.
Roles and groups
Questions about roles ask people about their positions in the organization or communityand what those positions involve. In a community, for example, you might ask:
• Do you belong to any of these community groups?
• Which of these hobbies are important to you?
• How often do you visit ___?
• Where do you get your ___?
• When you hear a rumor about ___, in which of these ways are you most likely to hear it?
• How long have you ___?
In an organization, you might ask:
• What is your position at ___?
• How long have you been at ___? How long in your current position? What did you dobefore 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?
The reason to ask these questions is to look for differences in the stories people tell thatlink to their positions and responsibilities, which is often a source of insight. For example,in an organization, people with a large purview might tell different stories about trust thanpeople who are responsible for only their own work. Or people whose work never variesfrom day to day might speak differently about innovation than people whose work skewswildly around depending on needs of the moment.
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Habits and traits
Sometimes a project needs to distinguish between participants by the way they habituallythink about things. You might ask questions like:
• 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?
I have found that questions about habits can produce hit-or-miss results. Sometimes youmight think a question will highlight a fault line between different ways of being, but itturns out to show nothing. Other times you will ask simply because there is room to do so,and a difference will jump out and overwhelm everything else.
Demographics
Questions about demographics can reveal useful patterns when it comes to commoninfluences on perspectives, such as generational differences. You might ask questions like:
• 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, or village?
• 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?
People often think I’m some kind of privacy zealotwhen I say not to ask formore informationthan you need. Nobody cares about privacy anymore, they say. I remember a conversationwith a person who was asking people for their telephone number in an online form. Isaid, “What do you need their phone number for?” And they said, “Oh, I don’t really, it’sjust the usual thing.” That kind of might-as-well approach is fine in some contexts, but it’sdangerous in story work.
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When you cross the invisible line between reasonable inquiry and unreasonable intrusion,people don’t stop telling stories. They just tell different stories. And those different storieswill produce a different outcome for your project, perhaps not the one you were hoping toachieve. Asking personal questions with care and respect is not (only) a moral stance; it is(also) a tactical plan.
Putting together your question set

The order in which you ask questions about stories can impact the quality and quality ofstories you can collect. Here’s the order that works best.
• Start by asking your story-eliciting question(s).
• After each story has been told, ask your follow-up questions about it.
– Start with emotional questions about the story. Emotions are most vivid just after astory has been told. Also, questions about emotions show that you care how peoplefeel.
– Finish with factual questions. Up-front factual questions can come across as interroga-tory. Later on, they seem clarifying, not judging.

• 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 the storiesthey tell.
– Start with questions about views, because they are closest to the emotions of story-telling.
– Continue with questions about habits and roles.
– End with questions about demographics, which might seem intrusive earlier on.

They actually 
want to know 
what I think!

Well no, not 
really. I think it 
lets customers 

down. I wish the 
people up top 

could hear that 
story...

What did 
they THINK 

I would 
say?

Do you agree with 
our company's policy 

of completing all 
customer calls within 

three minutes?

Can you tell 
me about a 

time when you 
failed a 

customer?

Yes of 
course I do.

What the 
heck am I 

supposed to 
say NOW?

Oh yeah. There 
was this one guy I 
really wanted to 
help, but I had to 
cut him off after 

three minutes. We 
were almost there 

and...

Do you agree with 
our company's 

policy of completing 
all customer calls 

within three 
minutes?

I've, um, 
never...

Can you tell 
me about a 

time when you 
failed a 

customer?
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Tips on building question sets
A set of questions about a story is half of a conversation you hope to have with peopleabout the story. To make sure the question set grows into a full conversation (of the kindthat leads to excellent sensemaking support), here are some guidelines you can follow inhow you put questions together.
Design an interesting experience

I recommend using all three types of questions (free entry, choices, scales), and mixingup their order. It makes for a more interesting experience. Sure, it’s easier to read a seriesof questions of the same type, but it’s also easier to mix them up. Also, walls of nearlyidentical questions are boring. People don’t talk like that, so don’t ask questions like that.The best way to order your questions is like a conversation. Try asking them out loud. Doesthe order flow naturally? Or does it get stuck? After you ask each question, pause for amoment and think about what question it seems most natural to ask next.
Varied questions are also useful because they produce more interesting patterns for sense-making. If you use only choice questions, all of your patterns will be bar graphs. Scatterplotsare nice to have in sensemaking because they look like starry skies, and people seem toenjoy contemplating and discussing them more than they do simple bar graphs. Still, Iwould never design a question set that produced only scatterplots, because an array ofdiverse images supports sensemaking best.
Design for skimming

Here’s a commonmistake: writing choice questions that assume people will read the lists ofanswers as well as the questions. People don’t do that, especially when they are skimming.They just read the questions. So the first of these two questions will be skipped far moreoften than the second.
1. Which of these best describes the relationships in this story?
2. How close or far apart were the relationships in this story?
Don’t write questions that can’t stand alone. People will skim them and misunderstandyour meaning. Write each question and answer so it makes sense all by itself.
Design for clarity and ease of use

Themore smoothly your questions flow, themore you can keep people focused on their ownreflective processes, the better results you will see. Try your questions out on somebodyyou can watch, and see where they pause and ponder. Why do they stop? Is it becausethey are thinking about their story or because they are trying to figure out what you meanby what you said? For example, these are some common mistakes:
• Don’t write questions that make no sense. Confusing sentences, such as those withsubjects and verbs that don’t agree (“How long ago does the events in this story takeplace”), confuse people and slow them down.
• Don’t get basic facts about the community or organization wrong. I confess to havingdone this a few times early on due to outsider ignorance (now I test my questions better).
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This kind of mistake communicates a damaging message: we know nothing about you oryour world. Not conducive to storytelling!
• Don’t give answer ranges that overlap, like for age: up to 25 years, 25 to 50 years, 50-plusyears. What is a 25-year-old to do?
• Don’t switch back and forth between “I” and “you.” Choose to refer to the participant as“I” or “you” and stick with it.
• Don’t use jargon. This is a conversation you are trying to imagine, not a treatise. Evenwith professionals you can write conversationally.
Your set of questions should be attractive, even appealing. Give people something beautifulthat feels like an honor to use. It may sound silly, but I’ve seen it make a difference.
Do this with everything you provide to your participants, from invitations to explanationsto thank-you gifts. And every time you have something to say to your participants, don’tstumble through it; practice it until you know it by heart. Bowl people over with what youhave done to support the project. This will prove two things to them: that you value theirtime and attention, and that you have worked hard to support the project. Both of thesemessages will confer on them an obligation to do their own part to make the project asuccess.
Design for feedback

A set of questions about stories should be a thought landscape, not a thought jail. At thestart of each interview, session, or survey, tell people that they can comment on yourquestions, the session or interview, the project, or anything they like. Then give them thetime and space to do exactly that. If you are using a paper form, leave plenty of white spaceon it. If you are using a web form, include an open-ended comment box. If you are askingyour questions in a conversation, ask people if there is anything else they would like to say.You want people to see your questions as an opportunity to shape the project to suit theirneeds, not a trial to endure because they cannot avoid it. So let them shape the project.
I remember once doing a story-sharing session as part of a pilot project.When I got back thepaper forms from the session participants, I saw right away that our questions needed somework. Quite a few of the participants had drawn long, raking lines—gashes, really—acrossseveral of the questions. It was a good thing that we had encouraged them towrite anythingthey wanted to on the forms. On looking at which questions were defaced, I realized thatthey were a cluster of questions the participants felt were insulting to their professionalstatus. We reworded the questions in the next session, and responses improved.
In another project, one of our questions contained a factual error about the organization.The participants let us know this by surrounding the mistake with question marks andexclamation points. In both of these cases, if we had ignored the annotating marks, or ifwe had given explicit instructions to use the forms exactly as they were written, we wouldhave missed an important understanding that improved the project.
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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 that it is:
• Safe—not insulting or intimidating
• Interesting—an invitation to reflect
• Relevant—connected to real experiences
• Clear—free of contradictions or confusions
• Respectful—tactful and well presented

Gathering your stories
In each of the sections below I have written some basic instructions on how to gatherstories. You are likely to depart from these simple plans as you grow your own unique PNIpractice and draw on your own skills, background, and goals. No matter how you choose togather your stories, remember that effective story gathering takes practice. Don’t expectyour first attempts to go perfectly. Take some time to build up your skills.
In most of the sections below I have included some tips based on my own experiencesgathering stories. Most of these tips apply to more than one method, but I have placedthem where I think they apply best. My suggestion is to read all of the sections even if youdon’t plan to use all of the methods, since you might otherwise miss some useful tips.

Conducting a one-on-one interview
A one-on-one interview is a listening conversation between you and one project participant.Allocate 30-60 minutes, invite one person, and follow these steps.
Write, practice, and test an interview script
Before you start your interviews, put together a script that adds to your prepared ques-tions an overall introduction, transitions between interview parts (e.g., “now I have a fewquestions about you”), and a conclusion. In your introduction, which should last just a fewminutes, explain the project and its goals, your win-win proposal, and your privacy policy.
Don’t explain what makes a story a story. The moment you set limits on what can be astory, people will stop telling stories and start trying to tell stories. Nobody needs to knowhow their lungs work to breathe, and nobody needs to know what makes a story a storyto tell a story. You may need to tell people why you want to hear about what happenedto them, but you do not need to tell them what a story is. In the interview, if they pressyou for an explanation, just say “I’d like to hear about your experiences” or “tell me aboutwhat happened.” Don’t get drawn into definition.
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I’m going to ask you to tell me 
a story. A story has three 

parts: an orientation, a rise in 
tension leading to a crisis, and 

a denouement with a 
resolution of tension.

Great, I can tell about... 
but wait, that's not a 
story. It doesn't have 

enough tension.

In fact, I suggest that you avoid using the word “story” at the start of the interview. Why?Because to most people today, “story” means “TV and movies” or “newspapers.” It doesnot mean “things that have happened to me.” You don’t want people to audition for a TVshow; you want them to reflect on their experiences. So as much as you can, keep the word“story” out of the conversation until after your interviewee has told at least one story. Thenyou can refer to what they have said as a story—and they will understand what you mean.
When your interview script is ready, practice saying it out loud until you no longer soundlike you are reading from a script. Then find someone who can help you test it. If you can’tfind a helper who has had experiences like those of your participants, ask someone abouta broader or adjacent topic.
In your test interview, watch your helper’s body language, facial expressions, and gestures.Watch the tempo of their speech: when does it speed up, slow down, pause?When do theiremotions seem to rise and fall? After the interview, ask them about the experience. Ask ifthere were any times when they felt confused, bored, challenged, intimidated, irritated,happy, hopeful, or grateful. Use what you learn to improve your script.
Elicit the first story
As your interview begins, give your prepared introduction, keeping it to no more than threeminutes. When you’re finished, turn on your recording device or tell your interviewee thatyou will be taking notes on what they say.
Next, show the interviewee a menu of questions to choose from or can ask the first ofa series of questions. Give them some time to take in what you are asking. If they havequestions about what you want them to do, answer them quickly, then refer them back tothe question(s) you asked.
If they respond to your question(s) without telling a story, don’t tell them to tell a story.Instead, ask a follow-up question that guides them toward choosing and recounting anexperience. Say something like, “That’s interesting. Can you remember a specific timewhen that happened?” or “I see. You mentioned that you once ___. Could you tell memore about what happened then?”
When the interviewee has finished telling their first story, ask your follow-up questions,either in conversation or using a printed or online form. Don’t rush them through this
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process, but don’t let them linger too long on it either. You want them to be able to tellanother story or two in the time you have. It generally takes people 5-10 minutes to tell astory, and it should take just a few minutes to answer your questions about the story.
Elicit more stories
Next, say or show another story-eliciting question, or show your question list again andask the interviewee to choose another question to answer. The second storytelling shouldtake less time, since they have a better idea of what you want them to do now. If they tella story that doesn’t connect to any of your story-eliciting questions, let them, as long asthey keep telling stories about your topic.
After each story, ask the same follow-up questions as you did for the first one. Some peoplemight tell one story and want to stop; others might tell two, three, or more. (I alwaysschedule an extra half-hour for each interview, in case people want to keep going.)
Finish the interview
When there are about five minutes left in your agreed interview time, ask your intervieweeto answer your questions about themselves, in conversation or using a form. After they’vedone that, thank them for their time and tell them how they can join the sensemaking partof the project.
If there’s still a little time left, or if they seem willing to keep talking, ask for feedback onthe interview itself. Ask them how it went, whether your explanations were clear, andwhether they felt heard and respected. Ask them if there are any questions they wish youhad asked, and give them the opportunity to answer them—or make any comment theywould like to make about the interview, the topic, or the project.
Immediately after the interview, jot down your thoughts on what happened. Later, tran-scribe your recording or clean up your notes. This needn’t take long, because you only needa verbatim record of the stories. If you asked the participant to fill in forms, they alreadyentered their own data. If you asked your questions in speech, you only need verbatimanswers for any open-ended questions you asked. For other questions, you can enter thedata as you listen to your recording or look over your notes. (Also see the tip below ontranscribing storytelling.)
Tips on conducting one-on-one interviews
Go on a story-listening journey

The best way to use an interview script is like an expedition uses its base camp: as a placeto start from and return to. To decide when to stick to your script and when to depart fromit, pay as much attention to what your participants need as you do to what they say.
For example, it sometimes happens in interviews that participants hint at questions they
wish they could answer. They want to tell a story you didn’t ask them to tell, or they wantto answer a question about a story that you didn’t ask them. You can include a blanket
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permission to speak freely in your introduction, but you can also notice such hints andfollow them. You can say things like:
• I noticed that you mentioned ___. Is there an experience related to ___ that you’d liketo tell about?
• In the story you just told, you mentioned that ___. Is there anything else you would liketo say about that?
Following the participant’s lead in this way will make their contribution conform less tothe project’s overall structure; but since you are gathering material for people to use insensemaking, structure may matter to them less than meaning.
As you listen, show empathy and respectful curiosity. Probably the most important aspectof gathering stories in interviews is to communicate a sense of respectful curiosity. SaysYiannis Gabriel in Storytelling in Organizations:

In finding stories, researchers must be aware that they are furtive, fragile, anddelicate creatures. They can easily be driven away, they can emerge without beingnoticed, they can rigidify into descriptions or reports, and they can be killed. Theresearcher’s demeanour, attentiveness, and reactions play a decisive role in thegeneration of stories. . . . The stand advocated here is that of a fellow-traveller onthe narrative, someone keen to engage with it emotionally, displaying interest,empathy, and pleasure in the storytelling process. . . . Like a traveller, the researcheris subject to the narrative’s momentum, never seeking to control it or derail it, yetconstantly and attentively engaged with it, encouraging it, sometimes nudging itforward, sometimes slowing it down.
I have developed a similar metaphor for this process. When you listen to someone tell astory, you must listen past:
• the story you thought they would tell,
• the story you want them to tell,
• and the story they should tell
• before you can get to the story they are actually telling.
For example, I’ve found thatmy interviews go best when I can come upwith one respectfullycurious question to ask about each story, one that is not in my interview script. It is usuallyabout some element of the story that I find fascinating and want to know more about.Asking people such questions during or after the story helps them bring out more detailsof their experiences, and it helps them feel heard and respected as they explore theirmemories and feelings.
Notice what type of storyteller you are talking to

Storytelling is built into all human brains; it is part of how we think. But through upbringing,culture, personality, and habits, some people tell more stories than others. Think abouthow many stories you tell per day, on average. Then think about how many stories otherpeople you know tell. There’s probably a pretty big range.
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In asking people to tell stories, I have noticed a curious pattern. There is an astoundinglack of correlation between whether people tell stories and whether they think they tellstories. If storytelling is innate, it is not always conscious. It seems to be one of those thingspeople do without knowing how they do it, or that they do it at all. I myself am one of thosepeople who tell story after story, but it was only after I started studying organizational andcommunity narrative that I had any inkling I did this.
Taking these two scales and pretending they are simple dichotomies (which they aren’t)and combining them, you end up with four states, as follows:

Do they tell stories?
Yes, they tell lots ofstories. No, they tell few stories.

Do they
think theytell stories?

Yes, theythink theytell lots ofstories.

Story performersthink they tell manystories. They do.
Confident non-story tellersthink they tell lots of stories,but they actually don’t.

No, theythink theynever tellstories.

Natural storytellersthink they never tellstories, but they do.
Unaccustomed storytellersthink they never tell stories,and they’re right. They don’t.

Now of course these are caricatures I have created to talk about extremes, and not realrepresentations of real people. Nobody inhabits these extremes perfectly, but most peopledo approach them occasionally at different times and in different contexts. The categoriesare not fixed for life, or even for a day. Most people act differently with respect to narrativein their personal and professional lives and among different groups of people. Also, groupscan develop a story-sharing culture (or a non-story-sharing culture) over time.
Even the people you are talking to have an effect on whether you tell stories or not. Youhave probably met someone who seems to suck all the stories around them into a blackhole because they won’t let anyone around them hold the floor long enough to tell one.So there are complex patterns that determine whether stories actually get told. But havingsaid all of that, most people do tend more toward one of these types than others.
With those caveats in place, let’s go through the four types of storytellers, because youneed a different approach to interview each of them.
The natural storyteller. The superheroes of story collection are the people who think theydon’t tell stories but do. These people come up with story after wonderful story, and thebest part is that their stories are absolutely natural and authentic. Since they don’t seethemselves as great storytellers, they don’t try to perform or create a sensation. They just
talk about what happened to them, in the way they usually talk, which is in stories.
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One time 
I was...

How I 
feel is...

A conversation with a natural storyteller might go like this.
You: What happened on your first day at the plant?
Them: Let’s see, I think I got there at five that morning. I was so determined to provemyself. When I went through the front gate my stomach was in knots. I remember Ikept fixating on the company logo and trying to memorize it, in case they askedme any questions. Which is really funny, you know, because why would they dothat? (laughter) I can still remember how worried I was that I’d drop something onsomebody’s foot. (etc., etc., etc.)
You: (secret grin)

Notice a few things about this storyteller:
• They described events that unfolded over time: this happened, then that happened.
• They provided details that revealed context, emotion,motivation, and visual description—in realistic proportion.
• They responded to their own story as they told it, adding evaluation statements thatdeepened its reflective nature.
All of these aspects make the stories told by “naturals” especially useful in sensemaking.
This is the easiest type of storyteller to gather stories from. Just ask a story-eliciting questionand let them answer it. Make sure you give them the respect and permission they need tospeak freely; but that is all they will need.
The confident non-story teller. The most difficult interviewing situation is with a personwho thinks they tell stories but doesn’t. Often these people don’t understand what you
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mean by “story,” and they think you want a joke or lesson or opinion. But the problem isnot so much that they don’t understand; it’s that they cannot be helped to understand.
I have most often encountered confident non-story tellers in positions of power. My guessis that it may have something to do with the way that power creates a reality distortionfield around itself, causing people to believe that they have no reason to reexamine theirdefinitions and assumptions. As a result, a story is what they say it is, and nothing you saycan turn them from that course. So no matter what you ask for, they give you what theywant to say and call it a story.

One time 
I was...

How I 
feel is...

A conversation with a confident non-story teller might go like this.
You: What happened on your first day at the plant?
Them: Well, back then we knew how to work hard. I didn’t give up at the first littleproblem like these kids do today.
You: Can you tell me about a specific problem that happened?
Them: Sure. I never let up, you know? I kept trying. I didn’t let things get me down.Today all the new hires whine and complain and want us to hold their hands.
You: So what happened on that first day?
Them: It was hard at first, but I kept going. I’m still here, aren’t I?
You: (secret sigh)

Notice how the teller keeps drifting from narrating events to giving opinions. They don’t
mean to frustrate you; they think they are doing what you have asked them to do, andthey can’t understand what else you could possibly want (even as you keep telling them).
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Interviewing a confident non-story teller requires patience and kindness. Control yourfrustration as you continue to draw their attention back to their own experiences. If thatdoesn’t work, you may have to make a more explicit request. Say something like:
Your experiences with ___ are so unique and extensive that they are especially im-portant to our project. So I would like to ask you to look back over your experiencesand tell me—specifically—what has happened to you and how you feel about it.

This is a more direct—and more directive—approach than you should usually use in aninterview. For most people it would come off as heavy-handed. But it might be what aconfident non-story teller needs to understand how they can participate in your project.
The story performer. The second-worst interviewing situation is when people tell greatstories and know it. These peoplemeanwell, they really do. But they can’t help getting outthe big circus tent and climbing up to that trapeze, no matter what you ask them to do.
A conversation with a story performer might go like this.

You: What happened on your first day at the plant?
Them: Picture this. I was shaking in my boots. I had sweat dripping off my brow. Igot there at three in the morning, and I drove around the plant two hundred times!Finally, at 8:00, the guy at the gate let me in, and he said, I’ve never seen anybodyin all my years here so scared. You really take the cake. And then I fainted.
You: You fainted?
Them: Well, I felt faint! I was that scared.
You: What happened next?
Them: What happened next I will never forget. I was ushered into a room, and theCEO of the whole company walked in and slapped me full in the face.
You: What?
Them: Well, he bumped into me. But it felt like he meant to do it.
You: (secret sigh)

Story performers tend to exaggerate and claim to be the best or worst or first or last, notbecause they are braggarts but because it makes the story better. They drive things toextremes in the service of drama. And you know what? There is nothing in the world wrongwith that. The truth should never stand in the way of a good story, and all that. It makeslife fun. But a performance-first story provides poor support for sensemaking, because itobscures rather than reveals actual experiences and reflections.
By the way, in case I sound judgmental about story performers, here is an admission: I usedto be a natural storyteller, but the more I identify with my career in organizational story,the more I turn into a story performer. I’ve caught myself “hamming it up” with a storymore times than I’d like to admit, because this little neon sign lights up in my head thatsays “Oooh, I can be admired for this!” And it’s hard, hard, hard to turn that little sign off.That’s why natural storytellers are so hard to find and so valuable. Naturals and performershave the same talents, but in performers the talent is hampered by awareness.
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One time I 
was...

To thine 
own self be 

true!

Interviewing story performers can be fun! But if you’re not careful, it can prevent youfrom gathering the stories you need for your project. Keep guiding their focus back to
what actually happened to them and away from what makes the best story. Ask reflectivequestions like “How did you feel about that?” and “Why do you think that happened?”
If that doesn’t help, bring up the goals of your project. Explain that you are trying to “getto the heart” of your topic, and explain how useful their raw, authentic, real-life, lived
experiences will be in the sensemaking part of the project. In other words, if you can’t stopa story performer from crafting an amazing story, show them how to craft a story that willmake your project a success.
The unaccustomed storyteller. These are people who don’t tell stories and don’t thinkthey do. They just don’t think in stories. It’s not their thing. If you do story work and havenot bounced off the sheer impenetrability of a personality like this yet, you are eitherinexperienced or in denial. They are out there, people.
You’d think this would be the worst group, but really they are not that bad. Unlike the twogroups who think they tell stories, these people are usually willing to help you get whatyou need. You just have to help them get there.
A conversation with an unaccustomed storyteller might go like this.

You: What happened on your first day at the plant?
Them: It was a hard day.
(silence)
You: When did you arrive?
Them: Around six in the morning.
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(silence)
You: What happened when you got there?
Them: I went in at the gate.
(silence)
You: How did you feel right then?
Them: Scared. I was scared that whole day, come to think of it.
(silence)
You: I see. What do you think you were scared of?
(and so on)

Note that you had to keep drawing the story out, one event or emotion or reflection at atime. This did not happen because the storyteller was uncooperative. They were just notused to recounting chains of events.

How I 
feel is...

How I 
feel is...

Unaccustomed storytellers are not hard to gather stories from, but it does take somepractice and patience. Keep asking them questions that draw out the story, like “Whathappened next?” and “How did you feel about that?” After a while, they might start toanticipate your questions; but then again, they might need your help all the way throughthe story. That’s okay. It doesn’t mean they can’t or won’t tell the stories you need. It justmeans they need a little help getting their stories out. If you know you will be dealing withunaccustomed storytellers, plan longer interviews.
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Help people turn half-stories into full stories

When you ask people to tell you a story, you are likely to collect some responses I call
half-stories, because they don’t have plots and don’t reveal perspectives. These are somecommon types of half-stories and how to handle them.
Type Description For example What’smissing Ask

Situation A snapshotin time I had a hard time myfirst day at work. Ididn’t think I wouldbe able to pick thisstuff up fast enough.

A change, aresolution What happenedthe next day?How did thingsturn out?

Scenario A blendingof manystories
I used to take the traindowntown all thetime. It was crowded,I can tell you that.

Tellingdetails Can youremember aspecific timewhen thecrowding wasimportant toyou?
Reference An insidestory(without thestory)

It was like that time atthe park. Whatactuallyhappened
Could you tell memore about whathappened thattime at the park?

Help people turn simple stories into complex stories

Some stories are naturally simple because they are about uncomplicated things. We all tellsimple stories every day, stories like, “I was out walking today and I saw a new constructionsite over by the old garage.” Simple stories are not usually very useful for sensemaking,since there is not much depth to them.
Some stories are purposefully simplified in order to communicate or persuade. We all see(and some of us tell) simplified stories every day, stories like, “We have developed a productthat will make your life better.” Simplified stories are definitely not useful in sensemaking.
Some stories are complex because they combine many messages and purposes. Most ofus tell complex stories only when we have enough time, safety, and freedom to speak andreflect on our experiences.
Complex stories are the best stories to gather for sensemaking. Only they have the depththat, upon exploration, can provide useful insights. Complexifying questions can help youhelp your participants explore their experiences more deeply. You can do this whether ornot any such questions are in your interview script.
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Type Subtype To help people tell them, ask
Internally complexstories are rich innuance and detail.

How did that feel to you? What surprisedyou about it? What did you learn from it?

Externally complexstories are connectedto other stories innetworks of meaning.

Does this remind you of any other timeswhen you felt the same way? How aboutwhen you felt the opposite?

Relationally complexstories come in threevarieties.
Nested storieshave otherstories inside ofthem.

Why do you think that person respondedin the way they did? Did somethinghappen to them, maybe a long time ago,that caused them to see things that way?
Combinedstories mix andmatch elementsfrom otherstories.

If this story had taken place in anotherplace or at another time, what would bethe same, and what would be different?

Multi-
perspectivestories containmore than onepoint of view.

How do you think ___ would tell this storyif they were telling it right now?

Write 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. This willusually only be a few extra sentences, but don’t leave them out. Also, if the audience maderelevant comments or asked questions during the storytelling event, include those as well.
Preserve emphasis. During a storytelling event, emphases communicate intent and mean-ing. Capture how people tell their stories, not just the words they use. For example, withoutemphases, it would be impossible to distinguish between these (quite different) sentences:
• We knew what to do. [They didn’t.]
• We knew what to do. [We just couldn’t do it.]
• We knew what to do. [But we didn’t know how.]
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• We knew what to do. [But we didn’t know what to say.]
Using italics (or some other notation) to mark the emphasized words in any of thesesentences makes their meaning clear; leaving them out makes it impossible to guess.
Catch hesitations and reframings. Breaks, irregularities, hesitations, repetitions, and con-fusions can be important indicators of negotiations during a storytelling event. Keep themintact. For example, the story fragments on the left side of this table would be misrepre-sented if only the overly-cleaned-up versions on the right were available.
If they said It would be toosimple to write
You can. . . It feels as if. . . How can I put this? I don’t trust themanymore. I don’t trustthem anymore.
It’s a joke, really, and not quite a joke, but a little bit of personalexperience. I, personally, feel that. . . My personalexperience hasbeen that. . .
I just, it’s not specifically—I don’t think, specifically someone, it’smore—it feels almost like a system issue. A lot of my work is aboutgetting—well, one of the areas is getting information out.

A lot of my workis gettinginformation out.
This doesn’t mean you can’t clean upwhat people say; but it doesmean you should attemptto preserve as much meaning as you can—and that you should make the original, messyverbatim transcript available to those who want to see it.
Make it make sense. You can clean up what people say and make it more intelligible ifyou take care to preserve its meaning. People often talk in bits and pieces, starting andstopping. Use punctuation (commas, semicolons, colons, dashes) to represent haltingspeech in complete sentences.
If they say You could clean it up by writing
It’s not a problem really it’s just he didn’ttell me what he was thinking and so I wasconfused is all.

It’s not a problem, really; it’s just—hedidn’t tell me what he was thinking, andso I was confused, is all.
So he understood even though the shortterm outcome was not his favorite he feltand I was surprised and happy with thatreally felt that the experience had beenworthwhile.

So he understood, even though the shortterm outcome was not his favorite, hefelt—and I was surprised and happy withthat—really felt that the experience hadbeen worthwhile.
If you encounter a real word salad, you might have to remove a few words, or add acomment, for clarity. But you can usually use punctuation to capture people said and whatthey meant without making your transcript hard to read.
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Capture socially significant sounds. Most transcripts ignore background noises like laugh-ter, muttering, the sound of shuffling feet, and silence. But when someone is telling a story,such social cues can be useful indications of what is going on. Simple notations such as[laughter] and [long silence] can be helpful.
For example, in this transcribed bit of a conversation (from a real project), I used squarebrackets to mark words I changed for privacy, italics to mark emphases, parentheses tomark the storyteller’s non-verbal sounds, and curly brackets to mark audience responses.

When I came into [the company], they said, well, you know, you have to work on [aprocess] because everybody’s got to take a turn there, do their time (laughter) withthe stupid [people] {Is that so?} and you’ll get to work with the normal [people]later. {laughter}
Any notation system will work, as long as it’s consistent and understandable.
Capture verbal, non-textual signals. Many of the verbal and visual cues we give each otherin person are lost when our words are transcribed. Descriptive notes can help to preservemeanings that are obvious in conversation and impossible to detect in text.
If they say You could write
Everybody knows John’s big onself-promotion, right? That’s why hedidn’t want anybody calling it “his”project.

[Said in a sarcastic tone] Everybody knowsJohn’s big on self-promotion, right? That’swhy he didn’t want anybody calling it “his”project.
And she was like, “I will not allow this.” And she was like [in a Darth Vader voice], “Iwill not allow this.”
So the guy comes in, and he’s wavingthe form around like this, and he says,“Ma’am, we have received yourcomplaint, and we are working tocorrect it.”

So the guy comes in, and he’s waving theform around like this [waving hand in air],and he says [mimicking a rude speaker],“Ma’am, we have received your complaint,and we are working to correct it.”
Only add explanatory notes like these when you are sure the storyteller would agree withthe note. If you aren’t sure, ask. If you aren’t sure and can’t ask, leave the note out.
Take care of yourself

Story work is emotional labor. When you ask someone to share a story with you, you aregiving them permission to express their emotions, values, and beliefs. The experience canbe exciting! But it can also be draining. You may not like everything they say, and you mayexperience vicarious emotions like sadness or anger. If you are doing a lot of interviews,you may start to feel burned out. Don’t wait until your flagging energy starts to influencethe stories you collect. To avoid burnout:
• Pace yourself. Plan breaks into your schedule to recover a calm, friendly demeanor.
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• Know yourself. Learn what aspects of the work are easiest and hardest for you. Findsome emotional support for the hardest parts.
• Get some help. If you can, gather a team so you can lean on your complementarystrengths.
Listen for gratitude

Say you’re working on a project, talking to people, gathering stories. How can you tell ifyou’re doing it right? People will thank you. Once in a while, somebody will notice whatyou are doing, appreciate it, and tell you. If that never happens, you have more work to do.
Should you ask people what they think of the project? Yes. That’s useful. But the gratitudetest works best when you don’t ask. For example, here’s a spontaneous expression ofgratitude from a real project I once worked on.

“Thank you for this opportunity to share and learn. It’s great to know someonecares.”
When you hear people say things like that, you are on the right track. If you never hearthings like that, go back to your win-win proposal and see how you can improve it basedon what you have learned in the project so far.

Conducting a group interview
A group interview is a guided conversation between yourself and 2-5 project participants.Allocate 60-90 minutes, invite 2-5 people, and follow these steps.
Write, practice, and test an interview script
A group interview script is similar to a script for a one-on-one interview (and the advice inthe previous section applies), except for one important difference. You will be talking tomore than one person, so people won’t feel socially obliged to respond to your questionsright away. Each interviewee will have the option of holding back and letting everyone elsetalk. But if everyone holds back, the interview will get off to a slow start, and you’ll wastevaluable time your participants will wish they had back later, when things get interesting.
So as the interviewer, it is your job to get things moving as quickly as you can. The best wayto do that is to embed a self-fulfilling prophecy into your introduction. Say something like:

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. If you don’t say it with confidence, people won’t believe you, and stories won’t flow.The secret is to practice helping people tell stories until you feel confident in it. How longwill that take? It’s different for each person. You might feel confident after one session, orit might take several.
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Making up 
something, I 

think.

What are we 
supposed to 
be doing?

When people get together they 
usually tell stories. We're going 

to do that today, only we're 
going to pay more attention to 

the stories we tell.

And then I said, 
no way, I'm not 

going. 
So I didn't.

Hey, wait a 
minute. 

You just told 
a story.

I guess I 
did.

She was right, 
people really do 

tell stories.

Cool.

Start the interview
Begin with your prepared introduction, which should last just a few minutes. Next, giveeveryone an anonymous identifier, like a number, letter, animal, or any other unique thing.Ask people to write this down, or write it down yourself. You will use these identifiers toconnect the stories people tell to the answers they give to your questions.
Now turn on your audio recorder or tell everyone that you will be taking notes. If you aremaking an audio recording, ask each person to say their identifier on the recording (so youcan tell whose voice is whose when you transcribe the recording).
Elicit the first story
Say or show your story-eliciting question(s). Question menus work especially well in groupinterviews because they give people an up-front choice in how they will represent them-selves to you and to the other interviewees. If you can’t use a question menu, ask onequestion, but ask it in a way that highlights the choices people can make in the story theychoose to tell and in the way they choose to tell it.
If nobody tells a story, don’t tell a story, and don’t deliver a lecture. Just rephrase thethings you have already said: why you’re doing the project, what you hope to achieve, theexperiences you’d like to hear about, the question(s) you asked.
If someone starts talking but doesn’t tell a story, don’t tell them they aren’t telling a story.Listen to what they say, and—subtly, indirectly, without lecturing—guide them towardchoosing and recounting an experience.
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Since you probably had to use theword “story” in the self-fulfilling prophecy you embeddedin your introduction, people may have misunderstood what you wanted them to say. Youcan listen for misunderstandings and correct them by asking questions. These are somethings you are likely to hear.
Peoplemight thinka story is

You can tell thisbecause they say You can redirect them by saying

A joke I’ve got one. This onetime—it was reallyfunny—
Thank you so much for your help. We havebig hopes that this project will make adifference in people’s lives.

A lie But this isn’t a story! Itreally happened. We would like to explore what has actually
happened to you on this topic. Was thereever a time when you felt. . .

A perfor-mance I’ve had someexperiences in thisarea, but I don’t haveany stories to tell.

Sharing stories is a natural part of everydaylife. Today we’re just going to pay a littlemore attention to it than we usually do.

An opinion The story is that I thinkwe are going about ___all wrong.
Exploring our experiences with ___ will helpus to go beyond opinions to a deeperunderstanding of what ___ is like from manyperspectives.

A history Last year we completedthree successfulprojects. This year. . .
We hope that by sharing our experienceswith ___, we can really begin to understandit.

A lesson The most importantthing I’ve learnedabout ___ is that youhave to. . .

We already know a lot about ___, but in thisproject we hope to explore what ___ is reallylike for you.

After the first story has come to a close, ask the storyteller to give the story a name. Writedown the name and the storyteller’s identifier. I like to write these things on sticky notesand put them where everyone can see them (on a physical table or online screen). Seeingthe names of the stories people have told helps people think of stories they would liketo tell in response. But you can also give each person their own sticky notes, ask them towrite them down themselves, or keep them to yourself.
If you know that your participants will be able and willing to fill out printed or onlineforms, you can wait to ask your questions about their stories until the end of the interview.Otherwise, you will need to ask your questions right after each story is told. To avoid
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diverting the flow of stories, ask only a few questions, and put them together into amemorable sequence. You might ask, for example:
• Would you say that story turned out well or badly?
• Was there anyone in the story who would disagree with that answer?
• What do you think would have made the story turn out differently?
Often people in group interviews will work a simple sequence of questions like this oneinto their story codas. They’ll say things like, “So that turned out pretty well, except for themailman, I guess. I think a better route would have helped.” When you see that happening,smile and keep quiet. When you don’t, keep asking your questions.
Elicit more stories
After the first story has been told, give the group two options: they can answer one ofyour questions, or they can tell a story in response to a story somebody told. It’s fine if thegroup never comes back to your original questions, as long as they keep talking about thetopic of your project.
Keep repeating this process—elicit a story, ask the storyteller to give it a name, write itdown—until 10-15 minutes are left in the agreed time.
Don’t ask people to take turns telling stories. It puts people on the spot, and it results inperformative rather than reflective stories. As long as nobody is taking over the conversa-tion, it is better to let people tell stories when they think of them. If you see that someonewants to talk but hasn’t had a chance, ask them if there is an experience they’d like to tellthe group about. But don’t pressure anyone to tell a story. If someone chooses not to tellany stories, wait until the interview is over, then quietly ask them if they’d like to sharetheir experiences in a one-on-one interview.
Sometimes during a group interview the flow of stories will dry up and a silence will fall.When this happens, first, sit with the silence for a bit. Lulls in story sharing are natural andmay resolve on their own. Sometimes a silence means that people are about to come outwith something important. Wait it out for a while. Don’t jump to fill up every lull.
But if the silence stretches on and on, help people across it with a connecting thread.
• Ask a linking question like “Does the ___ in that story remind anyone of something thathappened to you?”
• Ask a what-if question like “I wonder what would have happened if ___. Does thatremind anyone of an experience?”
• Ask amore-so question like “Has anyone experienced a ___ like that before? Maybe onethat was more ___?” (But be careful not to imply that you want people to compete.)
• Ask an on-the-other-hand question like “Has anyone had an experience that was theopposite of that one?”
As you listen to people telling stories, prepare for potential lulls by keeping a running list ofreferences (shoes, naps, thunderstorms) you can use to help the group get story sharingstarted again.
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Finish the interview
If you didn’t ask your questions about stories during the interview, now is the time togive everyone the names of the stories they told (or remind them of where they can seethem) and ask them to answer your follow-up questions about each story by filling outa printed or online form. After they have done that, ask them to answer your questionsabout themselves on another form (or on the same form at the end). Make sure everyonecan see that everyone else is doing this too.
If you asked your questions about stories during the interview, ask each person a few quickand simple questions about themselves at this time.
Finally, bring the interview to a close by thanking everyone for their time and telling themhow they can join the sensemaking part of the project. Then, if there is interest, ask forfeedback on the interview and the project.
Immediately after the interview, jot down your thoughts on what happened. Later, tran-scribe your recording or clean up your notes, connecting the stories each person told tothe answers they gave to your questions.
Tips on conducting group interviews
If you read the section of this book on stories in conversation (page 29), you should knowsomething about how stories flow. But don’t just read that. Go out and listen to stories beingtold. Ask people to let you record their conversations, then mark out parts of transcripts.Get used to noticing the elements of told stories (abstract, evaluation, coda). Then getused to helping people tell stories in conversation.
Support story abstracts

A story’s negotiation, compromise, reframing, and eventual agreement (or not) can happenin seconds, with no particular words spoken by anyone beyond a simple “one time I . . . ”put forth by a member of the group. It might seem impossible to notice this rapid series ofinteractions, let alone influence them. Still, your ability to spot such negotiations will growwith practice, as will your ability to manage your responses to them.
Have you ever heard someone start to tell a story, and then heard someone else interruptthem—and saw the look of disappointment on the face of the storyteller? Or have youheard someone tell a story, and then heard a pause that made it obvious the other personwas not really listening, but was waiting for the storyteller to finish so they could speak?
Telling a story is taking a risk in terms of conversational give and take. For this reasonpeople can be reluctant to share stories even after you ask them to. This is one of the mostcommon mistakes people make in asking people to tell stories: they ask, but they do not
give permission. After you have watched people tell stories long enough, you will knowwhat it looks like when people are looking for permission to tell a story, and you will beable to respond naturally.
Often people will start telling a story, then pause to see if people are going to listen to theirperformance (in effect, to find out whether they have the floor). If other people respond,they go ahead; otherwise they stop. If you happen to be one of the people responding,
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you can recognize the start of a story and encourage the storyteller to go on by looking atthem in a listening sort of way, or by saying “Uh-huh?” or “What happened?” or “I’d like tohear about it” or some such thing.
Support story evaluations

As you listen to people sharing stories, practice teasing out evaluation statements. Oneway to do this is to record people talking in conversation, in video or audio, then make yourown transcripts, marking as you go not only elements of intensity and vocal tone but alsoevaluation statements. It can be hard to recognize evaluations on the spur of the moment,but when you can pore over conversations, you can improve your ability to quickly pick upon evaluative speech.
And I said to him, I’ve 
never seen a horse 
do that before. Isn't 

that amazing?

Not 
really.

. . .

Okay, so would 
you like to tell 
another story?

Maybe 
not.

It is.

In many told stories you can make out a point where its evaluative statements rise to asort of climax. This is usually the part of the story that holds the greatest importance to itsteller. When you see such an evaluative peak in an interview, you can know two things:this is why they are telling the story, and this is when they need your support.
Lean in and look at the storyteller to make it clear that you are listening. If you are con-ducting a group interview, you can’t make sure the rest of your interviewees are listening,but you can make sure the storyteller knows that you at least are attending.
Support story codas

When you are conducting a group interview and you recognize a coda, you’ve found a goodplace to encourage the teller (and everyone else) by saying something that reinforces thestory’s validity. Some types of useful reinforcing statements are:
• appreciative—“Wow” or “That’s interesting” or “I never heard that before”
• summarizing—“So they caught the driver, huh?” or “So you left that day?”
• questioning—“Does it seem different years later?” or “Why do you think she said that?”
• grateful—“I’m glad you shared that” or “Thank you for telling us about that”
Do not say “Thank you for that story.” It will bring up the idea that a story is a possession,which will make everyone more reluctant to speak.
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At the same time, you do need to give people something to go on, some kind of positiveresponse, because otherwise they may not venture forth out of the safety of silence again.I have seen people’s faces fall after they have told a story and got no response.
Besides, often it’s the second or third story people tell that is the most useful, partlybecause they start to understand what you want to know, and partly because they feelsafe enough to tell about deeper things. So it’s especially important to help people getover the point of vulnerability found at the end of the first story they tell.

This is going better than 
I expected.

Nope. 
Never did. Wow.

And you never 
went?

And then I said, 
no way, I'm not 

going. So I didn't.

Thank you? 
What are they going to 

do with my story?

Thank you 
for that story. Any other 

experiences?

And then I said, 
no way, I'm not 

going. So I didn't.

So I have 
one. When I 

was...

Better 
not.

Setting up peer interviews
Apeer interview is a suggested conversation among 2-3 project participants. Peer interviewsare easy to set up. Just develop an interview script, give it to your participants, and askthem to interview each other and send you the result. Because each pair or trio will be ableto decide what they want to share with the project and what they want to keep betweenthem, you could say that peer interviews create many tiny projects nested within yourmain project.
However, peer interviews won’t work for every project. They require more effort on thepart of participants, so they won’t work if your participants aren’t motivated to participate.Also, because you can’t be there at the interviews, you can’t guide people towards telling
stories. You might think you can circumvent this outcome by including an explanation ofhow story sharing works in the interview script; but if you do that, you run the risk ofgathering performative, is-this-good-enough stories.
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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 trios touse it while you record them. Then listen carefully to their conversations. Listen for:
• Storytelling. If people pick up the cues you placed into your script and actually tell eachother stories—and not just stories; relevant and meaningful stories—you’re doing well.On the other hand, if you hear mostly explanations or opinions—or you hear stories,but they’re irrelevant, superficial, or defensive—your script needs more work.
• Relaxed ownership. If people seem to understand the context and purpose of theinterview, enjoy the experience, and take control of the process with calm energy, youhave an excellent script. It’s a good sign when people say things like:
– Let me think a bit. . . oh yeah, I can remember a time like that. . .
– I did have an experience like that, now that I think of it. . .
– I never realized this before, but. . .

• Meta-discussions. If people struggle to make out what they are supposed to do andwhy, that’s a problem. If you hear them debating whether a story is “good enough” totell, you have more work to do.
• Pregnant pauses. If people seem to be holding back stories they want to tell, your scriptneeds more work. Note especially the moment after they hear or see your story-elicitingquestion(s). Do you hear a little pulse of gratitude or of anxiety?
Until you hear relevant and meaningful stories being told in an atmosphere of relaxedownership, with few meta-discussions or pregnant pauses, keep tweaking your script.

Yes.
Yes I do.

So I guess 
we should 
do the next 
question.

I guess.

Okay, so I’m 
supposed to read 
you this question.

Do you remember 
your first day at the 

factory?

Noooooo

Later...
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You can set up peer interviews in a few different ways.
You can This is useful when A similar approach is
Ask people to createtheir own pairs or triosby giving them amatching criterion toapply

Your participants arecommitted to participationand ready to rise to achallenge

In a workshop: findsomeone with the samecolor shirt as you have on

Ask one set ofparticipants to find oneor two other participantsto join them

One of your participantgroups has more interest inparticipation, flexibility, orfree time than the others

In oral history: ask yourgrandparents about theirgrandparents (except thatthese interviews willusually be reciprocal)
Give each participantthe names of one or twoother participants theywill interview and beinterviewed by

Your participants are notmotivated and will not riseto a challenge, but they willprobably comply with anexplicit request

In a workshop: look at thislist to find your participantnumber and the numbersof the people you will beworking with
Once you have matched people up, give each pair or trio your interview script and askthem to submit their response by:
• handing (or sending) back an audio recorder
• visiting a recording booth
• calling a phone line
• using a web site
• using a smartphone application
• sending an email

Setting up surveys
In a narrative survey, people tell stories without direct human contact. This can be donethrough a telephone, a piece of paper, a web form, a software interface or an email. Butno matter the medium, the interaction in a survey is a distant, one-way communication,more like a message in a bottle than a conversation.
A survey is easy to administer. There is no need to gather people together and keep theminterested in talking to each other; just send out a survey and hope some people respond.You can reach far more people, and more diverse groups, with a survey than you can gatherin a room. You don’t need a travel budget, just an address. If your expected population ofparticipants is large, diverse, widespread, or busy, or if your resources are very small, asurvey may be the only realistic way you can collect stories at all.
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On the other hand, because there is no human face behind it, a survey is easy to rushthrough thoughtlessly, half-complete, laugh at, game, or even subvert. Survey responserates are usually low (around five percent). Surveys tend to collect more non-story re-sponses (like opinions); and survey stories are usually less relevant and meaningful thanstories told in conversation.
This doesn’t mean you can’t use surveys in PNI. But it does mean that you should not expect
to 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.
Write your invitation
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 ___.
Write your survey
The introduction

After people have clicked on your survey link or picked up your printed survey, they willwant answers to a second, further-in set of questions.
Some of these questions will be similar to the questions you answered in your invitation.That doesn’t matter. By the time they see your survey, people will have forgotten what yousaid in your invitation. Don’t let that bother you. Participatory projects always go betterwhen their planners can keep in mind that nobody is ever going to care about the projectsas much as they do, and that that’s all right.
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Question Example answer
Is this really forme? We are reaching out to everyone [in/with] ___. If you have/are ___,we would like to hear from you.
Will I be able toanswer thesequestions?

Please look back over your experiences with ___ over the past ___.

Is this safe? Every question is optional. Say as little or as much as you like.
Will this beboring? (As they skim the survey, they can see that it is well-written andattractive, and they can see that its questions arethought-provoking. Filling out the survey looks like it might be aninteresting experience rather than a tedious chore.)
Is thisimportant? We will be using what you tell us in a series of discussion sessions.We invite you to join in these sessions. For more information, ___.
Will I really bein control? Everything you say here is anonymous, and you can change orretract it later. If you have any questions or problems, contact ___ at___.

The rest of the survey

After your introduction, the questions in your survey should follow a simple sequence:
1. Ask your story-eliciting question(s). If you have more than one, ask them to choose aquestion to answer.
2. Give them a nice big box to write their story in.
3. Ask them to give the story a name you can use to refer to it later.
4. Ask your follow-up questions about their story.
5. Ask them if they would like to tell another story, then repeat steps 2-4.
6. Ask your questions about the participant.
7. Thank them for their time and tell them how they can join the sensemaking part ofthe project.

An aside on context and coherence

If your survey is online, don’t break it up into multiple pages. Keep the whole surveytogether, even if it’s long. Why? Because in storytelling, context trumps content. Peopletell different stories, and the same stories differently, in different contexts. So if you wantsomeone to tell you a story, help them understand the context of your request—not onlybefore they tell the story, but also while they are telling it and after they have told it.
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This is what I have seen most people do with a narrative survey:
1. After skimming the introduction, they notice the first question (or menu of questions)and realize that they have been asked to tell a story.
2. Instead of telling the story right away, in the big empty box provided for it, most peopleskim down through the follow-up questions they see below the box. They do thisbecause they want to understand what sort of story they have been asked to tell.
3. After they have learned all they can about the context of their storytelling, they comeback up to the top of the survey and tell a story in the big empty box.
4. After they have finished telling the story, they answer the follow-up questions. Butwhile they are doing this, people often go back and change their story because oneof the follow-up questions inspired them to think about the story, or how they wantto tell it, in a new way. I’ve seen people do this several times, moving up and downthe form thinking about how they want to frame their story and their answers. Thismakes sense, because the answers to (well-written) questions about stories performthe same expressive function as the evaluation statements people add to their storiesduring conversational storytelling. It’s all part of the storytelling process.
5. When they are satisfied with their story and answers, people move on, either to thenext story or to the questions about themselves.
This is why breaking up a narrative survey onto multiple pages, especially if the story ison a different page than your follow-up questions about it, results in the collection of lessrelevant and meaningful stories.
An aside on collecting multiple stories

It can be difficult to help people tell multiple stories in one survey. You can avoid the issueby collecting just one story from each participant. Indeed, in some situations one story isall people will be willing to tell, so you won’t need to think about the complication.
On the other hand, if you think people might want to tell more than one story—andespecially if you think the second story they tell might be more relevant and meaningfulthan the first (which is common)—you can give them the opportunity to do that.
• If you are writing a paper survey:
– You can ask people to fill in as many separate (single-story) surveys as they want to andconnect them by marking the same anonymous participant identifier (any identifier)on all of them. Each single-story survey will have a questions-about-you section, butthey can answer those questions on just one of the forms.
– You can embed multiple elicitation/story/follow-up sections in a single survey. If youhave few questions to ask, you might be able to squeeze each section into half a pagewith a box around it. If not, you can staple or bind multiple section-pages together. Besure to include (and draw attention to) the questions-about-you section at the end ofthe survey packet.
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• If you are writing an online survey:
– Find out if your survey tool supports the conditional display of survey sections. Ifit does, reveal additional elicitation/story/follow-up sections after the participantanswers the question “Would you like to tell another story?” with “Yes.” You can letthem do this once, a few times, or an unlimited number of times.
– If your survey tool does not support the conditional display of survey sections, youhave two options.
* You can ask people to fill in multiple single-story surveys, entering the same anony-mous participant identifier into each one.
* You can embed multiple elicitation/story/follow-up sections in a single survey andask people to skip over any sections they don’t want to fill out. The shorter andmore separate-looking those sections look (maybe with boxes around them), themore they will make sense to people.

Gather 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. This is what I have found to work best.
Iteration Instructions Example
1 Lay out the project, explain whatpeople will get out of participating, andexplain what will happen when they do.

Please help us to improve ___.

2 Include a few attention-grabbingexcerpts that communicate a sense ofrising excitement. Draw on peerpressure and the fear of missing out.Don’t plead or try to guilt people intoparticipating. But do let people knowthat something special is going on.

We are learning so much about___. For example, one persontold us about a time when they“___.” What experiences haveyou had with ___?

3 Include more excerpts, plus (if you havethem) a few statements of gratitude orappreciation.
These are some of the things weare hearing: “I feel ___” and“This is ___.” Would you like tojoin in?

4 Include more excerpts and statementsof gratitude, plus (if you have them)some tentative yet enticing patterns.
This is your last chance toparticipate in ___! People aresaying “___,” and we’ve noticedthat ___. Please consider addingyour perspective.
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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. Think of people who might be willing to help you out. For example, ifyou sent a survey to everyone in your organization or community, you might be able to askthe people who work or live closest to you to help you make sense of what happened.
Based on what those people tell you, consider these possibilities.
• If they say they didn’t notice your survey, ask them how you could have gotten theirattention. Think of other ways you could reach out, like with text messages or signs orvideos, and ask if they would have noticed those things.
• If they say they would like to respond but are too busy, ask them how much time theycan spare. Then consider reducing the time required for participation or compensatingpeople for their time.
• If they say this isn’t a good time for them to participate, ask them when would be abetter time. Sometimes just keeping a survey open for a few more weeks can make adifference.
• If they say they would like to respond but don’t like surveys, ask them if another venuewould work better for them. Would they be willing to sit for an interview or attenda group session? If so, consider whether you can adjust your mix of story collectionmethods.
• If they say they the survey doesn’t seem to relate to them, ask them what makes themthink that, and ask them who they think the survey does relate to. Then ask yourself:
– Is this a communication issue? Do you need to rewrite your invitation to make it moreclear why you have asked your participants to join the project?
– Does your project need to change to suit the needs and wishes of your participants?If so, you probably need to learn more about them.
– Have you not yet found the right participants for your project? If so, can you reach awider or different pool of participants?

• If they say they find the project boring or pointless, ask them to brainstorm with youabout a project that would be exciting to them and worth putting their energy into. Canyou make your project more like that?
• If they have an objection to a specific part of your project plan, your win-win proposal,or your privacy policy, ask them what change would resolve the issue for them. Can youmake that change?
• If they say people don’t trust you, ask them who people do trust. Then consider askingthose people to either vouch for the project or get involved in it. You might need toreboot the project with a new planning team.
• If they say people don’t like the topic you have chosen, ask them what they think peoplewould like to talk about. Sometimes it’s just the words you are using that turn people off,
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and sometimes you need to adjust your topic to a slightly different one that resonatesbetter with people.

Getting journals started
Journal-based story collection is a lot like surveying, but instead of asking people to tellyou stories once, you ask them to tell you stories every so often, for example daily for amonth or weekly for a year. You can also ask people to fill out a journal entry wheneverthey think of it, usually when something significant has just happened.
Asking people to fill out periodic diaries is a standard tool in the psychological and socio-logical toolboxes. However, most diary-based research projects use structured forms withcheck boxes and rating scales. This is mainly because collecting frequent diary entries tendsto result in a lot of data. While a survey might gather ten data points about each participant,a month of daily journaling might collect hundreds. For that reason, diary-based researchrarely asks people open-ended questions or asks them to tell stories.
An interesting exception can be found in Teresa Amabile’s research on motivation at work,as described in her book The Progress Principle. You might find the appendix of her book,in which she describes her research methods in detail, interesting reading (I did). On eachday of their participation in the study (on average, about a hundred days), Amabile askedher 40 participants to “briefly describe one event from today that stands out in your mind.”Then she asked people questions about the event they had just recounted.
Says Amabile:

The idea behind the daily questionnaire was to track both inner work life and thestream of events occurring in the daily work lives of our participants in a way thatwas both detailed and relatively unobtrusive. In addition, the questionnaire wouldgive us a way to examine specific reactions to the reported events—sensemakingabout them, emotional reactions, and motivational responses.
That sounds a lot like story collection in PNI. But Amabile’s research project was amammothundertaking. She and her team collected over eleven thousand diary entries in total, each ofwhich they read multiple times. They also answered several qualitative questions about thestories (for example, whether the reported emotions were positive, neutral, or negative),then analyzed the patterns created by the answers. You can imagine that this process musthave taken a lot of time, and you can see why so few researchers use journals!
Of course, most PNI projects are far smaller than this. But if you decide to collect stories viajournaling, be aware that the volume of stories you collect may quickly grow larger thanyou expected, especially if people can add stories to their journals whenever they like.
You can deal with this issue in advance, by asking fewer people, by running the journalingperiod for a shorter time, or by asking people to journal less often. Even asking people toadd to their journals every other day will collect half as many stories. Or you can deal withthe issue after your collection is complete, by sampling fewer stories to use in later phasesof your project.
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If your topic is especially sensitive, you can avoid collecting stories at all. You can give yourjournal-keepers sole access to their stories, and collect only their answers to questionsabout the stories. When people reflect on private matters, the stories they are willing totell themselves can reveal more useful patterns than the stories they are willing to tell you.
Keeping journals going
Because of the time it takes to keep up a journal, your participants might lose interest in itsooner than they thought (or said) they would. There are a few things you can do to keeptheir interest alive throughout their journaling experience.
• If the journals will be periodic, you can explore a new aspect of your topic, or ask anew story-eliciting question, in each time period. You can also add new (maybe deeper)follow-up questions as the journaling period goes on.
• If the journals will be episodic, you can include some questions about what stands outabout each particular incident, and you can include optional questions that pertain tosome types of incidents and not others.
In other words, the more journaling feels like building a diverse and interesting collection
of 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 some simple patterns that are emerging from the data(using just a bit of low-level catalytic material to give them a glimpse of what lies ahead).Seeing a story collection begin to take shape can help participants find the time and energyto keep supporting the project.

I did that last 
week! Maybe I’ll 
get to this later. 

Write about something that went 
surprisingly well this week.

Last week we explored the issue of trust. Now 
let’s think about its opposite. Can you 
remember a time, say over the past year, 
when you felt that some distrust was in order?

Interesting 
question! Let me 
think... oh yeah, 
I’ve got one...

Collecting narrative incident accounts
Inmost story collectionmethods you ask people to recall stories about things that happenedin the past. In this method you ask people to describe things that just happened.
Let me give you an example. Say you are the director of education at a museum. Say youhave asked 20 volunteers to follow people around the museum taking notes on what theydo: where they stop and read, where they glance and move on, which hands-on activities
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they touch. You will probably give your volunteers forms to fill out about each visitor, suchas the length of time they spent at each exhibit and whether they touched any hands-onactivities.
Incident reports like these are common tools in the world of anthropological and sociologi-cal research. Most incident reports aim to maximize objectivity so as to provide solid proof.If you were conducting a hypothesis-based research project, it would be inappropriate toask your observers if they were surprised by the museum visit they observed or whetherthey felt proud of the museum after the visit.
But let’s say you are doing a PNI project for your museum. In that case, you can ask yourvolunteers to tell you what happened as they watched people visit the museum—to thepeople, and to them. Of course each volunteer will be biased in their reactions. But ifthe project collects some anonymous information about each volunteer (say, age, gender,background, some opinions about the museum), and if volunteers are chosen to representa balance of viewpoints or backgrounds, their biases can add narrative richness to the storycollection. Not only that, but you can combine the accounts of your observers with storiescollected directly from museum visitors, creating an even richer body of stories.
I call these types of stories narrative incident accounts (NIAs). You can collect them fromobservers, as in my museum example, or you can collect them from people who interactwith people directly. For example, nurses, waiters, receptionists, cashiers, teachers, securityor police officers, utility workers, and first responders are all people who could contributeNIAs to a PNI project. People in these roles often collect some kind of incident reportsalready, so all it would take to collect stories for a PNI project would be to add a fewstory-eliciting and story-interpreting questions to the factual data people already collect.
Making NIAs work
NIAs are about perspectives, not facts. The purpose of a NIA is to put some meat on the
bones of an incident by asking the people who saw it happen to recount it as a story, andthen to reflect on the story they told. So when you are building your NIA form, think abouthow you can complement the questions people are already being asked. For example:
• If people are being asked to describe what happened, you could ask themwhat surprisedthem about what happened, or what they think should have happened, or how oftenthey’ve seen that sort of thing happen in the past.
• If people are being asked to categorize the people involved in the incident, you could askthem if they noticed anything particular about these particular 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 someway. For example, you might use different styling on your NIA form, or you might use a
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different mode of collection (say audio instead of text) to signal a change from reportingto recounting.
One of the best ways to use a NIA is to ask everyone involved in an incident to fill out one.It’s rare that you can manage this, but when you can, the patterns that emerge can beenlightening.

I already told 
them all this. Why 
do I have to do it 
all over again? 

What happened? When did it 
happen? Who was involved? What 
did you do? What was the outcome?

What did you see happen? How do you feel 
about it? Why do you think it happened the 
way it did? What do you wish had happened? 
Is there anything else you want us to know?

I have a lot to say. 
I’m so glad they 

are listening.

Facilitating story-sharing sessions
A story-sharing session is a meeting of 3-30 participants that includes one or more story-sharing exercises. This is simultaneously the best and hardest way to collect stories. Itrequires the most attention to planning and the highest level of facilitation skill, and itgathers the most authentic, relevant, and meaningful stories.
Why are story-sharing sessions so difficult and so valuable?
When you conduct an interview, whether it’s with one person or several, you play a centralrole in the conversation. In that role you can communicate the energy and purpose of yourproject, guide the conversation to story sharing (and back again if it strays), and correctany misunderstandings as they come up. But there’s a catch: people don’t tell the samestories in an interview as they would if you were not present.
When you facilitate a story-sharing session, your role is deliberately peripheral. You intro-duce the session and provide some instructions, then step away and let people talk—to
each other, not to you. Your participants will know, of course, that you will hear their storieslater, when you listen to the recordings of their conversations. But you won’t be there inthe conversations with them, and as a result, their stories will be more authentic, relevant,and meaningful.
But again there’s a catch: when you play no role in the conversations people are having,you can’t communicate the energy and purpose of your project, guide the conversation tostory sharing (and back again if it strays), and correct any misunderstandings as they comeup. So how can you do those things in a story-sharing session? By embedding them intothe design of the session itself. This is why, compared to interviews, story-sharing sessionsrequire a lighter touch during the session itself and much more planning ahead of time.



Facilitating story-sharing sessions 191

Design an environment for story sharing
The most productive story-sharing sessions bring the right people together in the rightspace at the right time and in the right context.
Bring the right people together

To gather relevant and meaningful stories for sensemaking, you need to create conversa-tions in which people feel safe to speak freely, yet also invited, encouraged, inspired, andeven a little challenged to step up and play a part in making the project a success.
Safety comes first. If the people in a session have different levels of power, some will talkfreely and some won’t, and you’ll end up with a skewed story collection that is neitherrelevant nor meaningful. To avoid this outcome, invite groups with different power levels to
separate story-sharing sessions. If it’s important to bring groups together in your project,do it later, during sensemaking.

Okay, so today 
we’re going to 

share our 
experiences 

related to trust.

So I said, “I am not 
going to put up with 
that.” And he backed 
down fast, I’ll tell you.

I guess this 
is a training 

session?
Oops.

That’s his 
third 
story. I wonder if there 

will be another 
session where we 

get to talk.

Safety is paramount, but even so, it’s not enough. Not all by itself. You also need an elementof challenge. Uninspired participants don’t tell stories that are relevant and meaningful;they tell stories that get you to stop asking them to tell stories.
So as you plan your story-sharing sessions, think about how you can bring people togetherin ways that will blend safety with just the right amount of challenge. For example, youmight ask:
• What if we brought together people who work on the same process at different points?
• Influencers and influenced: what would they say to each other?
• What if we connected people who do the same job in different departments?
• What would happen if the creators and users of our product shared stories about it?
• I wonder if we could get in touch with all the people who have left our program. I wonderwhat they would say to those who are still in it.
• What would people say if they shared hobbies but not political leanings?
• We’d better not mix factory workers with managers, but they all have families. Whatabout asking them to participate? What would happen then?
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• What if we asked people to talk to their parents about their baby strollers?
• I wonder what would happen if we asked our regular customers to chat with peoplewho’ve been here only once or twice.
You can form small conversational groups in a few different ways.
To split up You might say This is useful when But don’t use it when
In advance Stand under thesign with the letterprinted on yourname tag

People areapathetic,under-confident, orfrightened

People don’t trust you oryour choices

Using anice-breakingactivity
Find two peoplewith a similarhobby

People willappreciate thechance to have alittle fun

The topic is serious orpeople will be offended bythe idea of having fun

Using asimple rule Find two peoplefrom differentdepartments thanyou

You want to set upconversations withspecificcharacteristics

You can’t find a rule thatwon’t put people off, orpeople would like anactivity better
With noexplanationat all

Form groups ofthree People aremotivated toparticipate or thetopic is notsensitive

People are apathetic,under-confident, orfrightened, or the topic issensitive

Bring the right number of people together

How many people should you invite to a story-sharing session? You can invite 3-50 (ormore) people to a single session, but the more people you invite, the more facilitationskill, helpers, and technological tools you will need. Sessions with 9-12 people work well:big enough to get the busy hubbub of 3-4 small groups going, but not enough to requireextensive preparation or facilitation help.
Find the right time

What do your participants do in a typical day and week? What are their mornings, after-noons, evenings, weekdays, and weekends like? Do any times of the day or week have aspecial contextual or cultural significance to them? If theywere to attend a partly-purposefuland partly-social gathering, when would they expect it to happen? Would different timeswork better for different groups?
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Find the right length of time

To decide how long your sessions should be, consider your goals, participants, and topic.
• How ambitious are your project goals? Is this a small, exploratory project? Or do youwantto dive deeply into your topic? If your goals are modest, you can lead people through aquick and simple story-sharing exercise in 45 minutes. If your goals are ambitious, youwill want to schedule longer sessions with more complex exercises.
• How motivated are your participants? Will they bring abundant energy to the session?Or will you be lucky if they show up at all? If you expect apathy, squeeze the sessiondown to as small a time commitment as you can, even to half an hour. If you expectenthusiasm, give people plenty of time: two hours or more.
• How comfortable will people be sharing stories about your topic? Will they be ready toplunge right in? Or will they need some time to get past feeling wary or uncomfortable?If they will be ready right away, you can hold a story-sharing session in an hour. If theywill need some time to warm up, you will need at least two hours.
As you can imagine, these three factors can interact. If you are planning an exploratoryproject with enthusiastic participants about a fun topic, you could probably plan a half-daysession with 30 people that spills over into an after-party meal. If you are planning anambitious project with apathetic participants about a sensitive topic, you would be betteroff scheduling a dozen three-person half-hour lunch-time sessions.
Find the right space

Should you meet in-person or online? In-person is better. The wider sensory bandwidthof a physical conversation helps people negotiate their way past surface-level talk faster,leading to a greater depth of exploration within the same time frame. And since in-personsessions can be shorter, more people will attend, so you will be able to gather more storiesthat represent a wider variety of perspectives on your topic. Even if you have to put yourproject on hold until you can get people together in person, it might be worth the wait.
If you really can’t meet in person, online is fine. Just be aware that you will probably needmore or longer sessions to support sensemaking to the same extent as if you were meetingin person. You can do that! Just be prepared for it.
In-person or online, the space you prepare for your story-sharing sessions will have animpact on the stories people tell.
• If you will be meeting in person:
– Find a large, quiet, calm room where small groups can move around and get somedistance from each other, both acoustically and socially. Avoid rooms with furniturethat cannot be picked up and moved around (or seems like it should not be). As a ruleof thumb, look for a space designed to hold twice as many people as you expect tohave in the session.
– If any of the exercises you chose for the session involve placing sticky notes into spaces,prepare plenty of sticky notes (in various colors) and surfaces (wall sections, tables,clean floors) for each group to work on.
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– Large windows that look out on a pleasant (but not too distracting) view are a plus.This is just from my experience, but I’ve noticed that people who can literally see thebigger picture tend to reflect more deeply on their experiences. You can even meetoutside if the weather is good.
• If you will be meeting online:
– Find a teleconferencing solution that provides reliability (few frustrations), ease ofuse (few confusions), breakout rooms (easy to enter and exit), and facilitator-friendlyfeatures that make it easy to broadcast messages, check on (and speak quietly to)small groups, and generally keep an eye on what is happening.
– Find a shared whiteboard solution people can use to place virtual sticky notes intovirtual spaces. I particularly like services that offer an “infinite canvas” I can use tocreate a nested view of the session. People seem to value the ability to zoom out (tosee the whole session’s agenda, and progress, at a glance) and zoom in (to see theirsmall group’s unique space, with its instructions and sticky-note constructions sittingside by side) to meet their needs as the session goes on.
– You can’t create a pleasant view in an online session, but you can build a nice-lookingspace for people to work in. If you plan to show people written instructions, makethem attractive as well as clear. Show your participants that you value their time bybuilding a pleasant environment for them to work in.

Create a relaxed yet focused ambiance

People don’t share stories in every situation, especially with people they don’t know. Tohelp your participants feel at ease, create an environment that feels social, like a quietget-together, not official, like a dull presentation or a demanding examination.
• If youwill bemeeting in person, provide a variety of nice, higher-quality drinks and snacks.If you have chosen to show your appreciation with small project gifts (see page 90),hand them out at the start of the session.
• If you will be meeting online, plan to start with (and allocate time for) a quick, friendlycheck-in ritual that helps everyone feel seen and heard. You can’t offer drinks and snacks,but you can give people small gift vouchers that set up a tone of pleasant celebration.
Choose the right story-sharing exercise(s)

There are seven story-sharing exercises described in Chapter Six. Here is a quick idea ofwhich exercise fits best in different project conditions.
• The twice-told stories exercise is the simplest exercise in this book. People simply splitinto small groups, share stories in response to your story-eliciting question(s), and choosea story they want to retell in the larger group. The exercise does require at least sixpeople to work, but it’s an excellent choice when you are new to facilitation, you don’thave a lot of time, or you think your participants won’t be willing or able to follow acomplex set of instructions.
• Asking your participants to play a story-sharing game is a good option when you arenew to facilitation, your topic is not sensitive, and you think your participants wouldenjoy the creativity and fun of a game.
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• A timeline exercise can only be used when the stories you expect people to tell willfit into a span of time, whether it’s a shared history (like the story of your town) or acommon process (like the hiring process). Within that limitation, this exercise workswell for a range of topics and motivations, and it doesn’t require a lot of facilitationskill. Concrete thinkers tend to like this exercise because it sticks to the facts of whathappened and doesn’t ask them to wrap their minds around abstract concepts.
• In a landscape exercise, people think of stories that fit into a two-dimensional spacedefined by two named dimensions. Abstract thinkers love this exercise; it helps them toprobe their memories in fascinating and intricate ways. Concrete thinkers can use thisexercise, but they might need some extra time to make sense of it.
• The local folk tales exercise is a special type of landscape exercise that explores the spaceof possibility (what could/not happen) and desire (what should/not happen). It requiresas much abstract thinking as a typical landscape exercise, but it is especially useful whenmotivated participants are eager to explore a sensitive, complex, or contentious topic.
• The ground truthing exercise uses an official document of some kind, typically a missionor values statement, to bring out related stories. When such a document is important toyour project (perhaps it’s a who-we-are-and-why project), this exercise will bring outstories you can use.
• The story-ended questions workshop is not really a story-sharing exercise; it’s more of away to help your participants learn a little about story sharing before they start doing itin another exercise. Use it if you have ambitious goals and motivated participants.
if your goals are ambitious and your participants are motivated, you can use one of thesimpler exercise (like twice-told stories) as a warm-up or ice-breaker, then follow it up witha more complex exercise in which you ask people to dive more deeply into your topic.
Use the best small-group sizes

Don’t put people into story-sharing pairs. They are more likely to simply discuss the topic—or the session, the project, you, the weather—than they are to tell stories. Trios tell morestories, and more useful stories, than pairs.
My guess is that this has something to do with the more obvious difference in a triobetween the storyteller (one person) and audience (two people). But I’m not sure why ithappens. I just know that it happens.

Is that a 
bug?

Spider.
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The largest small group is five people. Above that and the audience starts to have a backrow, a disengaged element from which people begin to check out of the conversation,check their email, or start checking on what other groups are doing. Wandering audiencemembers can distract the back rows of other groups, causing the whole session to unravel.
And then I 

said to 
him...

Also, avoid creating only two small groups. In that situation people can’t seem to stopchecking on what the other group is doing.

I think they're 
getting ahead 

of us.

The next 
day I ...

You might think people would only do this in person, but I’ve seen people do it online aswell, if people can see other groups putting sticky notes into spaces. With at least threesmall groups, people find it too difficult to keep tabs and give up checking, returning theirattention to their own group where it belongs.
So if you expect ten people, form two groups of three and one of four. Don’t form twogroups of five or five groups of two. If you expect seven people, form one group of four andone of three. You will break the two-groups rule, but each group will have at least threepeople in it. The two-person drift is worse than the two-group check.
Create an effective but unobtrusive recording plan

In every story-sharing session, even though you need to stand back and let people talk toeach other, you also need to record the stories they tell, and you need to ask them somequestions about their stories and about themselves. And you must do this in a way thatdoes not disrupt the flow of stories. That sounds daunting! But it is not difficult once youget the hang of it. Here’s how to do it.
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At the start of each session, after your brief introduction, give each participant an anony-mous identifier, like a number or letter (or something more creative, like a type of animalor cloud or car, if you think people will like it). You can assign these identifiers yourself(beforehand or at the start of the session: you are Participant 1, you are Participant 2, etc.),or you can ask people to come up with their own unique identifiers (choose an animalnobody else has chosen). Ask people to write down their identifiers on sticky notes, sothey can remember and use them later. After that:
• If you are meeting in person, give each participant a stack of paper forms, one for eachstory you expect them to tell in the session.
• If you are meeting online, give your participants a link to the online form you will beasking them to fill out about each story they will tell.
People will vary in how much attention they give to the forms you show them. That’sfine. You don’t need everyone to study your questions in detail. You just need them tounderstand what they you are asking them to do in the session. Showing them your formsup front produces three useful outcomes.
1. People will read the beautifully crafted statement at the top of your form about whythey are meeting today. This will bring them on board even before you start the session.
2. People will see what they are expected to do in relation to each story (since the formsays things like “please give the story you told a name” and so on). They will begin tovisualize what will happen and will gear themselves up to complete the required task.
3. Peoplewill see that everyone else is getting the same form. This is positive peer pressureyou can use. It says, “We are all going to do this together.” If you think this doesn’tmatter, watch people as they look at their forms. They always look around to see ifeveryone else got one.
It doesn’t matter if everyone does this; it only matters that some people do it, becausethey will send social signals to the people around them. This is part of the context youwant to set up: that we are doing this together.
When should people answer your questions about their stories? Right after they tell astory? Not then. The storyteller will feel singled out (everybody else gets to have fun talkingbut I have to fill out this boring form). Instead, build short breaks into your session plans,and during those breaks, ask everyone to answer your questions about the stories theytold since the last break. The exercises in Chapter Six all have breaks built in for questionanswering. Use those. Because everyone will be doing the same task at the same time,there will be peer pressure to do it. If you watch people at these times, you will see thatthey glance around (just like at the start of the session) to make sure everyone else is doingthe task along with them.
How can you match the stories on the forms to the stories you record, whether you useaudio recorders or in-the-moment note-takers? Give each story a name in your recordingand on your form. The name can be supplied by the storyteller, by others in their group, orby a facilitating helper. You can also have someone list a few identifying details about thestory, perhaps a visual image in it like a green door or a blue car, and make that the link.
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Which you choose depends on the amount of energy you expect to have in facilitation andparticipation.
For example, any of these situations might take place.
• We are meeting in person. Our session has one small group. I am facilitating. I handeveryone a stack of forms as they enter the room. As we are going through our exercise,every time anyone finishes a story, I say, “So, what do you think would be a good namefor that story?” When they say the name I say, “Could you write that on one of yourforms?” Later, in the break, I ask them to fill out each form with a story name on it.
• We are meeting online. Our session has ten small groups. I know that the participantswill be highly motivated to contribute, and I know that our topic is not particularlysensitive. At the start of the session I show everyone a shared document that includesthese instructions: “Give each story a name. Write the name on a sticky note. Place itinto this space. Make sure everybody else is doing the same thing.” During the exercise,I watch the shared document as it fills up with sticky notes. When I see that one groupis forgetting to write down story names, I pop into their breakout room and chide themin a joking way for breaking the rules of the game. Soon after, I see their space begin tofill up with story names.
• Wearemeeting in person. Our session has three small groups. I have predicted that theseparticipants will not be motivated and are not likely to carry out instructions. For thisreason I have arranged to have one facilitating helper for each small group. The helpersdo not ask anyone to do anything. Instead, they listen and write down a few identifyingdetails of each story on a sticky note, along with a number that identifies its teller. Theyare careful to name the stories by some obvious visual detail, like “the long hallway” or“the garden path,” both because they do not want to insert any interpretation into thename and because nobody is saying the name on the recording. During the break in theexercise, each helper hands each participant a stack of forms to fill out with their storynames and participant numbers already filled in.
Think about how much facilitation and participation you will have in your session and planbased on that. If you know in advance that you will get little participation from the peopleyou have invited to the session, ask your friends or colleagues to help you facilitate so youcan balance the shortage of help in that way.
Another way to gain more help is to seed the session with some participants you knowwill be exceptionally helpful. For example, say you are asking people on your city streetto come to a session. If you don’t know some of the people and can’t guess how muchthey will participate, ask some neighbors you do know (and know to be helpful) so you canincrease the odds of getting the help you need.
Side note: when you are asking people to identify their stories, do not use the word “title.”Stick with “name.” The word “title” implies that a story is a performance or a work of art,and it causes people to worry that their stories might not be good enough to tell. The word“name” avoids that implication.
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What about your questions about participants? Hold them until the end of the session,after the story sharing is over. Asking questions about people at the start of the sessioncan seem interrogative, even if they are respectful and useful.

Storytelling 
participant

Answers to 
questions about 

storytelling 
participant

Audio recording 
of storytelling

Story name

Story Transcript Story card Sensemaking 
participant

Answers to 
questions about 

story

Story name

Write, practice, and (maybe) test a session script

Plan what you will say in each part of your story-sharing session: to introduce your projectand the session; to introduce the exercise(s) you have chosen; to explain each transition;and to end the session. Keep each explanation as brief as possible—a few minutes atmost—and practice your script until it does not seem like you are reading it. If you can finda willing group of volunteers (maybe in your project planning group), you can even run apractice session before you use it with your participants. Do what you can to refine yourscript before you use it (and as you are using it).
Because you will be asking people to share stories with each other, embed a self-fulfillingprophecy into your introduction, as you would in a group interview. Say something like:

When people get together, they often tell stories about their experiences. We’regoing to do that now, only we’re going to help the process along with a groupactivity.
Whether you should say “with a group activity” or “with a game” or “with a structuredprocess” depends on the conditions of your session. If your topic is serious or your partici-pants are reluctant (or untrusting or easy to offend), don’t talk about a game. Talk about anactivity, process, method, practice, or some other this-is-serious term. On the other hand,if your topic is light and your participants are ready and willing to share stories, calling anexercise a game can be motivating. (Some people know the term “serious game,” but mostpeople have no idea what it means, so if you want to use it, define it as you do.)
Start the session
Begin with your prepared introduction. Next, give everyone an anonymous identifier, justas you would in a group interview. Ask people to write this down, or write it down yourself.
Next, if you have more than five people, form small groups of 3-5 people. Set up a way torecord the stories told in each small group, using technology and helpers. If you are makingan audio recording in each small group, ask each person to say their anonymous identifierout loud.
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Facilitate the exercise(s)
Now run the story-sharing exercise(s) you chose for the session, using the instructionsin Chapter Six and your previously-prepared recording plan. Make sure to ask people toanswer your questions about their stories during a break in the exercise.
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.
Let them go

Communicate a message of empowerment and freedom. Invite people to work indepen-dently of your direction. But at the same time, don’t leave them confused; give themenough instruction to make their independent work productive.
Provide a plan. Write a brief, simple agenda that lays out what you are asking people todo and why. Make it available throughout the session so people can check on it withouthaving to ask for help. Don’t make them ask (or guess). If you are meeting in person, writethe agenda on a whiteboard or give people printed copies of it. If you are meeting online,show people a document or web page.

1. Share stories 
about trust

2. Pick one to retell
3. Give it a name
4. Write it down

What are we 
supposed to 

do?
Write down 
our names, 

I think.

Here’s what you 
are going to do. 

First, you’ll 
share some 

stories...

1. Share stories 
about trust

2. Pick one to retell
3. Give it a name
4. Write it down

So that’s why I 
don’t do that 

anymore. Interesting.

I think 
we’re 

ready for 
step two.

First I want you to 
share some stories 
about trust. Then 

pick out a story you 
want to retell. Next, 
write its name on a 
sticky note. Got it?

Use your voice as a cue. When you are giving instructions to the whole session, speakloudly and clearly. When small groups are actively engaged in an exercise, speak quietlyand separately to each small group. Even if you have to tell everyone some importantinstruction you forgot to mention before, tell each group separately. Let each group ownthe space and time of their work together.



Facilitating story-sharing sessions 201

Use music as a cue. Restaurants play music because it covers the sounds of conversationso people can talk. If you are meeting in person, you can use quiet instrumental music asa signal that it’s time for people to concentrate on their small-group work. Turn on themusic every time you want small groups to work together, and turn it off every time yougive session-wide instructions. You can’t do this online, but you can send the same signalwith a brief it’s-time-for-small-groups ritual.
Keep your distance

Don’t let reluctant or under-confident participants turn the session into a group interview.Gently push the responsibility and the ownership of the session back to them.
Don’t model. Foot-dragging participants will sometimes ask for an example of what sort ofstories they should be telling. Don’t give it to them. You will only get stories exactly like theexample you give. If they seem stuck, rephrase your story-eliciting question(s) or exerciseinstructions. Find a way to explain the task you are asking them to do without providing atemplate for them to match.

A compelling story 
has relatable 
characters, 

escalating tension, 
and a well-packaged 

message.

Gee, I thought 
they would 

have more to 
say.

Which is 
the best 
story?

Whatever way 
you want to 
take it, that’s 

fine.

We have a 
question. What 
do you mean 
by “story”?

Which one 
resonates 
with you?

Which is 
the best 
story?

This is 
some great 

stuff.

A story is a recounting of 
events with a plot from a 

perspective. It begins 
with the setting of a 

context…

We have a 
question. What 
do you mean 
by “story”?

Pretend you don’t know, even when you do. When people ask a lot of detailed questions,they may be trying to do things right, but they also may be stalling for time. If it’s onequestion, answer it quickly. But if it’s a barrage of questions, say “I don’t know” or “I forget”or “It’s all good.” Then bring them back to the exercise, say “I’ll let you get back to it,” andleave them alone.
Don’t make decisions for people. Nervous participants will sometimes ask you to do thingsfor them, like choose a story to retell or put a sticky note in the “right” place. Or they willask you to evaluate something they have done. Don’t. It’s their session. You are not thereto judge, only to help. Briefly explain the task, then move on.
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Watch from afar

Keep an eye what people are doing, but don’t intervene unless people aren’t sharingstories.
• Look for signs of story sharing. As small groups work on the session’s exercise(s), try tofigure out if they are sharing stories. You can usually tell if people are sharing storieseven if you can’t hear what they are saying. In person, you should see one person talkingand gesturing while everyone else listens. Online, if you can see cursors in a shareddocument, you should see one cursor “gesturing” by moving around more than theothers. As long as it looks like people are sharing stories, don’t intervene, even if peopleseem to be ignoring the exercise. It doesn’t matter how well they carry out the exercise.It only matters that they share stories.
• If you must intervene, do it gently. If the people in one or more small groups do notseem to be sharing stories, try to gauge their mood before you intervene.
– If they seem bored, suspicious, or annoyed, an intervention might get them to tellstories, but the stories will probably not be useful. It is better not to intervene in thiscase. Instead, use what you have learned to improve your next session.
– If they seem engaged in a lively but non-story-sharing conversation, come up with aquestion to ask that will give you an opportunity to remind them of the purpose of thesession. Then go to them and quietly say something like, “Hi, sorry to interrupt, I’m justchecking: Did you get the handout? How’s it going, by the way? Lots of experiencescoming up?” Don’t press, and don’t criticize; just drop a hint. (This is actually a goodreason to give each group a handout, no matter what it says. It gives you an excuse tocheck on them later on.)

Finish the session
If you handed out recording devices, gather them now. Ask people to answer your finalquestions about themselves. Then bring the session to a close by thanking everyone fortheir time and telling them how they can join the sensemaking part of the project. If thereis interest, ask for feedback on the session and the project.
Immediately after the session is over, jot down your thoughts on what happened. Later,transcribe your recordings or clean up your notes, connecting the stories each person toldto the answers they gave to your questions.

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.
The question is: Did people tell stories in the conversations? And how do you draw thestories out?
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There are four reliable indicators that a story is being told in a conversation. You can lookfor them to find stories in transcripts.
• Look for personal pronouns, like I, you, he, she, we, they. When people are describingfacts or giving opinions, they use these words less often.
• Look for past-tense verbs, like “did” or “said” or ”tried.”
• Look for time references, like “when” or “then” or “afterwards,” or “morning” or evening”or “day.”
• Look for storytelling words, like “happened” or “one time” or “back in the day” or “Iremember.”
Print your transcript and mark each instance of each of these word categories. The placeswhere people told stories will have more markings in them. If you keep doing this, after awhile you will stop needing to mark the indicators. The stories will just jump out at you.
Consider, for example, this snippet of conversation:

“Sometimes it does have to do with cultural differences how illness and medicineare regarded in other countries because we have a very Western view here andnot all of our patients come in with a Western view. And some of it has to do withfamily and how you tell families. I remember a day when this woman was visitingour hospital for the first time. It was late in the evening when the consultation was
over with the doctor. She walked out crying, and I asked her what was happening.
She said, ‘I am overwhelmed with the amount of information I received from thedoctor.’ And I said to her, ‘Don’t worry, that is why I am here.’ ”

Notice how many of the story indicators show up in the quote starting when the personsays “I remember a day.” That part of the transcript is a story.
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This chapter describes seven group exercises you can use to gather stories in your PNIprojects. They do not define PNI. You can do PNI with other story-sharing exercises, or withno story-sharing exercises. These are examples of the kinds of exercises you can use togather stories for your PNI projects. I use and recommend all of them.
You don’t have to do these exercises exactly as I say to do them. Use your knowledge andexperience to make them work for your needs and the needs of your participants. The“Optional elaborations” and “Your own style” sections in the exercise descriptions give yousome ideas on variations to consider.

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 an hour.
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.205
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2 You Set up at least two groups of 3-4 people.
1 You Read or show your story-eliciting question(s). Explain that eachgroup will use the questions to start their story sharing.
1 You Start a separate recording device for each small group, or ask eachgroup to tolerate the presence of a note-taker.

Note the brief amount of time allocated to the introduction. Don’t waste people’s timeexplaining why you chose the exercise, what they will get out of it, or what makes a story astory. Just give them a quick idea of what they will be doing, then get them started.
The main part of the exercise
Note: In this table (and all similar ones), when the “who” column does not say “you,” the
instructions are for your participants. Give them the instructions in your own words.
Minutes Who What to do
25+ 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.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 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.
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Optional elaborations
Use a focused story-selection question

When you ask people to use to choose a story to retell, instead of asking in a general way,you can ask them to use a question that connects to the goals of your project. For example,you might say:
• Which story shows what ___ is really like?
• Which story do/does ___ need(s) to hear?
• Which story shows why ___ needs to change?
• Which story shows an unmet need (or an underused strength) related to ___?
Don’t choose a question based on a general quality like “the most memorable story.”Quality-based questions bring out performative storytelling, not generative story sharing.
Let groups choose (or write) their own question

Instead of giving people one story-selection question, you can offer them a list of 3-5questions to choose from. And if any small groups are especially interested, you can offerthem the option of writing their own questions. Give them an extra five minutes to do this,and explain that the question must relate to meaning rather than quality.
How you will know it’s working
The heart of this exercise lies in its small-group story sharing. The task of choosing a storyto retell to the larger group provides a source of motivation to choose and share relevantand meaningful stories. Those are the stories you want to collect. The retelling is not asimportant as the sharing that leads up to it.
So watch people during the small-group story sharing time. People who are sharing storieswill be intent on each other, and you will see them taking long conversational turns. If yousee groups engaged in rapid-fire conversational give and take, with no long turns that showstories are being told, or if some groups seem disengaged, see if they need some help.
What can go wrong
People choose quality-based questions

If you give people the option of choosing their own story-selection questions, and theychoose one that has to do with quality (e.g., “Which is the best story?”), don’t intervene.Let them go. It is better not to say anything to such a group, because they may take thecriticism badly and stop telling stories entirely. Just think about how you can improve yourinstructions the next time.
People abandon the topic

Don’t step in to fix things if people wander off the topic. Think about how to do better thenext time. Any hint of censorship will reduce story sharing.
People don’t choose stories to retell

Sometimes small groups will say “we didn’t have time to choose a story.” This is especiallylikely when people are apathetic or distrustful. If you think this is likely, plan to give small
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groups a five-minute warning before the retelling period. Say something like, “you shouldbe ready to retell a story in five minutes.” If groups are behind schedule (or have beenavoiding the task) you will see them suddenly huddle to choose a story. If you see a lot ofhuddling, give people a few extra minutes.
You get behind schedule

If you start running out of time, shrink the retelling period. Divide the time you haveleft by the number of groups and ask people to summarize rather than retell the storiesthey chose. Don’t shrink any of the other time periods. You need the story-sharing andquestion-answering times to gather your stories, and your participants need the closure ofthe wrap-up time.
You are disappointed at how few stories you got

This exercise requires little facilitation expertise, and it gathers fewer, shorter, and moreshallow stories than a longer and more complicated exercise. That’s all right. For a smallproject it may be just what you need. Don’t over-reach. Start small and you will be morelikely to be pleasantly surprised.
Your own style
Because this exercise is built on so basic a frame, you can bolt all sorts of elaborations ontoit. For example:
• Groups could tell other groups their stories in a round-robin fashion.
• People could move around the room (or to different pages of an online document) todifferent “memory jogging” stations as they tell each other stories.
• You could ask people to choose one story from those retold and stage it as a brief playbefore the session wrap-up.
If you like, elaborate on the exercise with ideas of your own design.

Timelines
Building a timeline is useful when you want to gather stories about a topic that has a strongtime component to it. It might be something that happened:
• to everyone together (a flood, an election)
• to everyone individually, but similar enough to be considered together (going to thedoctor, having a baby, renting an apartment, approaching retirement)
• in the entire society (changes in technology, the culture, the environment)
If you ask people about their experiences and they say, “I don’t know, it all blends together,”asking them to build a timeline can help them find particular experiences to recount.
If your topic does not have an inherent time component, like a project on trust or leadershipor nutrition, asking people to build a timeline may lead to confusion. To find out if thisexercise will work for your project, picture (or build) a simple timeline of experiencesrelated to your topic. If the exercise seems nonsensical to you, it will to others as well.
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Requirements
At least three people; at least 90 minutes.
Preparation
Before the session, think of a time frame along which you would like to gather stories.Write start and end labels to describe it. If you think your participants would like a choice,write labels for two or three time frames. I like to write or print these on large sheetsof paper (or large shapes in an online document) to illustrate how they will define eachgroup’s timeline. For example, you might write:

Today50 years ago

Our new charterOur founding

TodayOur new charter

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
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than three people, split up into groups of 2-4people.
1 You Give or show everyone your story-eliciting question(s).
1-5 You Give or show everyone your time-frame end labels (or choices).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.



210 Chapter Nine: Group Exercises for Story Collection

The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Draw a horizontal line across your space. Then look at (orchoose among) the time-frame labels you were given by thefacilitator. Place the labels at the start and end of yourhorizontal line. Add to each label a few more sticky notesthat describe what that time was (or is) like, in general.
45+ Smallgroups Now look at the story-eliciting questions you were given bythe facilitator. When you think of an answer to a question,tell it to the other people in your group. Then give the storyyou told a name, write it on a sticky note, and place it whereit belongs on the timeline.

As you work, notice any patterns (including blank spaces) inyour timeline. Do those patterns bring any otherexperiences to mind? Make sure everyone has a chance toshare a story (or not, as they choose). Keep sharing storiesuntil the time runs out.
5 Smallgroups Talk about the patterns you see in your timeline. What doyou think they mean?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe their timeline. Then talk about the patternsyou see across all of the timelines.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Let groups choose their own dates

If you know that your participants will be energized and creative, you can keep your startand end labels in your pocket and ask them to come up with their own. Then, if somegroups struggle with the task, you can pull out some examples for them to choose from.Having some diversity among the timelines people create can provide agency and generatea more diverse collection of stories.
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today1862

Let's start 
when the town 
was founded.

today
20 

years 
ago

How about we 
focus on the 

past 20 years?

Yeah.

I like it.

Let groups choose their own themes

You can ask each group to come up with a theme for their timeline, one that fits insideyour overall topic. Ask groups to do this before they start sharing stories, and ask them towrite their theme on a sticky note and place it above their timeline.

today
50 

years 
ago

Let’s call our timeline 
“The history of 

cooperation in our 
community.”

Sounds 
good.

Add turning points

You can ask groups to recall specific moments along their timelines: problems, solutions,successes, failures, decisions, dilemmas, crises, opportunities, plans, the falling apart ofplans, learning moments, times of joy or despair, times of solidarity or conflict, compro-
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mises, breakthroughs, accidents, surprises, sea changes, and so on. Turning points canhelp your participants build a more balanced story collection by bringing out stories whoserelevance may not be obvious.

today1862

I'd say the Victory 
parade was a 

success, wouldn't 
you?

Yeah, and the 
land-use 

agreement was a 
compromise.

Oh yeah.

I suggest giving people no more than three types of turning point. You’ll confuse them withtoo many. Use different colors of sticky notes to mark the different types of turning point.
You can also give people game-like rules for placing their turning points, such as:
• After you mark stories of conflict, see if you can mark as many stories of cooperation (orat least compromise).
• Your timeline must have at least three stories in which nobody could have predictedwhat would happen next.
• Each story about a dilemma must be followed by a story about a decision (no matterhow small).
• For each story that marks a discovery or learning moment, see if you can rememberwhat happened to make it possible, and tell about that as well.
To come up with rules that work for your project, work backwards:
1. Think about the story collection you want people to be able to use in the sensemakingphase of your project.
2. Think about the stories that will make that possible—all the stories, in their breadthand depth.
3. Think about the gaps between the stories you need and the stories people are likely totell without additional prompting. (Some pilot story collection could be useful here.)
4. Think of turning-point rules that will help to bring out the stories in the gaps.
The more your participants seem willing to do complicated things, the more elaborate youcan ask them to get about turning points. You can even ask people to come up with theirown turning-point types and rules.
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Move stories into a second dimension

You can add depth to this exercise, literally, by adding a vertical dimension. Think of aquestion whose answers will fall along a dimension of meaning related to your project’sgoals. Some examples are:
• Should this sort of thing happen more or less often?
• Does this bring us together or drive us apart?
• How much risk is inherent in this story? How dangerous is it?
• How sustainable is the effort put forth in this story? Can we keep doing this?
Because of predominant cultural metaphors related to height, people usually think of upas better. I’ve found that it’s better not to fight this impulse; it just confuses people. Sochoose a dimension that goes from up-good to down-bad in a meaningful way that addsdepth to your project.

today
Ten 

years 
ago

Fascinating. I 
guess things 
were better 
back then.

I’ll bet we can think 
of some more 
positive recent 
experiences.

Cooperation

Conflict

Use this option after people have completed their one-dimensional timelines. Show ev-eryone your vertical dimension, or give them a few dimensions to choose from. Then askeach group tomove the stories they told up (like a floating balloon) or down (like a fallingstone) to where they seem to belong in the two-dimensional space. Finally, ask them to sitback, look at the pattern they have created, and see if any more stories come to mind.
Create follow-on timelines

Often when people are constructing a timeline (or, more typically, as they are finishing it),they think of another timeline they could have (or should have) built. They say things like:
• We should have considered not just this oil crisis but the two before it as well.
• What if we had included not just trust but all forms of cooperation, even without trust?
• Now I want to talk about the history of the whole city, not just our neighborhood.
So another way to plan an ambitious story-sharing session is to leave time for a secondtimeline after the first, then give people the option of starting all over again with anothertime span and subtopic. Sometimes you will get better stories with a second run through
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the exercise than you will with an elaboration. You can also give people the option ofexpanding their original timelines further into the past or future.
How you will know it’s working
Keep an eye on the timelines as they form. If the storytelling is going well, each will havestories scattered around it. If you see “blotchy” timelines, with some parts well populatedand others bare, people may be going into too much detail. You might find that peoplevary a lot in how detailed their timelines are: one group may have 50 items while anotherhas 10. There is not much you can do about this (and besides, the narrative richness in thesparse-item group might be greater anyway).
What can go wrong
People fuss too much over their timelines

Timelines are like scaffolding. They help people search through their memories for experi-ences to tell stories about. But it’s the experiences, not the timelines, that matter. Don’tlet people get the idea that the scaffolding is the building. They might spend too muchtime building the perfect timeline and too little time sharing stories.
If your think your participants are likely to fuss over their timelines, prepare to explainthat they don’t need to precisely place each event, that their sequences don’t have to beperfect, and that they can place multiple stories on the same spot. The idea is to draw outexperiences, not to create a history lesson. Using the words “rough timeline” can also helppeople to understand that precision isn’t the point.
People can’t fill up their timelines

I used to think you could use this exercise without story-eliciting questions. I used to thinkyou could just show people an empty timeline and invite them to fill it up. I no longer thinkthat. Seeing a blank timeline seems to stop people from thinking of stories to tell. Thisis why I (now) suggest giving participants your story-eliciting questions before you showthem any timeline spaces. If you’ve written (and tested) good story-eliciting questions, thequestions and the timeline space will work together to bring out stories people want totell.
Having said that, even with the best story-eliciting questions, you can still end up in asituation in which people are initially flummoxed by a blank timeline. These are some waysyou can help people get started.
• Ask people to mark some turning points on the timelines (without telling stories aboutthem). For example, if there were some major events in the history of your community,groups can write those on their timeline, then look again at your story-eliciting questionsto see if any experiences come to mind around those times.
• Use a “change between” method: go to two stories with nothing between them and say,“What happened between these two experiences that changed things?” People mightbe able to remember a change that took place then and tell about it.
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• Ask people to use seasons or holidays as markers. For example, you could say, “Thinkingabout the spring of this year, do you remember what the situation was like? Did anythingmemorable happen during that spring?” And so on.
• Ask people to place nouns on their timelines (people, places, objects) thatwere importantduring a particular time period or event. Perhaps during protest marches an orangeflower became significant. Nouns can remind people of stories they have yet to tell.
People describe events as dry facts

Sometimes people mistake the timeline exercise as a list-making exercise and place onlyevents on it. The stories they tell are not actually recountings of personal experiences butsimple lists of dates and incident reports, like “On November the third we lost our house.On November the ninth we filled out the insurance claim.” This is an unavoidable vulnera-bility of timelines: that they seem like, well, timelines. People may be used to timelinesfrom history lessons, and they may not be able to break out of giving dull recitations ofinformation.
Here’s a trick: spice up your turning points. Suggest more emotional turning points, likeseizures of fear, sinking feelings in the stomach, leaps of elation, flights of fancy, and soon. If people ignore your recommendations and plod on marking out the mundane, set upsome rules for what the timeline must contain. Tell them that each timeline must containat least three moments of regret, or at least four events about which there are conflictingreports, or at least five arguments. It is better if you see this coming and give out the ruleat the start of the exercise, but the old “I forgot to mention this” gambit can help if thingsare going wrong.
People run out of space

The more space you give people to work with, the more they will put into it. Groups shouldbe able to place at least 20 story sticky notes comfortably side by side on any timelinespace you give them, in-person or online. Don’t make the mistake of letting people run outof space before they run out of stories.
Your own style
“Timeline” means many things to many people. It may not mean the same thing to you asit means to the people in your session. The best preparation is to accept this fact, figureout what you think timelines should look like, do what you can to steer things your way,and then let go and let people build what they think are timelines. And do the same thingwith respect to what I think is a timeline, or anybody else who describes one. The generalidea of building timelines is broad enough for 50 people to walk abreast. Use it the way itworks best for you. Maybe it should involve stones on the floor. Maybe it should involveplay-acting. Maybe it should involve challenge and competition, or holding hands around afire. Find your way.

Landscapes
In a landscape exercise, participants populate a space with stories called to mind by com-binations of conditions defined by two dimensions of meaning. As the stories build up,
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a landscape of features comes into view. Scattered experiences come together to createpatterns that invite deeper exploration.
Landscapes work best for topics in which there is no dominant sequence of events throughtime. For example, while the timeline exercise is a natural choice for exploring a commu-nity’s history, a landscape exercise would work better to explore how the community usesits library.
Requirements
At least three people; at least 90 minutes.
Preparation
Get your dimensions ready

Look at your story-eliciting questions and draw from them pairs of dimensions that are:
• meaningful (they matter to your topic)
• evocative (they will bring stories to mind)
• variable (stories will range across them)
• independent (not correlated)
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.
This process can be a little hard to understand, so I’ll give you an example. Say I have amenu of story-eliciting questions that goes like this:
• When you look back on your time living in our neighborhood, can you recall the firsttime you really felt at home here? What happened on that day?
• Did you ever see a neighbor do something and think, “If we all acted like that, we’d getalong so much better”? Or, did you ever think, “If we all acted like that, we’d never getalong”? What did you see?
• Have you ever thought to yourself, “This place is so crazy, who knows what will happennext?” Or have you thought, “This place is so boring, nothing ever changes.’? Whathappened that made you think that?
• If none of these questions appeals to you, tell us about anything that happened in ourneighborhood that mattered to you.
The words that stand out to me in these questions are “at home,” “acted,” “get along,”“who knows,” and “mattered.” These could all be good dimensions to explore. Convertingthem to ranges:
• “at home” — Belonging (from neighbor to stranger)
• “acted” — Behavior (from good neighbor to bad)
• “get along” — Harmony (from conflict to cooperation)
• “who knows” — Volatility (from predictable to unpredictable)
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• “mattered” — Importance (from trivial to life-changing)
Some pairs of these dimensions would produce strong correlations. For example, good-neighbor stories will probably be harmonious. Correlated dimensions don’t work wellbecause most of the landscape they define will be empty.
These are some interesting pairings I can see in this set:
• Belonging vs. Importance —When is belonging important?
• Volatility vs. Behavior — How does change affect behavior, and vice versa?
• Harmony vs. Belonging — Do neighbors get along better than strangers, or the reverse?
As a reader exercise, see if you can think of more good pairings.
Decide how you will talk about the landscapes

There are two metaphors you can use to present the landscape exercise: graphing and
mapping. Each works best with different people.
Graphing. Most STEM professionals (e.g., doctors, engineers) are familiar with the practiceof plotting data in spaces defined by dimensions. For these people it works best to speak ofcreating graphs that reveal patterns. Say things like “on the X axis, write your X dimension.”
Mapping. For everyone else, the language of maps works better. Avoid words like dimen-
sion, axis, x, y, z, plot, figure, and diagram. Instead use words like direction, location, place,
spot, site, land, and area.When you ask people to define their dimensions, say “Considerwhat changes as you move from North to South, then from East to West.” When youask people to define corners of the space, say “Write what it means to be located in theextreme North-West corner of the land.”
As you plan to use this exercise, decide which metaphor you will use to speak to the peopleyou will be working with, and stick to it.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than three people, split up into groups of 3-5people.
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.
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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) of your spacewith sticky notes.

Also label each corner of the space with a sticky note thatdescribes the space at that corner (e.g., “High trust, lowpredictability”).
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.

As you work, notice any patterns (including blank spaces) inyour landscape. Do those patterns bring any otherexperiences to mind? Can you fill up every blank space?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 patterns you see in your landscape. What doyou think they mean?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe their landscape. Then talk about thepatterns you see across all of the landscapes.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
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And then I said, 
NO WAY, I'm not 
going. So I didn't.

I'd say that story 
fits about here. 
What do you 

think?

Wow.

Optional elaborations
Map one dimension at a time

Another way to do 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 up (like a floating balloon) or down (like a falling stone) to where theybelong vertically. Then ask them to sit back, look at the two-dimensional space they havecreated, and see if more stories come to mind.
I have found that some people like this form of the exercise better because it only asksthem to think about one abstraction at a time, while other people are annoyed at beingasked to go back over their stories a second time. You can try it both ways and see whichway works better for you and your participants.
Let groups build their own spaces

Instead of supplying one fixed pair of dimensions, you can give your participants morecontrol over the spaces they create. You can:
1. Let groups choose from a list of dimension pairs
2. Let groups pair up dimensions themselves
3. Let groups come up with their own dimensions
Let groups choose from a list of dimension pairs. You can prepare and present 3-5 pairs ofdimensions and ask each small group to choose a pair to work with. This option providesmore agency, but it still keeps some quality control in place, since you chose and paired
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up the dimensions. You can allow multiple groups to use the same pair, or you can havegroups “claim” a pair of dimensions (so no two groups use the same pair).
Let groups pair up dimensions themselves. The next level of freedom is to provide groupswith a list of single dimensions and ask them to choose two dimensions to work with. Toavoid having people create correlated dimension pairings, you can simply tell them whichdimensions will pair well. For example, you could show them a table like this:
Dimension Range Pairs well with
Belonging Neighbor to stranger Behavior, Harmony, Volatility, Importance
Behavior Good neighbor to bad Belonging, Volatility, Importance
Harmony Conflict to cooperation Belonging, Volatility, Importance
Volatility Predictable tounpredictable Belonging, Behavior, Harmony,Importance
Importance Trivial to life-changing Belonging, Behavior, Harmony, Volatility

Let groups come up with their own dimensions. You can extend participation even furtherby giving groups the option of coming up with their own dimensions. Only use this option ifyou are sure your participants will be willing and able to come up with dimensions that willbring out relevant and meaningful stories. Visit each group for a quick, quiet, private reviewto check that their dimensions pair well and are connected to relevance and meaningrather than quality (e.g., whether a story is funny or clever or memorable).
Offer all three options. The maximum amount of flexibility you can offer is to give peopleall three options at once. To do this, give your small groups:
• some pairs of dimensions
• some single dimensions they can pair up themselves (with “pairs well with” suggestions)
• an invitation to come up with their own dimensions and pairs
This amount of flexibility can be tricky to facilitate well, but it can be useful when you thinkyour participants will vary in howmuch they will be motivated to take charge of the session.It also has the potential to gather a wider variety of stories than a simpler option.
By the way, any of these build-your-own-space options meshes well with the “map onedimension at a time” elaboration. You can ask each group to:
1. choose a single dimension (yours or theirs)
2. share some stories that range across it
3. take a break
4. choose a second dimension (on their own or from your “pairs well with” table)
5. move their stories up and down
6. think of more stories to tell
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Choosing a second dimension after sharing some stories can bring more sensemakinginto the exercise, which can improve the depth of exploration in the stories. This is acomplicated combination, however. Save it until you have some practice using this exerciseand a particularly enthusiastic set of participants.
Add a third dimension

Your participants can deepen their exploration (and diversify the story collection they arebuilding) by adding a height dimension to the landscapes they create. Ask people to writetheir story names on any of 3-5 different colors of sticky notes that represent ranges of athird dimension (e.g., low, medium, high volatility, cooperation, etc.). They can use thisthird dimension to discover patterns and to think of stories that fill in gaps.

Behavior 
(from friendly to hostile)

St
re

ng
th

(fr
om

 w
ea

k 
to

 s
tro

ng
)

hostile, 
weak

hostile, 
strong

friendly, 
strong

friendly, 
weak

Look at all these 
stories about 
cooperation.

I can think of a 
story about conflict 

that fits there.

Let’s 
hear it.

This elaboration will slow the exercise down a bit, because people will have to think abouteach story before they write down its name. So if you want to use it, give people someextra story-sharing time. And of course, only use it with enthusiastic participants.
It is best to give all of your groups the same third dimension, because you want themto be able to compare patterns across their landscapes. I have found that a few specificdimensions work particularly well for this purpose:
• Desirability, from horrible to wonderful (peaks are best-case scenarios, valleys are worst-case scenarios)
• Likelihood, from impossible to guaranteed (peaks are real, valleys are imaginary)
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• Stability, from wildly unpredictable to rock solid (peaks are stable ground, valleys arerisks/opportunities)
• Importance, from trivial to life-changing (peaks matter, valleys don’t)
Note that I have arranged all of these dimensions so that up is better. People think thatway about height. In my experience, it works better to use that tendency than to fight it.
Consider multiple perspectives

Another elaboration is to ask groups to consider each story from multiple points of view.You can give them a fixed list of 2-3 perspectives to consider, or you can ask each group tochoose 2-3 perspectives, either from a list you provide or on their own. Ask people to writeeach story name down multiple times, once per perspective, using multiple colors of stickynotes. Then ask them to place each sticky note where someone with that perspective (orpoint of view, or way of seeing things) would place it.
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This elaboration is especially useful when:
• your topic is contentious, so every story will have multiple relevant perspectives
• you think people might worry that their voices will not be heard, so they might valuethe opportunity to represent their viewpoints
• your participants are motivated, so they will be eager to explore the dynamics withineach story
If your topic is straightforward or your participants are unmotivated, this is not the bestelaboration to use.
Tell stories that move around in the space

After people have finished building their landscapes, you can ask them to share somestories (real or fictional) that move around in the space they have created. To use this
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option, give people giant pieces of paper and ask them to draw their stories as a seriesof point-to-point lines in the space. As always, encourage people to tell more stories thatcome to mind as they do this.
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How you will know it’s working
In the first part of this exercise, in the 5-15 minutes when groups are setting up their spaces,check in with each group to see if they need any help. Don’t just watch during that time; ask.Why? Because if people don’t understand the space they are using, the exercise won’t work.If you have used one of the build-your-own-space elaborations, pay even more attentionto this time. Don’t criticize or correct; just make yourself available to help out.
In the part of the exercise where people are supposed to be telling each other stories andplacing them into the space, which is the heart of the exercise, they should be looking at
each other, not the space. Look for storytelling during that period, because that is wherethings will go wrong if they are paying too much attention to the space they are filling up.
What can go wrong
People draw boxes on the space

Remember to communicate that dimensions should be gradients, not categories. Encouragegroups to create wide open spaces. Don’t let them build pigeonholes. If you see peopleboxing off areas within their spaces, stop them. Often I say “let it go” but this is a casewhere you had better nip categorization in the bud. Dividing the space into boxes willconstrain a group’s story sharing to fit a series of fixed templates. If one group out of tendoes this, it will not have much of an impact. But if it catches on and every group does it, itwill limit the diversity and utility of your story collection.
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People think about their dimensions in different ways

For this exercise towork, all of the participants in each groupmust use the same dimensions.Sometimes people in groups think they are using the same dimensions, but they actuallyaren’t. This can happen even if you have given everyone the same set of dimensions.
I like to give people explicit instructions about dimensions, providing a title (like “Trust”)and a range (“a little to a lot”) for each one. But I’ve noticed that people sometimes ignoremy ranges and use their own. If a whole group does this together, that’s fine. In fact, it’swonderful, because it adds diversity to the story collection. But sometimes, people withina single group will think about the dimensions they are using differently. One person mightbe thinking about trust from a little to a lot while another person is thinking about trustfrom too little to too much.
When this happens, it’s a problem. A group that is not using the space in the same way willnot see any interesting patterns in it. They will just see a mess. The crux of this exercise isthe moment when groups first begin to see patterns in the way their stories are filling uptheir spaces. It’s a magic moment, a moment of insight, and it inspires people to think ofmore relevant and meaningful stories to tell. If that moment doesn’t happen, the exercisecan fall flat, and people can walk away without telling the stories they want to tell.
To make sure that doesn’t happen, pay a lot of attention to what is happening as groupsset up their spaces and begin to use them.
1. When people are defining their spaces with axis and corner labels, look at what theyare writing. If you see a group writing vague descriptions (like “Trust”), or leaving outsome of their labels, or just seeming confused or frustrated, quietly ask them to explaintheir space to you. Say something like, “So I’m curious, what are the extremes here?This goes from what to what? And this corner, what is it like here?”
2. When people place their first stories into their spaces, watch them do it. Again, lookfor confusion and frustration. If you are meeting in person, watch their faces from afar.If you are meeting online, watch their cursors, and if that doesn’t tell you enough, dropin to each breakout room for a minute or two, “just checking” on how things are going.If a group seems stuck, say something like, “So how’s it going with putting stories intothe space? Any issues? Like, for example, this story here, why did you put it here?”
You aren’t actually asking these questions for your own benefit. You’re asking them to helppeople come to a common understanding.
People don’t fill up the whole space

Sometimes, during the part of the exercise when people are telling stories to fill theirspaces, one part of the landscape becomes a “no man’s land” where no stories can befound. People might avoid the strong-unfriendly area, or the place where trust breaks downand hope fails. When you are using this exercise for sensemaking, this is useful information;but when you are using it for story collection, it is a problem.
What works is to set up a coffee mug rule: leave no space bigger than a coffee mug empty.If the space is larger or smaller (or you hate coffee), adapt the rule: a coin, a notebookpage, a plate, a book. Anything roughly one-fifth of the length or width of the space will
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work. Even adding one or two stories in an empty area will improve your story collection.It is better to set up this rule up front, as groups begin to tell stories, than to add it afterpeople have become engaged in the activity.
If you are meeting in person, you can actually carry around a real coffee mug (or otherobject) and place it on a group’s space without saying a word. If you are meeting online,you can do the same thing with a picture of a coffee mug (or other object). Nudges workbetter than corrections.
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People try too hard to fill up the whole space

This is the inverse of the previous problem: sometimes people try to create a perfectdistribution of stories. While I said above that each part of the space should have somestories in it, that doesn’t mean the stories have to be spread around with a butter knife. If,say, there are ten stories in one area but only two in another area, that’s not a problemthat needs to be fixed. Sometimes people get the idea that it is.
A landscape is a means to an end, not an end in itself. It’s a way to help people rememberstories to tell, not a creation to be perfected. Paying too much attention to the landscapewill draw attention away from story sharing. So while you mention that people mightsee some patterns in the space as they share stories, be careful not to imply that findingpatterns is the point of the exercise. (It is in sensemaking! But the focus here is on storysharing.) And watch for groups who have stopped telling stories and are talking only abouttheir spaces or the patterns they see. If you see this happening, listen in and find out if youcan gently remind them that the goal of the session is to draw out a variety of relevant andmeaningful stories.
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People can’t find any patterns in their space

This does sometimes happen: people tell lots of stories and fill up the space, but theycan’t see any differences among the stories. They have mapped out a featureless plain, adesert of meaning. This tends to happen when participants are apathetic or the topic ofthe project feels abstract or distant to them.
When this happens, my suggestion is to be ready with a quick three-dimensional add-onexercise. Ask groups that see no patterns to quickly add one, two or three dots to eachsticky note, creating a third dimension (working together, not individually). Use a simplequestion, like:
• Did the story end well? (one dot for no, two for maybe, three for yes)
• Did the story involve much change? (one dot for none, two for some, three for lots)
• Should the story happen again? (one dot for never, two for sometimes, three for always)
It is likely that some patterns will appear as a result, even if they are mild. People can evendo this more than once, if they are willing, with different colors or shapes of dots.
If a group adds a third dimension and still finds no patterns, then that is the story of theirlandscape: that it has no patterns. Later they can talk about why the landscape came outthe way it did and what it means. Sometimes a desert is all there is to see.
Your own style
The way you present this exercise—as a graph or a map—should work for your participants,but it should also work for you. If you are more comfortable with maps than graphs, by allmeans present the exercise that way. (You can tell that I started my career as a scientist,because I keep drifting back to talking about dimensions and axes.) Whichever metaphorhelps you speak with the most confidence and comfort is the metaphor you should use—aslong as your participants can understand you.
Another element of style is whether you talk about the landscape or show it to people.By showing a landscape, I mean drawing one or building one with real objects, like stickynotes (or books or mugs or coins) you place into a space in front of people. Try a fewdifferent methods of presentation and see which seems most natural. Also, try buildingsome landscapes of your own. Your experiences will give you insights into what metaphors(or lack thereof) will work best for you.

Local folk tales
Centuries ago, people made sense of the past, present, and future by building, sharing,and adapting folk tales: complex, nested, nuanced stories that explored the confluenceof likelihood and longing. In folk tales, what is likely to happen collides with what people
want to happen (and don’t want to happen).
Early folk tales were mostly local, that is, meant for use within one family or community.They were sometimes passed on from one community to another, but in the process theytended to change to suit the unique needs and characteristics of each community. That’s
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why they used to vary from place to place. When folklorists began to record folk tales formass distribution, they often changed or removed references to local traditions and groupsin an attempt to reach wider audiences.
Today, most teams, families, communities, and organizations still have some local folk tales,though they provide less sensemaking support than they did hundreds of years ago. Usingthis exercise can help your community find and strengthen its stock of local folk tales. Youcould call it a “getting to know who we are” exercise. If your project goals include workingtowards a more connected and resilient community, this could be a good exercise to getyour project moving.
On the other hand, this exercise does challenge people more than most story-sharingexercises. It goes directly to the place where hopes and fears run headlong into reality. Ifyour participants are reluctant, apathetic, or distrustful, they might not want to go therewith you.
Requirements
At least three people; at least 90 minutes.
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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This exercise does not use or require story-eliciting questions, though you should keepthem on hand to help people think of stories to tell if they’re struggling.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than three people, split up into groups of 3-4people.
1-5 You Give or show everyone the local-folk-tales diagram. Also give eachgroup its own wall, table, giant piece of paper, or online whiteboardto 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
45+ Smallgroups Look at the diagram. Think of times you remember that

match the labels on the space (with respect to the topic ofthe project). For example, in the upper left-hand corner,think of times when something happened that “must notbut will” happen again. Share these stories with each other.Working together, see if you can think of a few stories thatmatch each of the labels on the diagram.
After each story has been told, give it a name. Write thestory name on the diagram (or on a sticky note stuck to it),and say the name on the recording. Make sure everyone hasa chance to share a story (if they want to).

10+ Smallgroups Talk about the patterns you see in your space. What do youthink they mean?
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe the stories in their space. Then talk aboutthe patterns you see across all of the spaces.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Take it in steps

Another way to present this exercise is to start with just the inner square (should/not andprobably will/won’t). Ask people to tell a few stories that match the conditions in each ofthe four squares in the smaller diagram. When they have done that, draw or reveal thesecond, outer square (must/not and will/won’t). Ask them to think of some stories that fitthere.
This option can be useful when people are reluctant to tell dangerous stories or to revealtheir true feelings about your topic. It gives them a chance to get comfortable telling saferstories first, then challenges them to expand their thinking.
Explore the future

Instead of asking people to share stories about their experiences, you can ask them tomove into fictional space and spin tales about things that could/not and should/not happenin the future, without any connection to what has happened in the past. This could beuseful if brainstorming ideas would be helpful for your sensemaking. But don’t do it if youdon’t think your participants would not enjoy the challenge or would not be able to comeup with interesting stories about possible (and impossible) futures.
If you aren’t sure what people will want to do, you can offer them both options. Saysomething like this:
• You can recall things that have actually happened that match the labels on the space.
• You can imagine things that have not yet happened that match the labels on the space.
I wouldn’t ask people to do both things at once. It would be confusing, and some peoplemight just walk away from the exercise. But you could ask people to go through the exercisetwice, once with their recollections and the second time with their speculations.
Make use of gradients

The diagram for this exercise has lines drawn through it, and it asks people to think ofstories that fit into large categories—pigeonholes, if you will. But within each delineated
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space, you can ask people to move their stories around to denote the extent to which the
story fits the described situation. For example:
• A group might place a story that very probably will happen again, but really shouldn’t,in the upper-left-hand corner of the upper-left-hand part of the inside square.
• They might place another story that could (but is not all that likely to) happen, andwouldn’t be awful, but wouldn’t be the most wonderful thing either, in the lower-right-hand corner of the upper-left-hand part of the inside square, just outside the centerpoint of uncertainty/neutrality.
Whether people find this sort of fine tuning inspiring, confusing, or annoying will dependon how they like to think. So if you do offer the option of considering gradients on thespace, don’t require it. Let each group decide whether they want to use it or not.
Consider a third dimension

Because this is a landscape exercise, you can add a height dimension to it using differentcolors of sticky notes. Choose a height dimension that has nothing to do with whetherthings could or should happen.
Consider multiple perspectives

You can ask people to write each story’s name down two or three times, once for eachof a set of perspectives (things people think or feel or prefer, not things people are). Askthem to use different colors of sticky notes to mark the different perspectives. They mightsee some interesting patterns in their color placements, and that could inspire more (andmore diverse) story sharing.
Tell stories that move around in the space

As with a general landscape exercise, you can ask people to think of (and tell) stories thatmove around from point to point on the space.
How you will know it’s working
If this exercise is working, you should see people in their small groups huddled aroundtheir spaces, eagerly coming up with stories that fit into the spaces on the diagram. If it’snot working, you will see people backing away from the exercise and from each other.
What can go wrong
People don’t understand the labels

Like all landscape exercises, this is a somewhat abstract thing to do. If you find peoplestruggling to come up with any stories to tell, get out your story-eliciting questions. Askpeople to put aside the could/should diagram for a while and answer them instead. Oncethey have told a story, ask them:
• How likely do you think it is that a thing like that will happen again in the future?
• Do you want that sort of thing to happen again? Should it?



Local folk tales 231

Those two questions will help them to place their stories into the space. After they havetold a few stories using your story-eliciting questions, they might be able to return to thespace and use it without the questions.
As you plan to use this exercise, if you think you are likely to need to do this, you mightwant to incorporate your questions into your instructions rather than holding them back.
People think you mean Disney

This can happen if you make the mistake of mentioning the name of this exercise while youare facilitating it. Don’t do that. I can call it the “local folk tales” exercise when I’m talkingto you, but I would not call it that in front of a group of project participants, not unless Iknew they understood what I meant when I said it. To many people today, the term “folktale” has lost its original meaning. Just call this a story-sharing exercise. It works better thatway.
People don’t have enough in common to fill up the space

This exercise will not work well if the people in the group have no connections to eachother. They should be part of a community or have some kind of shared experience. If agroup of complete strangers does this exercise, their landscapes of what can and can’t andshould and shouldn’t happen will be all over the place, and the group won’t be able todraw any coherent meaning out of it.
If you ever do happen to end up in a situation where you have to use this exercise witha group of random strangers, see if you can find some groups of people with similarexperiences among them. For example, you could ask the parents to come together, orthe pet lovers, or the scientists, or the fitness enthusiasts. Then ask them to confine theirstories to the topic in which they share a common interest. Something like that might work,but I wouldn’t plan to use this exercise with a group of unconnected people. There arebetter exercises for that situation.
People don’t want to move into fiction

If you try to use the “what has not yet happened” version of this exercise in a workenvironment, people might not like it. They might think you are asking them to lie. If youfind yourself in such a situation, switch gears to the factual version of the exercise. Thestories you ask them to tell in that version of the exercise are real. If you still want to see ifthey will follow you into fiction, ask if they would like to try a fictional-future version of theexercise another time, maybe a week or two later when they have had a chance to reflecton the experience. They might be more willing to try fiction on their second time throughthe exercise.
People don’t want to say what should happen

This exercise is likely to appeal differently to different personalities. People who love toread folk tales will probably be enthused about creating their own, while others will not.Ask groups to make sure that everyone has a chance to tell at least a few of the stories ontheir diagram.
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People don’t agree on what should happen

Sometimes, even in a group of three, people might tell stories that represent differentperspectives on what should happen. That’s fine; that’s what you are exploring. Folk talecollections often present conflicting perspectives.
When this happens, ask your participants to annotate the story names they write on theirdiagrams to show the differing perspectives. For example, if a person tells a story that (theysay) should happen, and another person says “No, that shouldn’t happen,” ask them toput the story name on the diagram twice, with “from the perspective of” or “according to”each person or perspective.
In other words, groups can use this exercise to represent their different interpretations ofthe stories they have told. And you can capture those different interpretations, and thepeople who participate in sensemaking can use them to think about your topic.
People tell too-simple stories

Sometimes when people are making up stories about impossible things, they can’t getpast a simple outline, like “nobody will ever commit a crime again.” When you see peoplestruggling with too-simple stories, try suggesting that they fill in Kenn Adams’ story spine.It’s a simple story-building exercise used in improvisational circles, and it goes like this:
• Once upon a time. . .
• Every day. . .
• But one day. . .
• Because of that. . .
• Because of that. . .
• Because of that. . .
• Until finally. . .
• And ever since that day. . .
Ask people to say the words of the story spine out loud and see what comes to mind to saynext. This simple structure might help people put together stories that work for them. Iwouldn’t give this to people who are not having trouble making up stories; it might get intheir way. But for people who are struggling, this is a tool they can use.
Your own style
Do you love folk tales? I do. I’ve loved hearing and reading and telling folk tales since I wasa child. That’s one of the reasons I like to facilitate this exercise: because I can see peopleexploring some of the same fascinating aspects of life that people have used folk tales toexplore for thousands of years. It feels like a human thing to do.
Does your connection to folk tales matter to your facilitation of this exercise? Not at all. Itcomes from the same place as folk tales come from, but it will work no matter what youthink about folk tales. It will work even if you’ve never heard or read or told a folk tale inyour life. It’s a human thing to do, and you’re a human, so you’re fine.
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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 six people; at least 90 minutes. An official document or set of dictionary definitionsthat relates to your project’s goals.
Preparation
If you are working with an official document, break it up into 10-20 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 10-20 terms that matter to yourproject and participants.
• If you will be meeting in person, print each section of the document (or each dictionarydefinition) on its own sheet of paper. Fold each paper in half, tape it shut, and write itsname on the outside. Prepare a few identical copies of each sheet. Then, just before thesession starts, scatter the papers on a table in plain sight.
• If you will be meeting online, create a document with hidden elements so that only thenames of the texts can be seen (at first). Come up with a way to (later) reveal the wholetexts (e.g., by moving a name shape to reveal a text shape beneath it, by clicking anHTML link, or by clicking a button to reveal a “spoiler” text).
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Note that this exercise does not use story-eliciting questions. The parts of the document(or the dictionary definitions) are the questions. But keep your questions in your pocket incase people need more help thinking of stories to tell.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise. Showpeople the papers on the table (or items on the screen). Askpeople not to open the papers/items until you tell 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).
5 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.
2-5 You If you have more than three people, split up into groups of3-4 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
45+ Smallgroups • One person at a time: Tell what happened at the time youthought of, the timewhen the words on the paper (screen)mattered to you.

– One listener: Jot down any beliefs you hear in the story.
– The other listener: Jot down any values you hear in thestory.

• After the story is over, both listeners, report back on whatyou heard, with respect and without judgement.
• Open the sheet of paper (item on the screen) and readwhat it says inside. Discuss any connections or gaps yousee between the story, the beliefs and values you heardin it, and what it says on the paper (screen).
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.
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe what happened in their work together. Thentalk about the patterns you see across all of the groups.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Change the aspects

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, helping hands, and so on. Choose aspects thatmatter to your participants and your topic.
Encourage follow-on story sharing

After the two listeners to each story report back, you can give them the option of tellinga related story (or two) of their own. As they do this, the other people in the group canbe listeners for them, and afterwards, those listeners can report back on the values andbeliefs they heard in that story. When everyone has told all of the stories they want to tellabout the word on the sheet of paper (item on the screen), they can open it up and talkabout how it relates to all of the stories they told.
Consider multiple perspectives

Instead of having each person choose a sheet of paper (item on the screen), you can askeach small group to choose a sheet or item together. Then they can each think of a storythey would like to tell, all focusing on the same label. Then, while each person tells theirstory, the other two people should listen, then report back. Finally, after all three storieshave been told (as well as any follow-on stories, if you want to encourage that), they shouldopen the paper/item and talk about it how it relates to all of the stories they told.
This elaboration is useful when:
• You don’t have very many statements/definitions for people to work with, or you willhave a lot of participants in your session
• You think people might disagree about what the labels mean (and all want a chance tobe heard)
• You think people will have a variety of experiences to relate in response to each label(and you want to be sure to gather all of them)
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However, this elaboration does require small groups to agree on a term they want toexplore. So it doesn’t work as well with complete strangers as the individual-choice optiondoes. Consider that before you use it. Will it bother people to have to agree on a labelbefore they can start sharing stories? Will that stop them from telling the stories they wantto tell? If so, don’t use this elaboration. Let each person choose a label that speaks to them.
Rewrite the texts

After each small group has discussed the connections and gaps between the stories theytold and the statements or definitions they read, you can ask them to rewrite each statement
or definition.
Unless you actually have permission to change the official document you use to start thisexercise, make sure your participants understand that this is a story-sharing exercise, notan editing session. They might create a new document, and that new document mightmatter. But don’t seem to promise what you can’t deliver.
How you will know it’s working
You can tell if this exercise is going to work in the first fewminutes, when people are pickingout a sheet of paper (item on a screen) to share a story about. They will either pick oneup quickly and with enthusiasm, or they’ll linger over the task, confused or nervous orannoyed. If you see people linger on the threshold of this first step, find out what is holdingthem back. A simple explanation of why you are asking them to do the exercise (to hearabout their experiences) and what will happen afterwards (the stories they tell will helppeople make sense of your topic) might be enough to get them moving.
What can go wrong
People don’t understand the words

Watch your jargon. A word that means a lot to you might mean nothing at all to yourparticipants. If you are not certain that people will understand the words you want to useas the outside labels in this exercise, consult a thesaurus. Instead of writing “Diligence,”for example, you could write “Working Hard, Being Careful, Not Giving Up.”
One resource I have found useful in jargon removal is a list of the “most used 1000 words”in English. There are many of these on the internet, in English and in other languages.“Diligence” is not on the list, but “work” and “hard” and “care” and “give” and “up” are.
People understand the words too well

This exercise can be hard to facilitate when people know an official document very well, sowell that they will know exactly what it says inside each statement you have hidden fromthem. If you think this will be a problem, obfuscate your outside labels a little. Instead ofwriting “Diligence,” for example, write a synonym, like “Carefulness” or “Effort.” Make itharder to guess what’s inside the envelope.
Should you go so far as not even tomention the document/dictionary before people beginto tell stories about it? No. Don’t do that. Once they open up their sheets/items and findout where the words came from, people may see your initial obfuscation as a betrayal oftheir trust.
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People don’t want to challenge the document/dictionary

This exercise can fall apart if people are so wary of appearing to challenge the document, orthe acceptedmeanings of the terms, that they choose only the safest stories to tell. This canhappen because they themselves wrote the document/dictionary (so they feel defensiveabout it) or because they fear the repercussions of challenging an official document inpublic.
If you think this is likely to happen, make it clear (in your introduction) that this is just a
story-sharing exercise, meant to help people think of stories to tell about your project’stopic. You are not actually challenging or criticizing anything. You are just using the docu-ment/dictionary to get stories flowing. Also mention your privacy policy and highlight thesteps you have taken to make sure that stories will not be connected to personal details.
People disagree on what the words mean

If your participants come to this exercise with a variety of personalities, backgrounds, andbeliefs (which is to say: if your participants come to this exercise), they might hear storiesthat make them feel uncomfortable. That’s a good thing, in general. But because the storiesin this particular exercise will be connected to statements or definitions, people will bemore likely to feel offended by what they hear than they might be in an exercise that usesquestions as prompts. People might say (or think), “That’s not what that word means. Youcan’t tell a story like that about that word.”
If you think this is likely to happen, you can do a few things.
• Make it clear (in your introduction) that the point of the exercise is to help people thinkof relevant and meaningful stories to tell about your project’s topic. The point is not todetermine or agree on the meanings of words. Nobody needs to agree on what anythingmeans to share stories about their experiences. And being willing to listen to a storyabout what happened to someone and how they felt about it does not mean that youagree with their perspective either. It just means you are both people.
• Use the “Encourage follow-on story sharing” elaboration, in which people can respondto stories by telling stories of their own. Don’t present the option as an opportunity tocorrect or criticize another person’s story. Present it as an opportunity for everyone tobe heard and included.
• When you tell people about the reporting-back part of the exercise, emphasize that theyshould say what they heard with respect and without judgment. For example, instead ofsaying, “You didn’t understand ___,” ask them to say something like, “I heard you saythat you felt confused about ___.”
• If you use the “Rewrite the texts” elaboration, ask people to create nested statements ordefinitions, ones in which different interpretations of the label are included side by side.Ask them to write things like, “Some people think/feel that ___, while others think/feelthat ___.”
Your own style
Because it focuses on a specific document (or set of definitions), variation in this exercisehas more to do with your situation than your style. So before you use it, ask yourself: What
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relationship do you and your participants have to this document (or these definitions)?How do you and they feel about it (or them)? Do you feel the same way?
• If you think there might be a disconnect between your feelings and the feelings of someor all of your participants, facilitate this exercise with an especially light touch. You mighteven want to set it up as a self-running workshop. Give people the exercise instructions,then fade into the background, making yourself available (to answer questions aboutthe rules of the game) but otherwise absent from the process.
• If you think you and your participants will have the same feelings about the document ordefinitions, shake things up by encouraging multi-perspective thinking. For example, youcould ask each group to share two stories about each item they choose: a story it remindsthem of, and a counter-story in which something different happened or mattered. Forexample, if they chose “Diligence,” they could tell a story about a time when diligencesaved the day, then another in which diligence led to failure.

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.
Some examples
Narratopia

I wrote a game you can use to gather stories in your PNI projects. You can download it forfree from narratopia.com. In Narratopia, players share experiences as they build a linkednetwork of stories, either in general or focused on a particular topic. The game includesthree sets of cards:
• Connection cards (such as “I remember a ___ like that”) help players think of stories totell in response to the stories they hear.
• Question cards (such as “How do you think ___ would feel about ___?”) help playersthink of questions to ask about the stories they tell and hear.
• Tokens (such as “I learned from you”) help players express their appreciation and reflec-tions on the stories they hear.
Rememory

In the game Rememory, players use three types of cards to think of stories to share:
• Generation cards (such as “parent” or “daydreamer”) help players think of people (orgroups or roles) they want to tell about.
• Season cards (such as “summer” or “night”) help players recall spans of time they wantto look back on.

https://narratopia.com
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• Prompt cards (such as “what cemented the friendship” or “listening to music”) helpplayers remember specific moments or feelings to recount.
Rory’s Story Cubes

In the game Rory’s Story Cubes, players throw one or more dice with images (eye, house,tree, bridge) designed to evoke memories. The game has some themed versions that mightwork well for specific topics. You could also combine versions to broaden the scope of theconversation, or even mix in some images of your own.
Ice-breaker games

Some of the games people play to get to know each other can be adapted to help peopleshare stories. For example:
• You can ask people to play “have you ever/never,” providing them with topical lists ofsituations (“had a misunderstanding with ___”), actions (“found common ground with___”), or responses (“walked away from ___”).
• You can show people an array of (small) physical objects (a key, a flashlight, a nail, a hat)or historical quotes (“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself”) and ask them to shareany experiences the objects or quotes bring to mind.
• You can ask people to play “two truths and a lie” in the form of “two true stories and atall tale.” Other players will guess which stories are true, and you’ll be able to gather(at least) two stories per participant. (Also, the stories people choose to contrast mightbring out some interesting patterns about your topic.)
Choosing a game

Any of these games are good choices for this exercise. But not all games will work. To helpyou gather stories, a game must encourage (or at least allow) its players to:
• tell stories about things that have actually happened, not fictional stories with made-upsettings, characters, or plots
• choose stories to tell because they matter to their tellers, not because they are funny orclever or will win a competition
• tell stories naturally, as they come to mind, without any need to polish or refine them
• listen to stories with respect, without competing, rating, criticizing, or making fun
• build chains of connected stories (so, for example, if someone thinks of a story they wantto tell in response to a story they heard, they don’t have to suppress the urge becausethey are only allowed to tell a specific story described on a specific card)
Adapting and testing the game

If you find a game you would like to use:
1. Check it against the above requirements. Youmight need to tweak its rules, instructions,and materials a bit to use it, but you can do that.
2. Think about how you can make the game work for your topic. You might be able toembed your story-eliciting questions into the game’s rules, instructions, or materials.
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If you can’t do that, you can simply ask people to keep your topic in mind as they playthe game.
3. Show the game to a few of the people you expect to share stories in your project. Askthem if they think they would enjoy playing the game—not in general, but specificallyto talk to each other about your project’s topic. If you can’t ask any of your actualparticipants, ask someone who knows them better than you do.
4. Do a pilot test. Ask a few participants (or people who know them better than you do)to try playing the game. Listen to the stories they tell. Are the stories meaningful andrelevant? If so, you have found a good game to use in this exercise.
Requirements
At least three people; at least 90 minutes; a story-sharing game.
Preparation
If you will be meeting in person, buy or print as many copies of the game (whatever gameyou choose) as you will need for the number of people you expect to attend the session. Ifyou will be meeting online, create virtual versions of the game’s elements and place themon as many separate whiteboards as you will need.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Introduce the game.
3 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 youchose, read or show them, asking people to keep them in mind (andin sight) 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
45+ 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
5-10 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether If there is more than one group, tell the story you chose.

5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Like the twice-told stories exercise, a story-sharing game provides a foundation on whichyou can build many elaborations. For example, you could ask people to play a game, thenplace the stories they told on a timeline or landscape (see below) and see if any new storiescome to mind.
You can also 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.
How you will know it’s working
One of the benefits of using a game to gather your stories is that most people know howto play card and board games. People are more likely to follow the rules of a game thanthey are to follow vague instructions to share stories. But for this to work, the game has tolook like a game. It should have familiar materials like cards and tokens, even if they areimages in an online space.
Using a game also makes it easier to tell if people are sharing stories, because if they are,they will be handling the game’s materials.
• If you are meeting in person, look to see if people are handling the game materials. Theyshould be reading the instructions and holding the cards. If you see a group literallyturning their backs on the game materials you gave them, something is wrong.
• If you aremeeting online, make it possible for people tomove the gamematerials aroundon a simulated table surface, and give each group its own space to work in. Then watchto see if people are moving the game materials around. If you see no movement at all inone group, come up with a reason to check on them (“I forgot to tell you something”)and ask how the game is going.
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What can go wrong
People reject or ignore the game

Sometimes, when people feel annoyed, intimidated, embarrassed, or insulted that youhave asked them to play a game, they will pretend to play the game (while not actuallytelling any stories), ignore the game and just talk, or ignore each other and check theirphones. If you see this happening, what you should do depends on how widespread of arejection you are dealing with.
• If most of your groups are engaged in the game (and sharing stories), and only one ortwo groups have veered off course, quietly go to each game-rejecting group and givethem a sales pitch for the game. In a (previously rehearsed) sentence or two, explain thegame’s rules and gameplay. See if you can help them get over the threshold into playingthe game. If that doesn’t work, tell them that instead of playing the game, they can justuse its materials as “food for thought” for their conversation. If they still seem unwillingto engage with the game materials, see if they will engage with some portion of them.Pull out five cards and say “Do these cards bring any experiences to mind?”
• If the game is doing badly all over your session, stop the session and gather somefeedback. In a general discussion, ask people why they don’t want to play the game.If you can’t address their misgivings (and restart the session) with an explanation or atweak to the game rules, ask them to use the game as food for thought, or pull anotherexercise out of your toolkit and ask if they would be willing to try that instead.
People turn the game into a competition

Sometimes, no matter what the game’s rules say to do, people can’t stop themselves fromturning a story-sharing game into a storytelling competition. They “vote” for stories, award“points” for stories that have “good” qualities, or create competing teams. When peopledo that, let them go, and think about how you might introduce the game better the nexttime. Taking away their agency will do more damage to their story sharing than they cando by changing the game.
People argue about the rules of the game

Sometimes people use up their story-sharing time arguing about how to play the gamecorrectly. This is another don’t-step-in situation.Watch what is happening, but leave peoplealone. Afterwards, think about what led people to argue, and think about how you canmake your instructions more clear.
Your own style
If playing board or card games is not something you typically enjoy, this might not be thebest exercise to use in your PNI work. To make a game work as a story-collection device,you need to be able to sell it to your participants. That means you need to enjoy playing it,and you need to be able to transmit that enthusiasm to your participants. If games aren’tyour thing, that’s fine. There are plenty of other ways to gather stories.
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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. I always say not totell people how to tell stories, but if people are interested in the approach you are usingand want to know how it works, that’s different. In that case, using this exercise at the startof your project could have a priming effect on the stories you gather afterwards.
Don’t use this workshop if you don’t know who your participants will be, if they don’t trustyou, or if you aren’t certain that they are interested in learning more about working withstories. They could be offended or intimidated by it, and it could derail your project.
Requirements
At least three people; at least 90 minutes.
Preparation
1. Go to Chapter 4 of this book and review the section called “Stories in Conversation”(page 29). Use what it says there to create your own five-minute presentation on howstories play out in conversations (abstracts, evaluation, codas).
2. Go to Chapter 8 of this book and review the section called “Asking Questions AboutStories” (page 136). Again, prepare a five-minute presentation about why people askquestions about stories. Include an explanation of the difference between open-ended,closed-ended, and story-ended questions (page 128).
3. Prepare a few example questions (story-eliciting and follow-up) for each of the threereasons people ask questions (because a story is a message, a thinking tool, and aconnection). You can use your actual story-eliciting questions for this (and maybe usethe exercise to test them), or you can use general questions.
Practice each of these presentations until they fit nicely into five minutes each. You mightalsowant to prepare a simple, clear, one-page handout that summarizes both presentations.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
1 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than three people, split up into groups of 3-4people.
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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Asking story-ended questions

Minutes Who What to do
5 You Give the first part of your prepared presentation, the parton the iceberg model. Ask people to save their questionsabout it for later.
1+ Smallgroups Choose one person to take on each of three roles:interviewer, storyteller, and observer.

20+ Smallgroups

• Interviewer: Ask a story-ended question, one that is re-lated to the topic of the project.
• Storyteller: Answer the question.
• Observer: Listen, notice, and report back on what younoticed about the way the story played out in the conver-sation.
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 in your small group interactions.(If there are any questions about the introductorypresentation, ask them now.)
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 related to theproject.
• 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.

10+ Everyonetogether Talk about what happened in your small group interactions.
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5-10 Each personseparately Answer questions about each story you told and aboutyourself.
10+ Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Add some challenge

If your participants are especially interested in this workshop, you can give them a biggerchallenge. When the interviewer asks the story-ended question, the storyteller can try
to answer the question without telling a story. The interviewer should keep reframingthe question until the storyteller can’t help but tell a story. Motivated people find this afascinating challenge; it helps them to practice drawing out stories. But don’t use it unlesspeople are truly motivated to learn; otherwise it will just be annoying.
Add some retelling

Just as the main part of the exercise is ending, you can ask each small group to choose onestory from those they told and heard to retell to the whole session. Then, after each grouphas retold its selected stories, you can lead a general discussion about story sharing, thetopic of your project, or both.
Get some feedback on your project plans

If you are using this workshop before you start collecting your stories in earnest, why notend the workshop by showing people your project plans? Now that they understand a bitmore about the approach you will be using, they might have some good advice for you.
How you will know it’s working
The energy in this workshop starts out tentative during the first presentation and as peoplebegin to share stories. But at a certain point you should see your small groups drawingtogether around their stories and talking animatedly about the things they are hearing andseeing, usually for the first time. You should hear people saying things like, “Hey, that wasthe coda!” and “I guess I did repeat that.”
People should emerge from the first story-sharing period with a feeling of discovery andheightened interest. If they don’t—if they are confused or annoyed or nervous—expandthe general discussion period before you move on to your next presentation. It’s best tomake sure people understand and are satisfied with the first part of the workshop beforeyou move on, even if you never get to the second part.
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What can go wrong
People reject your explanations

The iceberg model of conversational story sharing is based on two things:
• decades of other people’s research (which I read about in papers and books)
• my own decades of observations as a facilitator of story sharing (which increased myconfidence in the model)
But there’s something else I’ve learned from my work in this area, and it’s the same thingI’ve seen dozens of researchers point out: real story sharing is much more varied andcomplex than any simple model can convey. The iceberg model describes the generalshape of a conversational story, but there are many variations on it. For example:
• In particularly close-knit groups, you will see far less time spent on negotiation andreframing than you will see in groups of strangers.
• Some types of evaluation statements, like exaggerations or appeals to authority, mighthappen frequently in some groups and almost never in others.
• People in different positions within groups might have markedly different story-sharingstyles. For example, stories told by novices might include more meta-commentary whenthey are told in front of experts.
So if the people in your workshop tell you that “this isn’t how we tell stories,” they may beright! If that happens, you can invite them to discuss how their story-sharing style differsfrom the generic model and what that means about their story-sharing culture. And if you
expect this to happen, you can mention variation more prominently in your presentation.
If you need more details on this point, read the section in The Working with Stories Miscel-
lany called “Variations in conversational story sharing.” It goes into much more detail onthe issue of variation than I have in this book.
I have also seen people reject the iceberg model because, even though it does fit theirconversation, they are so unused to paying attention to story sharing that they can’t see it.Negotiations can happen in seconds, and evaluation statements can be hard to spot.
If you expect this to happen, you can incorporate a short worked example into your pre-sentation. Do what I did on page 35 and show how the iceberg model applies to a simplestory of your own. (But see my warning below.)
People take your explanations as rules

Instead of rejecting your explanations of how people share stories, people might take themas instructions for how they should share stories. This is the bigger problem of the two.It is most likely to happen when your participants are not used to being heard or makingtheir own choices.
If you see this problem coming, you can place an even greater emphasis on the variationsthat surround the iceberg model. (And definitely read the section of The Working with
Stories Miscellany I mentioned above.) You might even want to set aside some time in the
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workshop to help people build a model of conversational story sharing that representstheir own story-sharing culture.
If you expect this issue to arise, do not prepare a worked example using a story of yourown. People might take it as an instruction and tell only stories that match it, in whateverway they think you want them to match it. That could have a dampening effect on yourentire project.
In fact, if you think your participants are likely to take this workshop as a set of instructionsfor how they should participate in the project, you might not want to use it at all.
Your own style
I did originally write some handouts for the use of participants in this exercise, but I decidednot to include them in this book because I want you to build your own explanations. If youcan’t explain how conversational story sharing works in your own words, you won’t be ableto help your participants understand it. (And by the way, if my explanations aren’t enoughto help you understand, I recommend Neal Norrick’s book Conversational Narrative.)
An equally important part of understanding conversational story sharing is watching your-
self do it. You won’t regret it: it’s fascinating. More importantly, you can’t help your partici-pants examine their own story sharing if you haven’t examined your own.
Don’t facilitate this workshop until you have recorded some of your own conversationsand picked apart some of your own story sharing. What is your story-sharing style? Whatare the styles of your friends and family members? Your town? Your department? Onceyou can answer those questions, you will be ready to help your participants learn.

General notes on these exercises
Feel free to experiment with these exercises and adapt them to suit the unique needs ofyour projects and participants. If you aren’t sure your changes are improvements, use the“build your own exercise” section below to test them. You can also rename the exercises. Ilike these names for them, but you can call them anything you want.
Also, this is not an exhaustive list. Many approaches to participatory group work includeexercises similar to these. Avoid exercises that ask people to compete, rate, rank, or criticize.Seek out exercises that encourage people to listen with respect. Within those constraints,any exercise that helps people share stories in an atmosphere of safe exploration can helpyou gather stories for your project.
Sensemaking in collection?
You may be wondering why some of the exercises in this chapter ask participants to “Talkabout the patterns you see.” Isn’t that sensemaking? Doesn’t it belong in the sensemakingphase of PNI? Yes, it is, and it does, and some of it belongs here too. There is always some
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sensemaking in collection and some collection in sensemaking. When the two activitiesare not in their own PNI phases, they have supportive goals.
• The sensemaking that happens during story collection helps people think of more storiesthey want to tell, improving the utility of the story collection.
• The story collection that happens during sensemaking helps people connect the storiesin the collection to their own experiences, improving the utility of sensemaking.

Build your own story-sharing exercise
If you are interested, you can build your own story-sharing exercise, either from scratch orby amending another exercise you like. Use this section to test your designs and alterations.
Essential elements
A story-sharing exercise requires three essential elements.
1. A scaffold for recall. The exercise should provide a structure that helps people re-

member things they have forgotten. This structure should have something to do withmemories and meanings. Timelines use time, landscapes use space, and the twice-toldstories exercise uses simple themes, but there are many more structures out of whichyou can build scaffolds.
2. A vehicle for exploration. The exercise should give people a reason, and the power, to

go on a story-sharing journey together. The vehicle might be specific to broad or deepexploration, and it might draw its energy from a variety of sources, from questions toscenarios to objects to photographs. But something in the exercise should get thingsmoving in an explorative and collaborative direction.
3. A tapestry for sensemaking. The exercise should help people discover patterns in

their experiences. Similarities and differences should emerge, leading to insights thathelp people think of more stories to tell. The exercise should not just make the storycollection larger; it should make it more relevant and meaningful as well.
A good story-sharing exercise must also be universal. All of these elements—its scaffold,vehicle, and tapestry—must be available, welcoming, and respectful to every human being,and not only to those with certain backgrounds, skills, or perspectives.
Developing your exercise

A story-sharing exercise usually starts as an idea or image: perhaps this will be useful. Howcan you develop it from a simple idea into a useful exercise? Keep doing it. Start by playingwith the idea by yourself, then ask a friend to try it with you.
At the end of each trial of your exercise, apply the above criteria to it:
• In what way does your exercise create a scaffold, a vehicle, and a tapestry?
• If any of these elements are weak, how can you make them stronger?
• If the three elements are unbalanced, how can you balance them?
• Is the exercise universal in its support for story sharing? If not, how can you make it so?
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As you keep developing your exercise, use it with larger groups. Listen very carefully towhat people say during your experiments.
If you can, record the whole session and transcribe it, then pore over everything everyonesaid. Sometimes people will provide transformative insights in off-hand comments or jokesthat reveal dangers or opportunities you hadn’t seen. Don’t let those gems slip throughyour fingers. Let the exercise teach you how it should develop. That’s the best way to movefrom an intriguing idea to a solid technique.
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The purpose of narrative catalysis is to resolve the paradox that lies at the heart of partici-patory sensemaking.
This is true This is also true
Most people are not trained in theinterpretation of patterns (especially ofgraphs and statistics).

Most people are used to being told whatpatterns mean by those who have powerover them.
When you don’t interpret patterns forpeople, they have only two options:
1. interpret the patterns themselves
2. don’t use the patterns

When you interpret patterns for people,they have only two options:
1. accept your interpretations
2. reject them

Participatory Action Research requiresthat every participant be accepted andincluded as they are. Forcing people tointerpret patterns on their own, with noother option than to put them aside,rejects and excludes those who are nottrained in the interpretation of patterns.

The goal of Participatory Action Researchis the collective exploration of meaning inan atmosphere of safety and freedom.Forcing people to accept or reject specificinterpretations of patterns reduces safety,restricts freedom, and makes explorationimpossible.
To empower people to make sense of atopic using patterns, you must give them
interpretations of the patterns.

To empower people to make sense of atopic using patterns, you must not give
them interpretations of the patterns.

251
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The most effective way to resolve this paradox is to provide people withmultiple interpre-
tations of each pattern. That’s what catalysis is for.
Why do I call it catalysis? Because catalysts speed up chemical reactions, and catabolicprocesses break down molecules (while anabolic processes build them up). In the sameway, narrative catalysis speeds up sensemaking and breaks down limiting assumptions.
In analysis: In catalysis:
Answers (findings, conclusions) aredefinitively presented by people inpositions of authority.

Questions (puzzles, perplexities) areconstructively provided by projectparticipants and/or facilitators.
They are passively absorbed, usually byindividuals. They are actively and playfully explored bygroups of people working together.
They are sometimes accepted andsometimes attacked. They are always challenged.

Catalysis uses many of the same tools as analysis, but with an opposite goal: to open upparticipatory discussion, not to shut it down. If analysis is like a speed train that gets peoplefrom point A to point B as quickly and predictably as possible, catalysis is more like a scenic,meandering ride through the countryside. The point is not to get anywhere in particularbut to contemplate the view—and to learn from the experience.
Catalytic material is made up of:
• patterns in stories and answers to questions (themes, graphs, statistics)
• observations about those patterns
• interpretations of each observation from multiple perspectives
• ideas and questions about each interpretation
When to use catalysis
There are some situations in which catalysis is especially useful.
• You want to get to the heart of an issue. When you ask someone follow-up questionsabout a story they just told, you have essentially invited them to attend a tiny five-minutesensemaking workshop of their own. Catalysis brings together all of those tiny sensemak-ing workshops, revealing insights that complement the stories in your collection. This isthe best reason to build and use catalytic material: because it can help your participantsmake better sense of your topic than they can by working only with your stories.
• Your story collection is large. If you have collected more than 200 stories, it may beimpossible for your participants to work directly with all of them, or even a significantsubset. Catalytic material can help sensemaking participants get a better sense of whatpeople 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. If an issue or problem is so well known that it’s difficult to come upwith anything new to say about it, catalysis can help you break through to new insights.
• 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. If your participantswill have a hard time working directly with your story collection, you can use catalyticmaterial to give them two ways to approach it, one concrete and one abstract. You dostill want people to work with your stories! But you might need to give them multipleways to get there.
• People won’t take your stories seriously. Sometimes people are not willing to workdirectly with collected stories because they see them as “anecdotal evidence” that isinsufficient or even misleading. In such situations, catalytic material can help peopleapproach the topic in a way that feels more legitimate to them. As above, you do stillwant people to interact with your stories, but you might need to help them approachthe stories in a different way.
When not to use catalysis
Catalysis is an optional part of PNI. Many successful PNI projects do not include it. It mightnot be right for your project.
• Your project might not need it. If your topic is straightforward, your goals are modest,your story collection is small, and your participants are ready and willing to work directlywith your stories, you may not need this part of PNI.
• Your data might not support it. For catalysis to work well, you must have at least 100stories to work with, and the stories must be relevant, meaningful, and authentic (notperformative, defensive, or indifferent). You alsomust have asked at least a few follow-upquestions about each story, and those answers must also be relevant, meaningful, andauthentic. Few or weak stories or answers will result in weak catalytic material, whichwill not be useful in sensemaking.
• You might not be ready for it. If you don’t know how to use numbers to generate graphs(and you don’t have time to learn and can’t get help), you may be better off focusingyour energy on helping your participants work directly with your stories. You can alwaystry catalysis on another project.
• Your participants might not be willing or able to use it. Working with catalytic materialin sensemaking takes longer than working directly with stories, so you’ll need to askpeople to attend longer workshops. Also, using catalytic material requires additionaltrust between you and your participants, since they won’t have enough time to checkthat every graph you show them is correct.
Does this mean that if any of these conditions apply, you should not include catalysis inyour project? Not necessarily. Doing catalysis and using catalytic material in sensemakingare two separate things. Doing some catalysis could help you plan the rest of your project,even if you don’t use it in sensemaking.
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Also, these are not binary decisions. They are gradients. You can spend hours, days, or weeksdoing catalysis, and you can use one, a few, or dozens of graphs in a sensemaking workshop.Find the amount of catalysis that works for you, your project, and your participants.

The principles of catalysis
The principles of narrative catalysis, like those of PNI itself, were not received on tabletsof stone but assembled from trial and error over the course of decades spent supportingsensemaking. Taken together, they can help you maximize the extent to which you canhelp people make use of your collected stories and data. At the same time, these principlescan help you minimize the extent to which you can damage the sensemaking process byinserting your own bias or exerting your own control.
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 patternwe find in the data we collect, wewrite a single observation (which anyonecan see and accept) and at least two opposing interpretations (things reasonable peoplemight think the pattern means). This basic structure is the heart of catalysis.

FindingPattern

We agree!

We disagree.

Pattern
We think ... Wait a 
minute, what DO 

we think?

Interpretation

Interpretation

This?
This?

This?

This. And 
this.
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Generating multiple interpretations of patterns is the most important, difficult, and reward-ing part of catalysis. Coming up with explanations that actually make sense from opposingpoints of view is a skill that can be learned and improved, both by individual people and bygroups working together.
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!
In the same way, good catalytic material challenges participants to get up and run afterinsights they can use. Announcing that your catalytic material is not only deliberatelyambiguous butmaybe even wrong entices participants with the promise of the discovery—and ownership—of new and useful insights.
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 attentionto your story abstract (how you will introduce your catalytic material), your evaluationstatements (how you will communicate its intent and support its use), and your coda (howyou will prepare people to move beyond it).

These are some of the 
perspectives we found.

I'm busy. Just give 
me the conclusions.

I can't.

WHAT? You can't 
give me results? 

No, I'm not capable 
of that. Only you are.

So you ADMIT 
you're incompetent?

Maybe.

Explore Exhaustively
The best way to remove the possibility of cherry-picking is to examine the whole tree: everyfruit, flower, leaf, twig, and root. This means:
• Consider the time and resources you will have for catalysis when you decide whatquestions you will ask.
• Analyze your data as completely as you can.
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• When you find that you have to leave out some data or comparisons, explain the rea-soning behind your choices.
• Share your data with your participants and allow them to explore it with you.

34 question 
combinations down, 

15 more to go...

Are you 
done yet?

Nope.

The methods I recommend to follow this principle (and still get your catalysis done on time)are detailed in the “Scoping your exploration” part of this chapter on page 267.
Prepare for Participation
Getting catalytic material ready for sensemaking is more like building a game than it is likewriting a report.
A report has A game has
A fixed beginning, middle, and end A fixed beginning, but an unknownmiddle and end
A fancy cover, material, or location thatconveys authority A handy box that begs to be opened(then set aside)
No moving parts Mostly moving parts
No instructions Plenty of instructions, options,suggestions, and ideas
A single perspective A cultivated garden of perspectives
A request for feedback An invitation to create

Part of doing catalysis well lies in keeping the use—and the users—of your catalytic materialin mind as you build it.
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What can I build 
that will be useful in 
their sensemaking 
about this topic?

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

Happy Hopeful Enthused Relieved Confused
19 13 10 6 1
Frustrated Disappointed Angry Indifferent
12 10 6 4

Patterns to observations
Now consider these observations about the answer counts.
1. “Frustrated” was chosen twice as often as “angry.”
2. “Hopeful” was chosen more than three times as often as “indifferent.”
3. “Confused” was chosen only once out of 75 total markings.
Observations to interpretations
Now consider two interpretations of each observation: different ways people might see it.
1. “Frustrated” was chosen twice as often as “angry.”

a) People feel the problems they face are systemic, not anyone’s fault, and perhapsunavoidable.
b) People do not feel they are in a position to speak directly about anger, but canonly express diffuse frustration.
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2. “Hopeful” was chosen more than three times as often as “indifferent.”
a) People are deeply optimistic and have faith in the community.
b) People see it as part of their identity to appear hopeful, so they avoided choosingthe “indifferent” option out of a need to maintain their identity in this context.

3. “Confused” was chosen only once out of 75 total markings.
a) People see confusion, like indifference, as an image they are better off not project-ing, being professionals (as we know they are).
b) The stories that naturally sprung up in response to the questions were not storiesof confusion.

Interpretations to ideas and questions
Now consider the addition of ideas and questions that follow from each interpretation.
1. “Frustrated” was chosen twice as often as “angry.”

a) If people feel the problems they face are systemic, perhaps are experiencinglearned helplessness and aren’t taking action even though they could. Maybe wecould give people more tools they could use to improve their situations.
b) If people do not feel they are in a position to speak directly about anger, maybethe way we gathered our stories caused people to shy away from placing blame.Do we need to help them feel more free to talk about praise and blame?

2. “Hopeful” was chosen more than three times as often as “indifferent.”
a) If people are deeply optimistic about our community, this could represent a re-source we have not considered in our work on solving community problems.
b) If people see it as part of their identity to appear hopeful, could we have damagedthat sense of identity by implying that only we (the people supporting this project)care about the community?

3. “Confused” was chosen only once out of 75 total markings.
a) If people see confusion as an image they are better off not projecting, could wework on ways to help people admit and work past confusion without losing face?
b) If the stories that naturally sprung up in response to our questions were not storiesof confusion, should we gather more stories focused on moments of confusion?

Hopefully you can see in this small example how these observations, interpretations, andideas add “false color” to the picture seen in the original data, and how this color can helpenrich the depth and breadth of sensemaking about the data collected.
If you picture a group of people encountering this pattern and its observations, inter-pretations, and ideas, in juxtaposition with the original stories, you can see how theirsensemaking process would be enriched it. This is the purpose of narrative catalysis.
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Where catalysis came from
The first story projects I worked on were purely analytical. My colleagues and I collectedstories and other data, used traditional mixed-methods techniques to analyze them, andwrote conclusive reports on our findings.
In one particular project, we were asked to explore the best ways to help children learn.So we gathered stories of classroom learning, and we came up with several questions toask about conditions and behaviors in the stories and their effects on learning. We askedstudents and teachers the same questions about the same stories.
In my analysis I noticed a pattern. Teachers seemed more likely than students to associateweakness with irresponsible behavior. In this graph, for example, the dots show studentand teacher interpretations of the same stories.

Selfish Selfish

Fe
ar

fu
l

Fe
ar

fu
l

According to students According to teachers

This was one of several correlations between weakness and misbehavior that were strongin teacher interpretations and weak or absent in student interpretations.
In my report I suggested that such an attitude could be a hindrance to learning, and thatone way to help children learn might be to avoid blaming them for their struggles.
To my surprise, the report was angrily attacked, the discussion ground to a halt, andsignificant facilitation skill (not my own) was required to salvage the project—even thoughsome of the people involved agreed with my interpretation of the pattern.
This was a turning point in the development of PNI. My failure to support participatorysensemaking led me to rethink the way I did story work. After that project, I began todevelop the process and principles that became narrative catalysis.

The catalysis process in brief
There are twelve phases in the catalysis process. We will go into them in more detail lateron, but a quick overview will give you an idea of what is involved.
In each phase there is a potential for bias. Simple rules can help you keep bias to aminimum.See below for explanations of each bias-reducing rule.
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.
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Step What to do Potential forbias Bias-reducingrules
1 Prepareyour data Make sure what you have iswhat people said Low Be transparentand accountable
2 Verify dataintegrity Make sure what you have iswhat peoplemeant

Low Be transparentand accountable
3 Answerqualitativequestions

Add to your patterns byinterpreting the storiesthemselves
High Be transparent,accountable, andoptional

4 Scope yourexploration Prioritize your catalysiseffort given your needs,resources, and data
Medium Be objective andaccountable

5 Generateresults Produce clear and usefulvisualizations of all patterns Low Be transparentand accountable
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.
Step What to do Potential forbias Bias-reducing rules

6 Chooseremarkablepatterns
Select patterns that arestrong, surprising, andrelevant

High Be objective andaccountable;channel communityvoices
7 Write obser-vations Clearly explain thepatterns you found Low Be transparent andaccountable
8 Exploresomepatterns indepth

Read and theme storysubsets to betterunderstand remarkablepatterns

Medium Be transparent andaccountable
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Step What to do Potential forbias Bias-reducing rules

9 Write inter-pretations Think of 2+opposingexplanations ofeach observation

Very high Channel communityvoices; be transparent,emergent, accountable,and optional
10 Write ideasand otherextras

Add other thingspeople can use insensemaking
Medium Be transparent,accountable, and optional

11 Cluster inter-pretations orobserva-tions

Draw yourmaterial togetherinto coherentgroupings

Medium Be emergent, transparent,and optional

12 Preparecatalyticmaterial
Build game piecesfor yourparticipants toplay with

Low Be transparent andaccountable

Bias-reducing rules
These rules can help you to minimize the bias you bring to the catalysis process.
Rule What to do
Be transparent Explain what you have done and why you did it. Make sure yourexplanations are clear, not confusing; comprehensive, not partial;and available, not obtrusive.
Beaccountable When you add or choose things for your participants, pretend they

are watching you. If they would not want you to do that, 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 theirsensemaking.
Be objective Create and follow rules based on objective thresholds (“I will includeevery correlation with a coefficient over 0.3”) and based on what youhave learned from reading the stories (“I will include every patternthat seems like it would be of interest to at least one of the peoplewho told a story”).
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Rule What to do
Be emergent Listen to the stories. Let them tell you what to do. For example, whenyou cluster your interpretations or observations, you can print themand cut them apart, then let them sit on a table for a day or two,visiting them once every few hours to see how they “want” to movearound and form groups.
Channelcommunityvoices

Pretend you are your participants. Do what they would do. Forexample, as you write each interpretation, include at least oneverbatim quote from an actual story you collected. If you can’t findsuch a quote, it might mean the interpretation came from you andnot from the community.
Another way to reduce bias in the catalysis process is to introduce diversity into it. Amulti-perspective catalysis team can generate better catalytic material than one personcan alone. You might need to rely on experts to carry out the first half of catalysis (thenumber-crunching part), but the second half can be done (with facilitation) by anyone.(See “Facilitating group interpretation” on page 280.)

Catalysis in detail
Step 1: Prepare your data
The first step in building catalytic material is to prepare your data in a way that makes iteasy to work with. You collected stories and answers to questions about them; now youneed to convert them from the original form in which you collected them into a form youcan use to build comparisons of stories and answers.
This means standardizing your data, or making all the records the same, so you can placethem in parallel juxtaposition.Means of standardization vary, but in each case it is importantto be careful, consistent, and patient in preparing your data for use. An hour of preparationcan avoid dozens of hours spent fixing problems later on. So even if your time is limited,do not stint on data preparation.
There are two types of data you might have:
1. Direct-entry data, which your participants entered into your system themselves, isnot likely to contain conversion errors, so you can use it just as it is. However, you willneed to check whether people understood your explanations and entered their datacorrectly and meaningfully.
2. Indirect-entry data, which you entered into your system based on what people saidin conversation, is likely to contain conversion errors. So you will need to check thatwhat you entered accurately represents what people said. However, you will not needto check that people understood how to enter their own data, since they never had todo that.
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Many projects include both entry styles, for example combining conversational interviewsor group sessions with written web or printed forms.
Once you have prepared your data for comparison, it is critical to make sure that the dataaccurately reflects what people actually said about their stories. Many little mistakes cancreep into the data, no matter how it has been pulled together. Information can be typed orwritten in the wrong places; stories can be assigned to the wrong participants; you mightwrite or type a yes when you meant to write or type a no; a computer program you usedto collect your data might have a bug that garbles your information; and so on. The lastthing you want is to discover trends only to find out later that you were mistaken and thetrends were illusory.
The best way to check your data is by spot-checking. Pull a story out in whatever form itwas originally collected and compare the original record to the data you have prepared.Do this with 2-3% of the stories (and answer sets) you collected. If you have transferredyour data more than once, for example from paper to spreadsheet to statistical package,spot-check more stories, up to 5%.
Step 2: Verify data integrity
Your data’s integrity is how well it represents the intent of your participants. Let’s lookbriefly at some of the most common problems you might encounter with data integrityand how to resolve them.
Too much variation

If one answer in a list (or one point along ascale) was chosen much more often thanothers, it might mean people thought thatwas the safest answer, the answer youwanted them to choose, or a way to avoidanswering the question. On the other hand,it could just mean that more peoplethought that.

To find out, compare stories with the high-count answer to stories with other answers. Arethe high-count-answer stories more distant, performative, or hesitant? If so, the questionprobably scared people off.
I saw this happen once when I asked some people how they felt about a story and includedthe answer “good” in the list. They chose it something like 70% of the time. Upon examina-tion, I realized that they were choosing “good” to avoid answering the question. After Iremoved the option I got better answers.
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If your last few questions were rarelyanswered, or if the last few answers in a listwere rarely chosen, it might mean yourparticipants lost interest or ran out ofpatience.

Falling-off patterns do usually mean this. I’ve seen them happen when people who setup projects are more excited about them than their participants. (This is why you need tounderstand your participants and build a win-win proposal.)
If you want to be sure, find and read some of the stories that have no answers for the lastfew questions (or for which people seemed to ignore the last few answers to a question).If those questions (or answers) seem like they should have been relevant to the stories, it’sprobably fatigue, and you need to trim your question set. If not, your data might accuratelyrepresent what people felt.
Too little variation

If two answer counts for a question arenearly identical, it could mean that peoplecouldn’t distinguish between two similaranswers and picked one at random. Or itcould mean that those two answers justhappened to come up equally often.

To find out, compare some of the stories with each answer. See if you can guess why peoplepicked one answer or the other. If you can’t, people might have thought they were thesame, and you might as well merge them.
I’ve seen this happen when facilitators want to delve into their topic with more nuancethan their participants do. Writing questions, and writing lists of answers to questions, canfeel like shopping, and it’s easy to overspend. But remember: you don’t get to decide whatquestions you can ask. Your participants do.
If a lot of people ticked every single box,they might have thought all of the answersin your list seemed (perhaps insultingly) thesame, or they may have wanted to say “yesyes all of this.”
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This pattern rarely means anything else, but if you want to be certain, pull out two subsetsof stories: one in which people checked all or most of the answers, and one in which peoplechecked just one or a few answers. See if you can make the case that the people whochecked a lot of answers would have had reasons to do that other than feeling frustratedor overwhelmed.
If you can’t guess what happened

What can you do if you have read your stories and still can’t tell why people answered aquestion in a way that seems like it might not represent their true feelings?
• You can show the pattern to your participants. For example, say people chose one answermuch more often than you expected. Does that mean everyone agreed on that answer?Or does it mean they thought only one answer was acceptable? If you can’t tell, and thepattern seems relevant to your project, you can include it in your catalytic material. Yourparticipants might want to talk about it.
• You can add context to the pattern. It is almost never possible to go back and ask peoplewhat they meant by their answers. But you can add more information yourself. The pointis not to correct what people said, but to provide additional context. For example, ifpeople answered a question in a way that seems to indicate reluctance or distrust, youmight be able to find a pattern in the stories themselves that illustrates that indication.
• You can put the question aside. Sometimes you can’t do anything at all with a questionthat shows too much or too little variation. For example, I once asked a group of peoplehow often they did a particular thing, and 90% of them chose the same answer. Theonly thing I could learn from that response was that I asked the wrong question. So I putit aside and focused on the questions that worked.
Step 3: Answer qualitative questions
There are three reasons you might want to annotate your stories with your own answersto questions.
1. During your story gathering, you could only ask a few questions, so you don’t havemany patterns.
2. Your participants didn’t answer your questions, or you got nothing but muddled pat-terns.
3. As you read your stories, you can see differences among stories that seem like theymight represent useful patterns.
To avoid inserting bias, annotation answers should be objective. That is, anyone shouldbe able to understand and agree with them. On the other hand, limiting yourself only toobvious answers limits your ability to help your participants make sense of your topic. Sothere is a balance to be struck.
My position is that you can use questions that involve a small degree of interpretation aslong as you make it clear that patterns based on those interpretations are tentative andthat participants can put them aside if they don’t want to use them.
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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?
• Was the story told in the first person? Or was it represented as second-hand? Or arumor? Or just something everyone knows?
• How formal or informal was the wording in the story?
• Were the emotions expressed in the story strong or mild?
• Were there any meta-level proof or evaluation statements?
• To what extent did the storyteller reframe the story as they told it?
• If the storyteller expressed surprise, what was it about?
• Did the storyteller emphasize any particular aspect of praise or blame?
Questions about events within the story

• Did the storyteller imply that the story ended well or badly? For whom?
• When and where did the events of the story take place?
• How many people were involved? One person? Two? A small or large group? The wholecommunity or society?
• Were any demographic groups involved? What about roles or positions?
• To what extent did the story involve rules, norms, or procedures?
• What forces (values, beliefs, conflicts, struggles) played a part?
• Were any assets or resources mentioned in the story?
• Was anything left unresolved at the end of the story?
Questions based on frameworks

People in the fields of narrative inquiry and narratology have come up with several fasci-nating frameworks for understanding stories. One of my favorites is the “Actantial modelof narrative analysis” created by A.J. Greimas. It proposes that every story has six facets(which Greimas called actants) in axial pairs.
• On the axis of desire are the subject (who the story is about) and the object (who orwhat they want).
• On the axis of knowledge are the sender (who initiates the action of the story) and the
receiver (who profits from the action of the story).

• On the axis of power are the helper (who helps the subject achieve or obtain the object)and the opponent (who tries to prevent this).
For example, in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the subject is Harry, and his objectis the sorcerer’s stone. The sender is Dumbledore, and the receiver is both Harry andHogwarts. Harry’s helpers are Ron, Hermione, and Hagrid, and his opponents are Malfoy,Snape, Quirrel, and Voldemort.
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You are unlikely to find many project participants who want to analyze their stories at thislevel of detail. But with some practice, you can use Greimas’ model, and others like it, tofind useful patterns in the stories you collect.
Questions based on themes

Story theming is a subset of annotation in which answers to the question “What is goingon in this story?” emerge as you read the stories. This is an interpretive annotation, so
put it forth tentatively and make its use optional. Still, theming can provide useful insightswhen juxtaposed with answers provided by participants.
On small projects (with 100-200 stories), you can theme all of your stories. On largerprojects, it is more efficient to theme juxtaposed subsets of stories while exploring specificpatterns.
The theming process works best in four stages.
1. Read each story and, very briefly, describe its overall message—in an abstract way,without reference to any particulars. Some example themes might be:

• We never give up
• The ___ can’t be trusted
• I’m doing my best, but I’m the only one
• When we challenge ourselves, good things happen
• Behind every ___ is a ___
• We take care of each other
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 themes. Merge similar themes and remove any themesthat are associated with few stories. If any themes are connected to a large number ofstories (like more than 50%), consider splitting them up.
3. Go back to each story one more time, checking that the themes associated with itcapture the story’s message. If you aren’t sure a theme assignment is justified, findan excerpt from the story that illustrates the theme. If you can’t find one, remove thetheme from the story.
4. Create a “Themes” multi-choice question, then convert each story’s theme assign-ment(s) to one or more answers to the question. Then, when you look at a bar graphfor the “Themes” question, you will be able to see how many stories connect to eachtheme. For example, you might see that 21 stories connect to “We never give up” and64 stories connect to “We take care of each other.”
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.
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Needs and resources

Start by figuring out how many patterns you can generate, how many you need, and howmany you can handle.
What you can generate. This depends on the number of questions you asked. If you lookat each question by itself and in combination with other questions (as you should), a linearincrease in the number of questions will result in a geometrical increase in the number ofpatterns. Five questions will make 25 patterns, 10 will make 100, and so on.
What youneed. To support sensemakingwell, youwill need at least 20 remarkable patternsthat are strong, surprising, and relevant. How many patterns you will need to generate tofind those 20 remarkable patterns will depend on how your story collection goes.
• If you get weak or muddled patterns, maybe only one in 20 will be remarkable, so youmight need at least 400 patterns.
• If you get strong and meaningful patterns, your remarkable ratio might be as high asone in five, so you might need only 100 patterns.
Since it’s impossible to guess how well your story collection will go in advance, it’s better tohave too many patterns than too few. So in a sense, you should plan to overwhelm yourselfwith patterns—as long as doing so doesn’t overwhelm your participants with questions.
What you can handle. How many patterns you will be able to consider in your catalyticwork depends on several things:
• how strong your patterns are (strong patterns are easier to interpret)
• how many stories you gathered (more stories means stronger patterns)
• how much time you have
• what software you are using
• how many times you have done this sort of thing before
Most people in most situations can handle (look at, consider) 100-400 patterns.
Pattern-reducing methods

If you find yourself with more patterns than you can handle (which is typical), there arefour ways you can reduce the number you need to consider without introducing bias.
Limit your depth. You can simply leave out entire categories of patterns. For example, if Iasked 12 choice questions and 8 scale questions, I could generate at least 1476 patterns,and some of them would contain other nested patterns. But if I was to ignore by-choicescatterplot sets (which combine three questions), I could reduce the number to 324. That’smore doable.
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12 choice questions 8 scale questions 

12 bar 
charts

12x12=144 
contingency 

charts

8 histograms

8x8=64 
scatterplots

12x12x8=1152 by-choice 
scatterplot sets

12x8=96 by-choice 
histogram sets

Of course, it might be useful to look at those by-choice scatterplot sets. So I wouldn’t rulethem out until I spent a little time spot-checking them. But if I took a quick look at a randomsample of them and nothing jumped out at me, I would feel safe in letting that group ofpatterns go—with a mental note that I might want to look at some of them later when I’mexploring particular patterns.
Lump your answers. Another way to reduce the number of patterns you need to consideris by building a good lumping scheme.
When you ask people choice ques-tions (like “How do you feel aboutthis story?”), your lists of availableanswers should be long enough toanticipate most of their likely re-sponses.
But when it comes to catalysis, ev-
ery answer count creates another
set of patterns. Also, since youcan’t use very-small subsets in sta-tistical tests, merging similar an-swers can improve your ability tofind useful patterns.
Looking for answers you can lumptogether (without distorting whatpeople said) can help you reduceyour workload while strengthen-ing your patterns.
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Set thresholds. Another way toreduce your pattern count is to setnumerical or categorical thresholds. For example, you might decide to use:
• Only stories that recount events (not opinions)
• Only patterns that compare subsets of 30+ stories (trends will be weaker with smallersubsets)
• Only question combinations that include at least one question about stories (becausethey are more likely to address the topic)
• A different statistical test threshold than the usual p<0.05
• The five questions with the greatest range of variation (because they are more likely tocontribute to useful patterns)
• The eight questions that gathered the most responses
• The seven questions with the strongest one-question patterns
• The six questions a panel of participants chose as most relevant
All of these choices exclude patterns, but they exclude them uniformly andwithout bias—orat least without your bias.
In this case, for example, the twolowest-count answers to this question couldnot be meaningfully lumped in with any ofthe other answers, so it was best to putthem aside.
When you do this, be transparent andaccountable. Build a case for eachthreshold, and explain it in your catalyticmaterial.
Get help. You can reduce your catalysis load by getting some help. See if you can find someother people who can help you consider more patterns. Many hands make light work!
Other people can also help you decide how to trim the number of patterns you will consider.For example, you could talk to some of your project participants, show them your scopingplan, and ask for their feedback. They might be able to help you ground your decisions inparticipatory interaction.
Step 5: Produce graphical results
I am not going to explain how to create graphs and other data visualizations here. In theprevious (third) edition of this book I spent many pages explaining how to create bar graphs,histograms, contingency charts, and scatterplots. I no longer feel that to be necessary. Ifyou have access to the internet (and many more do now), you can type any of those wordsand “maker” into a search engine and you’ll find some free and low-cost explanations andoptions.
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The one thing I still want to tell you is that anyone can do this. If you can compare andcontrast, you can catalyze. Start small, take your time, and build your skills.
You can generate patterns by looking at one, two, or three questions at a time.
One question at a time

As I mentioned on page 144, to make participation available, inviting, and respectful toevery human being, PNI uses simple question types that are easily understood by everyone.The most common question types present choices or sliding scales.
Choice questions are those like “What colorwas the fish?” They present participantswith lists of potential answers. They arebest represented by bar graphs, whichshow answer counts.
You can also convert free-text questionsinto bar graphs by grouping answers intodescriptive categories.

Scale questions are those like “How big wasthe fish?” They invite participants to choosea value along a numerical scale, eitherverbally (by saying a number) or physically(by moving an object or a part of theirbody). They create histograms, which showdistributions of frequencies (answer counts)within each range of values.

Two questions at a time

At the second depth level, you can look at two questions together. There are three possiblecombinations of the two basic question types.



272 Chapter Ten: Narrative Catalysis
Considering two choice questions togethercreates a contingency table, which showscounts of co-occurring answers.

Considering two scale questions togethercreates a scatterplot, which shows valueson both scales at the same time.

Pairing a scale question with a choice question creates a histogram set, which shows scalardistributions for subsets of stories with each answer to the choice question. (These canalso be drawn as multicolored stacked distributions.)

Three questions at a time

Finally, you can look at three questions together. Depending on how many questions youasked, how many stories you gathered, and how much time you have for catalysis, youmay not want to (or be able to) get to this level of detail. However, it can be useful whenyou find few or weak patterns at the first and second levels.
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Combining two choice questions with onescale question creates a multi-histogramchart that shows frequency distributions ofscale values with particular choicecombinations. (This chart shows only themeans and standard deviations of eachdistribution.)

Combining two scale questions with onechoice question creates a scatterplot set,which shows separate by-choicedistributions of values for eachscale-by-scale combination. (These can alsobe drawn as multi-colored scatter plots.)

Statistics in PNI

You can use a few basic statistical tests in your catalytic process, as follows.
• For histograms, descriptive statistics can tell you a value distribution’s:
– mean (average)
– standard deviation (how spread-out it is)
– median (its middle-most value when sorted)
– mode (its most common value)
– skewness (its left or right shift)
– kurtosis (its up-or-down peaking or flattening)

• For contingency charts, a chi-squared test value can tell you whether two sets of answercounts are likely to be connected—that is, if knowing one answer will give you a clue asto the other.
• For scatterplots, a correlation coefficient can tell you the same thing about two sets ofvalues.
• For histogram sets, a difference value can tell you whether two or more distributions ofvalues are likely to be different from each other.
That’s it. Those are all the statistical tests I use in my PNI projects, and they are all youneed to use in yours. This is true no matter much you know about statistics.
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A special warning about statistics in PNI

Because of the self-selecting way PNI gathers its stories and other data, statistical testresults based on PNI data must always be treated like houses built on sand.
The PNI story-collection process helpspeople explore their experiences infreedom and safety, and this can lead totransformative collective insights. However,
for that very reason, PNI can only everprovide suggestive (rather than conclusive)results.

During story 
collection, 

participants 
choose:

whether to 
share a story

which story to 
tell

how to tell and 
interpret the 

story

As long as you respect this limitation, you can get a lot out of using statistical tests in PNI.They can help you choose patterns to highlight, and they can help you explain those patterns.Always remember, though, that your statistical test results, no matter how significant their
values, are vulnerable to legitimate challenge because of the way the data was collected.
Is this a problem?No, because the purpose of catalysis is not to provide proof. It is to supportsensemaking. What really matters in PNI is the meaning created by your participants asthey make sense of the patterns and interpretations you prepare for their use.
Step 6: Choose remarkable patterns
Remarkable patterns are:
• strong and clear
• surprising, not obvious
• 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.
Here is a fictional example of some remarkable and unremarkable patterns.
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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

Factory workers told more stories about trustthan managers did. Hm. That’sinteresting. Maybe

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’s
fascinating. I wantto learn more.

Yes

If you aren’t sure you know your participants well enough to choose remarkable patternsfor them, check. Pull out a random sample of 10-20 patterns. Choose some remarkablepatterns among them. Then ask some of your participants to choose remarkable patternsas well, without showing them your choices. Then compare your choices to theirs. If theyare very different, consider including some of your participants in your catalysis process.
What if you don’t find any remarkable patterns?

This can happen. Even if you have done everything right, it can still happen. There are manypossible reasons.
• People weren’t ready to open up about the topic.
• People were afraid to speak up.
• People didn’t trust you (or your role, or someone you were working with).
• The timing wasn’t right.
• People were busy or preoccupied.
• People were confused or intimidated by your questions, your word choices, or the wholeexperience.
• People thought the idea of sharing stories was stupid, worthless, or disrespectful.
• The topic was more private or sensitive than you thought it was.
• People didn’t know as much as you thought they would about the topic.
• People didn’t care as much as you thought they would about the topic.
If you can’t find any remarkable patterns, you have a few options.
• You can gather more stories. More stories means more answers, and more answersmight make weak patterns stronger.
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• You can ask more questions. See if you can ask some of the people who told the storiesa few more questions about them. Or see if you can gather a second group of people,show them the stories, and ask them some questions about the stories.
• You can answer more questions yourself. Try answering some annotation questions andsee what that brings to the surface.
If none of those things work, you still have two more options.
• You can consider your current story collection a pilot and reboot your project with newand better questions, perhaps after going through a new planning exercise to refocusyour efforts.
• You can put aside your plan of using catalytic material in sensemaking and instead plan tohelp your participants work directly with your stories. Even if you couldn’t build catalyticmaterial for sensemaking, your exploration of your stories and other data will help youto design a better sensemaking workshop.
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 brieflyand clearly. Include no statements that a reasonable person cannot see, understand, andagree with. Also give each observation a relative strength. This will help your participants(and you) decide how much time and attention to give it.
Aim to write at least 20 observations, of which at least 10 are strong. Don’t worry aboutsetting perfect strength values right away; you can change them later.
Here are a few examples.
This contingency table shows that youngerpeople more often said they felt satisfied orsupported when they thought about theirstories. Older people more often said theyfelt frustrated or disappointed.
This pattern is weak because of smallnumbers (27, 30). Also note that it has nostatistical result because the “Feel about”answers were not mutually exclusive.
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These scatterplots show that “How well didthis story end?” and “How predictable werethe events in this story? were correlated(stories with more predictable eventsended worse) for support staff, but not formanagers, engineers, or factory workers.
I would give this pattern a medium strength.Its numbers are small, but the difference isstrong, so it may be worth exploring.

Step 8: Explore some patterns in depth
Once you have written some basic observations, if you have time, you can explore some ofthem more deeply. To do this, sit with the stories in each pattern and see what they cantell you.
What does it mean to sit with stories? Choose some subsets of stories based on answersto questions in the pattern. Then read the stories. Look for:
• Differences in themes (using themes you marked on all the stories at the start, or usinga special set of themes you mark right now on just these stories)
• Common words or phrases, or juxtapositions (e.g., in one group of stories people keepsaying “our town” while in the other they keep saying “the town”)
• Story aspects based on narratology frameworks
• Any other similarities or differences that “jump out” as you read the stories
Why should you do this? Because:
• By reading the stories connected to a remarkable pattern, you might find an even moreremarkable pattern.
• If your patterns are weak, sitting with stories can help you find stronger patterns.
• If you have too many remarkable patterns to show to your participants, sitting withstories can help you choose which patterns to highlight.
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I see.

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. However, with practice, anyone canlearn to do it well. Here’s how.
1. Read each observation to yourself, either silently or out loud. Thenwrite downwhat youthink it means in relation to the topic of the project. Not what it is: what itmeans—itscauses and implications.
2. Now disagree with what you wrote in as many ways as you can. Argue with yourself.Cross your arms, scowl, and listen to the nay-saying part of you. Write down eachalternative interpretation that comes to mind.
3. If you can’t think of any alternative interpretations (or if you aren’t sure that what youcame up with will be useful):

• Read some of the stories you collected, either those connected to the patternor a random sample. What would the people who told the stories say about theobservation?
• If that doesn’t help, think of a person with whom you have often disagreed. Whatwould that person say?
• If that doesn’t help, think of a fictional character who relates in some way to yourtopic. What would they say?

4. Now find at least one verbatim quote from a story that supports each interpretation.That’s your test. If you can’t represent an interpretation with a verbatim quote, leaveit out.
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5. Finally, randomize the order of your interpretations so your own opinion is impossibleto 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:
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.”

The first excerpt seems spot on, but the second one seems a little weak. So you go lookingfor another one, and you find this:
“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. Satisfied, you decide to keep both interpretationsand 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 stories
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to 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 because:
• Quotes check for bias. If you can’t find a quote to support an interpretation, it might becoming from you, not the stories.
• Quotes check the remarkableness of your patterns. If you can’t find support for morethan one interpretation for an observation, maybe the pattern is too obvious to beremarkable. If there is nothing to talk about, the pattern won’t be useful in sensemaking.
• Quotes give your participants the information they need to explore the pattern forthemselves. If your interpretations include quotes, people won’t have to take your wordfor it; they can use what you found.
Facilitating group interpretation

When it comes to writing interpretations, two minds are better than one, and three mindsare better than two. Asking your participants to write interpretations is a good idea when:
• You want to include them as co-researchers in your project.
• You want to improve the utility and relevance of your catalytic material by drawing on awide range of experiences and imaginations.
• You want to build trust in your catalytic material so your participants can use it moreeffectively in the sensemaking phase of your project.
• Your participants want to learn how to do PNI so they can use it themselves.
But involving participants in catalysis will only work if they are willing and able to buildcatalytic material that is actually useful. If they aren’t, involving them in catalysis couldhamper your ability to support them during sensemaking.
• Are your participants willing to do this?
– Do they care about the project?
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– Are they invested in it?
– Do they think it is worth their time?
– Are they willing to learn how to do a new thing?
– Can you picture them exploring multiple perspectives with enthusiasm?

• Are your participants able to do this?
– Will they be able to understand and carry out this work?
– Do they have time to do it?
– Do they trust you and their fellow participants enough to do it?
– Is there anything that might prevent them from exploring multiple perspectives onthe topic? Inexperience? Pain? Fear? Anger? Rigid habits of thought? Defensiveness?Pride?

If you aren’t sure, you can ask, and you can hold a small trial session to see how peoplerespond to the challenge. And it’s not a binary decision; you can blend your own effortswith those of your participants.
How to facilitate a group interpretation session

Before the session:
• Look at the patterns in your data, choose the most remarkable ones, and write observa-tions for them. Get those patterns and observations ready for people to look at. Alsoprepare story cards for the session. (These are described on page 301.)
• Write your session agenda. You will need at least ten minutes per observation, though ifyou can split into small groups of 2-4 people, you can do more in less time. If you have alot of observations, invite more people, hold more sessions, or put aside some of theleast remarkable observations.
• Choose an observation to use to introduce people to the interpretation process. Pick asimple but interesting one.
• Invite some people to your session. Try to represent the diversity of your community ororganization. If you can’t do that, make sure each person who joins the session is willingand able to consider all perspectives.
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To start off the session:
Minutes Who What to do
5 You Introduce the project, topic, and stories.
5-15 You Go over each type of graph and statistical test result youwant people to consider.
1 You Start recording the session.
15-30 Everyonetogether Go through the first observation together, the one youchose before the session. Look at the pattern. Think of atleast two opposing interpretations (things the pattern mightmean). Summarize them in speech or writing. Give themshort names. Write the names on sticky notes. Find at leastone story excerpt that connects to each one. If you want to,list some ideas and questions as well.

This first interpretation, the one you all do together, is a demonstration and a test. If yourparticipants sail through it, you can feel confident in handing the rest of the session overto them. If they get stuck on it, use it to help them understand what you are asking themto do.
If they come upwith Do this

Two opposinginterpretations You’re good to go; move on to the next step.

Two non-opposinginterpretations Help them nudge the interpretations farther apart. Explain thatalternatives will help people challenge their assumptions andlook at the topic in a new light.
One interpretation Explain that an interpretation is an explanation from aperspective. Ask them to imagine a person who disagrees withtheir interpretation. What would that person say? If they saythey can’t come up with an alternative interpretation, don’t doit for them. Instead, offer them a selection of alternativeinterpretations, and ask them to choose one.
No interpretations Offer them a selection of interpretations and ask them tochoose one. Then, if necessary, do it again.

If at any point in this process you have to offer up a selection of interpretations, repeatthis step. Don’t ask people to work without you until they can come up with opposing
interpretations on their own.
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What if they never get to that point? That’s okay. You can work through every singleobservation together. You’ll still get better results than doing it by yourself.
When you think people can continue the process on their own, give everyone a 5-10 minutebreak to clear their minds, then start the next part of the session.
Minutes Who What to do
2-5 You If you have more than four people, split them into smallgroups of 2-4 people.
60-120 Smallgroups Go through the same process as before. Choose anobservation you find interesting. Mark it to show that youare working on it. Look at the pattern. Think of at least twoopposing interpretations. Summarize them in speech orwriting. Give them short names. Write the names on stickynotes. Find at least one story excerpt that connects to eachone. If you want to, list some ideas and questions as well.Repeat this process until you run out of time.
15-30 Everyonetogether Cluster all of the sticky notes you wrote. Give the clustersnames.
10-15 Everyonetogether Talk about what just happened.

5 You Take notes or photographs to capture the clustered stickynotes.
After the session:
• If you made an audio recording, transcribe what the people said about each interpreta-tion. Abridge long interpretations, but be prepared to provide the entire texts if peoplewant to see them.
• Enter the interpretations into whatever software you are using to build your catalyticmaterial. Arrange the interpretations into the clusters people put them in, using thecluster names as headings.
• Now you’re ready to use your catalytic material in a sensemaking workshop.
Step 10: Write ideas and other extras
After you have finished writing your interpretations, you might want to add a few extrasthat will give your participants even more food for thought and discussion. Extras areespecially useful in projects that surface few or weak patterns. To each interpretation youcan add:
• Ideas: things the community or organization could do to resolve the problem or takeadvantage of the opportunity described in the interpretation.
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• Questions: Invitations to discuss the interpretation together.
When there is a great distance between you and your participants, or when your partici-pants are very sensitive or defensive about your topic, extras can be less than helpful. Ifyou are in doubt, use verbatim quotes to test and support each idea and 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 useful when people are ready to challenge their assumptionsand think differently about your topic. Bringing multiple perspectives to the forefront canenergize the discussion—but only if people are ready for it. This approach can also beuseful when people are wary (or weary) of fact-based or analytical approaches to the topic.
• Perspective: an overall point of view
– Interpretation: A pattern as seen from that point of view
* Observation: The same pattern as seen from a neutral point of view

Clustering observations is useful when people are reluctant to explore multiple perspec-tives and would prefer a fact-based discussion. With this approach, they will still encountermultiple interpretations, but they will see them after a fact-based description of eachobservation, making the interpretations easier (and safer) to explore in context.
• Theme: a group of connected patterns
– Observation: A pattern as seen from a neutral point of view
* Interpretation: The same pattern as seen from one point of view

The clustering process is simple. Move your observations or interpretations around inspace, either on a computer screen or on a physical surface (as sticky notes or printedpieces of paper). Place like with like. Keep clustering until you have 5-10 groups. Give yourclusters names that will have meaning and relevance to your participants. Use the clusternames 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 for yourparticipants to use. How you should do that depends on your answers to these questions.
• Are your participants eager to explore your topic? Or are they frightened, intimidated,defensive, or apathetic?
• Can your participants read? Can they understand graphs? Or do you need to find a wayto help them make sense of what you found without showing them these things?
If you answered yes to the first question in each pair, you can use your catalytic materialjust as you created it. It should be attractive and inviting, but it won’t need to be translatedor abridged.
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If you answered yes to any of the second questions, youmay need to translate yourmaterialinto a format that will work for your participants.
• 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 give them some time to study it in private before they areasked to discuss it with others.
• 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 don’t understand graphs, simplify your graphs as much as you can,removing extraneous details. Also prepare a simple yet clear explanation of each type ofgraph.
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 materials to prepare for their use, and makethe rest of your materials available but not required.
Prepare professional yet authentic materials

Nice-looking catalytic material shows your participants that you respect their time andattention. It also shows them that you see them as reasonable, competent people whocan work with well-prepared material. (Yes, that’s another self-fulfilling prophecy.)
• If you plan to give people a 20-page handout, don’t just print it on copy paper. Have itbound, put it in a folder, or print it on card stock for easier handling.
• If you plan to ask people to walk around your meeting room visiting printed pages onthe wall, have the pages professionally printed on poster-sized paper.
• If you plan to present your material by telling people about it, practice your presentationuntil it comes off flawlessly.
• If you plan to present yourmaterial on awebsite, youmight want to include a two-minutevideo explanation of each cluster, observation, or interpretation.
On the other hand, you don’t want your participants to be so intimidated by yourprofessionally-prepared material that they are afraid to challenge it. For sensemakingto work well, catalytic material must be open to challenge. So be careful not to obscurethe authenticity of your material. Too much prettying up could imply that the storiesyou collected, the way they were told, or the people who told them were not worthy ofconsideration without your expert touch.
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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. Make sure yourmaterial is:

Respectful
Professional Attractive Nice-looking, well-prepared materialshelp participants feel welcome andhonored.

Attentive Play a supporting role. Don’t drawattention to yourself.
Transparent Enabling Explain your method and intent,especially its multi-perspective aspects.

Available Provide participants with at least a briefsummary of the material to take home.

Supportive
Clear Understand-able Speak simply, avoid jargon, and check forunderstanding.

Navigable Help your participants easily zoom in (toexplore details) and out (to see the bigpicture).
Relevant Meaningful Keep your focus on the project’s goals.

Authentic Include plenty of verbatim quotes fromstories, just as people said them. Neverdistort or “improve” what people said.
Test your material to see if it works the way you want it to. Put it in front of a few peoplewithout a word of explanation, and watch what they say and do. And don’t stop testing yourmaterial after you start using it in sensemaking. Watch people use it, and keep working torefine it.
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On the face of it, the word “sensemaking” means what it says: making sense of things. Butif that was all it meant, we might as well just define it as being alive, because making senseof things is what we all do every day. The word can’t mean everything. So what exactly issensemaking? And what is not sensemaking?
The term “sensemaking” (or “sense-making”) originated in three bodies of research work:
1. The organizational theorist Karl Weick used it to talk about organizational structuresand behaviors.
2. The communication researcher Brenda Dervin used it to talk about the design ofinformation systems.
3. A group of researchers at Xerox PARC led by Daniel Russell used it to talk about thedesign of computer interfaces.
It’s hard to find, or write, a simple definition of this useful but nebulous term. So I’ve comeup with three aspects of sensemaking that I think will help you understand it. Sensemakingis pertinent, practical, and playful.
Sensemaking is pertinent
Sensemaking happens for reasons that matter in situations that matter. It centers on andsurrounds the making of decisions. It’s not random, meandering, abstract thought; it has a287
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goal in a context, even when you don’t realize or understand it. When you stand in front ofyour cupboard pondering whether you like your peanut butter best on a spoon or on toast,that’s not sensemaking. It’s just pondering. When you stand in front of your cupboarddeciding what you want to make for your dinner party guests, then later reflect on whatyou made for your dinner party guests (and how that worked out), that is sensemaking,because it happened for a reason and in a situation that mattered to you.
• Weick calls this applied aspect of sensemaking enactment; he says that the activity ofsensemaking is effortful, not passive; and he says it has to do with priorities and theextraction of relevant cues from the totality of experience.
• Dervin speaks about sensemaking as the act of building a bridge across a gap betweenthe current situation and desired outcomes.
• Russell et al. speak of task-specific sensemaking activities.
When I say that sensemaking centers on the making of decisions, I don’t mean to implythat it is merely secondary to or dependent on decision making. It is far more powerfulthan that. Sensemaking can change the nature of decision making itself. As people makesense of things, they can discover new possibilities that lead them in directions and todecisions they would have never thought possible.
Sensemaking is practical
Sensemaking happens in real life. It is grounded in concrete reality, whether it involvesone person or a team, family, community, organization, or society. Abstract analysis andscientific proof are not included in sensemaking because they are not focused on uniquepeople making unique decisions about their unique lives.
• Weick speaks of the importance of identity and social context to sensemaking and howthey both influence and are influenced by it.
• Dervin speaks of sensemaking as including the entire gamut of ways in which realpeople meet real challenges: not just rational thought but also emotion, intuition, andimagination. This also includes aspects of thought often excluded fromwhat is consideredcorrect or reasonable, such as power-brokering, the suppression of uncomfortable facts,and the creation of fantasies and illusions. These too are sensemaking activities, becausethey are human activities whose purpose is to thrive in the world.
• Central to the sensemaking process as described by Russell et al. are frames or schemas,ways of looking at the world particular to individuals or groups based on their uniquehistories and characteristics.
For example, say you are at your doctor’s office discussing various treatments for a medicalissue. Together you are making sense of the situation. Now say your doctor happens tomention a research study on the effectiveness of a particular treatment. That study was
not carried out using sensemaking. It was carried out using the scientific method, a methoddesigned to avoid sensemaking in order to arrive at universal proof.
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Sensemaking is playful
Sensemaking happens improvisationally. It is less about organizing, sorting, and rankingthan it is about constructing, connecting, and juxtaposing. Ordered methods of thinking,such as making lists and comparing options, may be incorporated into sensemaking; butthey do not limit or define it. Sensemaking is about preparing for the future, not predictingit. It is about processing the past, not proving anything about it.
• Weick says that sensemaking favors plausibility over accuracy, bywhich hemeans that it ismore about whatworks than what is. He also talks about the importance to sensemakingof ontological oscillation, or rapid shuttling among different ways of looking at the world.This is also a feature of play.
• Dervin speaks of the verbings of sensemaking; of simultaneous views from many per-spectives; of the importance of gaps and muddles; and of the play between fluid andrigid, individual and group, order and chaos.
• Russell et al. speak of a learning loop complex in which people search for frames theycan use to represent the situation at hand, build representations of the situation usingthose frames, shift the frames where they don’t fit with what has been observed, and
use the frames to make decisions. This is a good description of what children do all day(and adults do when they forget to pretend they can’t).

Finally, all of these authors speak of the importance of time in sensemaking: that it radiatesout into the past and future. This is another playful element, because play is often aboutmaking sense of things that have happened in the past and that could/not or should/nothappen in the future.
To sum up: Sensemaking is thinking about situations and issues in ways that are pertinentto decisions we must make (or have made), of practical application to our real lives, andexperimentally, improvisationally playful.

Sensemaking and PNI
Can you think of something else people do as theymake decisions that is pertinent, practical,and playful? Hint: it has something to do with this book. Yes, it’s telling and listening tostories. Stories pertain to the decisions we must make (or have made); they explore our
practical needs; and they bring play into our thinking.
Story sharing and sensemaking are not the same thing, nor does either contain the other.But they do connect to and influence each other. When I speak of narrative sensemaking, Imean the place where the two activities intersect.
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Narrative + Sensemaking = Narrative sensemaking
Narrative goes beyondsensemaking. Peoplealso share stories tostrengthen bonds,explain complexconcepts, entertain,inspire, persuade, andnegotiate social norms.

Sensemaking goesbeyond narrative.People also makesense of things bycomparing options,presenting andrefuting arguments,and brainstormingideas.

Narrative sensemaking iswhat happens whenpeople share stories tomake decisions aboutthings that matter tothem, ground theirthinking in experience,and play with possibility.

Some might say that sensemaking always has a narrative element, but that isn’t what I’veseen. It’s like what I said earlier in the book about how some people think in stories morethan others. For some groups in some contexts, story sharing and sensemaking are stronglyconnected; and for other groups in other contexts, the two things are weakly connectedor even completely disconnected. By supporting narrative sensemaking—that is, stronglyconnected story sharing and sensemaking—PNI helps people make better decisions andget along better with each other.
How sensemaking works in PNI
Say you’re at a family gathering and you ask an older relative about their childhood. Youhave just started a tiny PNI project going. That tiny project will have a sensemaking phaseto it, whether you facilitate it or not. People will think and talk about the stories they heardand told in the conversation you started. In fact, that sort of tiny project is a perfectlyvalid use of PNI. You don’t have to wait to use PNI until you have a big budget or a largeparticipant group. You can use it right now, in the conversations you are already having.
Still, in most PNI projects, sensemaking takes place in facilitated group workshops. Projectparticipants come together toworkwith and learn from the stories the project has collected.First they take in the stories, and then they do something with them. They compare them,connect them, respond to them, and build larger stories out of them. They do all of this tomake sense of the project’s topic in pursuit of the project’s goals.
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.
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Four phases of narrative sensemaking
The sensemaking process, when it is productive, moves through four distinct phases:contact, churning, convergence, and change.
Contact
Sensemaking begins when the threeelements of sensemaking—people, project,and stories—are introduced to each otherand come into contact. People

Stori
es

StoriesProject

Churning
In the churning phase of sensemaking,people, project, and stories shuffle and
reshuffle in varied ways.
Churning is necessary because sensemakingrequires that a topic be considered from avariety of different perspectives.

People

Project

Stories

Convergence
In the convergent phase of sensemaking,people, project, and stories come togetherinto new understandings and negotiatedcommonalities.
Contact and churning produce small,isolated ideas and discoveries, but unlessthey join up to form something larger, theywill dissipate after the session and becomedissolved in the everyday.

People
Project
Stories
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Change
In the change phase, people, project, andstories emerge transformed. People seethings differently than they did; new storiesare told; the project evolves.
This change might not take place during theworkshop itself. It might emerge days orweeks later, as people reflect on theirexperiences. But when sensemaking works,something always changes. Stories

People
Project

People
Project
Stories

Project
People 
Stories

What this looks like in practice
Most sensemaking workshops have a basic structure that looks like this.
Part What happens How long it takes Sensemakingphase(s)
Introduction You briefly describe theproject, the stories, the goal,and what will happen in theworkshop.

3-5 minutes Only contact

Contact task Working in small groups,participants encounter thestories in a simple shared task.
30 minutes Mostly contactwith a bit ofchurning

Exercise(s) Small groups plunge into anin-depth sensemakingexercise, or a series of linkedexercises, possibly includingreport-backs or exchangesamong groups.

1+ hours A little contact, alot of churning, abit ofconvergence

Wrap-up Everyone works together todraw the workshop to a closewith a concluding exercise orlist-making activity.

10-30 minutes A bit of churning,a lot ofconvergence, alittle change
After-party Everyone talks about whathappened, what they learned,what they want to shareoutside the workshop, andwhat they want to do next.

10-30 minutes Mostly changewith a bit moreconvergence
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I will have more to say about planning and facilitating each of these phases later on, butfirst let’s talk about preparing for sensemaking in general.

Getting ready for sensemaking
How many sensemaking participants you will need
Howmany people do you need to participate in the sensemaking phase of your PNI project?
• A small or pilot project can get by with as few as 5–6 participants.
• A medium-sized project with one topic and 100–300 stories will need 6–30 participants.
• A project that is large (with many stories), ambitious (with a mandate for change),complex (with multiple subtopics), or contentious (with irreconcilable points of view)could need 30-100 sensemaking participants.
How many people can you expect to participate in sensemaking? As a rule of thumb, youcan expect:
• 25% of the people who were willing to attend a story-sharing session
• 10% of the people who were willing to sit for an interview
• 5% of the people who were willing to fill in a form
So if you got 200 people to fill in a form and 20 to sit for an interview, you can expect 12people to want to participate in a sensemaking workshop.
How many sensemaking workshops you will need
Simple, small PNI projects will only need one sensemaking workshop. Ambitious or con-tentious projects will need more.
Ambition. Your project could be ambitious in either depth or breadth.
1. Depth. If you want to explore your project deeply, you will need to ask your participantsto spend some serious time working with your stories, say a full eight-hour day. Youcould do this in either of two ways:

a) You could set up a day-long, in-person, retreat-likeworkshop, perhaps at a beautifullocation, that includes three excellent meals. The feeling of a special occasion canprovide motivation to participants and express your gratitude and respect.
b) You could split up a day-long workshop into multiple portions. For example, youcould split an eight-hour workshop into four two-hour portions on successive days(or every other day). If you can meet in person, you can end each day’s portion ofthe workshop with an excellent meal. If you must meet online, you can give yourparticipants a small gift at the end of each day.

2. Breadth. If you want to include a variety of perspectives, you will need to include avariety of participants. Shorten your workshops to 2-3 hours and spread them around:onweekdays andweekends, frommorning to evening, at a variety of locations, perhapseven with a variety of subgroups or subtopics. Find a way to interest and accommodate
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everyone. You won’t have time to offer meals, but you can create the feeling of aspecial occasion by providing excellent snacks or small gifts.
Contention. If your project covers a contentious topic, or if it includes groups with differentbackgrounds, viewpoints, or power levels, you might need to set up parallel sensemakingworkshops. If every group goes through the same experience—and you can tell themthis—they can better understand the perspectives of the other groups.
The best workshop setup in this case looks like a sports tournament, or a tree, in whichleaf-workshops join into branch-workshops, which join into a final trunk-workshop. Let’ssay, for example, that you want to invite three groups with very different perspectives toyour workshops. You don’t think they would be able to make sense of your stories in thesame workshop, so you invite them to three identical but parallel workshops. Afterwards,you invite all three groups to a fourth workshop that incorporates the outcomes of thethree previous workshops.
Filling your sensemaking workshops
When you are gathering stories, you might only need a few minutes of each participant’stime. Sensemaking is different. Participants in a sensemaking workshop must focus on thestories you collected, react to them, learn from them, and be surprised by them—and notjust for a few minutes; for hours. Most people aren’t able or willing to participate at thatlevel. But some are, and it’s your job to find them.
The pause before sensemaking

You might wonder why I amwriting about finding project participants, since I already wroteabout it in Chapter 7 (page 88). It’s because of my observation that most people learn somuch during story collection that they need to revisit their project plans before they moveinto sensemaking. Your understandings of the people who might want to participate inyour project (and why and how) are likely to have changed since you started your project.That makes this a good time to pause, reflect, and review your plans.
Avoid the low-hanging-fruit trap

One of the most common mistakes I have seen people make as they plan their sense-making workshops is to invite only the safest people: those who are the most important,knowledgeable, or available.
These are in fact good groups to invite. Important people can increase the impact of yourproject; knowledgeable people can work with your stories more productively and withless help; and available people can attend longer workshops. But if you invite only thesepeople, you will miss out on the unique perspectives of everyone else, and your projectwill fail to be as participatory as it could be.
You can avoid this mistake with a simple planning exercise. Ask yourself:

If we could invite anyone to participate in our sensemaking workshops, and if wecould be certain that every person we invited would come—and would participatefully—whom would we invite?
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List every group of people you would like to see in an ideal workshop. Do this even ifsome of the groups would have to meet separately, and even if some of the groups mightintersect. For example, if you were running a project about the future of your school, yourideal workshop might include parents, teachers, students, administrators, contractors, andeven local taxpayers.
Once you’ve listed all of your ideal groups, ask yourself these questions about each group:
• How do these people spend their time? When could they find the time to participate,and for how long?
• What do these people care about? What would make them want to find the time toparticipate?
• What would these people bring to the project, in terms of their unique perspectives?How would the project be different with or without their participation in sensemaking?
• Are there any emotional, physical, or cognitive barriers that might prevent these peoplefrom being able and willing to participate in sensemaking?
Once you have answered these questions, think about how you might need to change yoursensemaking plans to include some people from the groups you listed. For example, youmight realize that:
• You had planned to hold a single half-day workshop, but you will be able to gather amore diverse group of participants if you spread the workshop across a few days.
• You had not planned to compensate your participants for their time, but some of thegroups you would like to include will not be able to participate without compensation.
• You had planned to invite everyone to a single workshop, but now you can see that thereis too little trust in the community to do that. You had better hold multiple workshopsso people can work with the stories you collected among their peers.
And so on. Do you what you can to fill your workshops, but do it without sacrificing theparticipatory nature of your project and the diversity of perspectives you will be able tobring together. Even if you have to slow down your project, it’s better to do more slowerthan less faster.

It's great that 
we got so 

many people.

Yeah, so we 
don't really have 

any ideas.

So how's 
it going?

Maybe more 
people isn't 

always better...
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When you can’t invite the people who told the stories

If you can’t invite the people who told your stories to your sensemaking workshops—or ifyou can invite them, but you don’t think they’ll come—what can you do to make sure theirvoices are represented? You have a few options.
• You can add more sensemaking to your story collection.
– In a survey or interview, invite people to answer a few additional (optional) reflectivequestions about their stories, perhaps with open-ended free-text commentaries youcan explore during sensemaking.
– In a story-sharing session, ask participants to spend a bitmore time noticing and talkingabout patterns in the stories they told. Include those discussions in the material youprepare for sensemaking.

• You can add more storytelling to your sensemaking. Start each sensemaking workshopwith a pairing task (page 349). This will help your participants find points of resonancebetween your collected stories and their own experiences.
• You can amplify the voices of your storytellers. Broaden your story collection to in-clude more contextual elements like voice recordings, photographs, drawings, artifacts—whatever will give your storytellers a stronger presence during sensemaking.
Writing your workshop invitation
Everyone who comes to a story-sharing session knows what will happen there: people willshare stories. Nobody is ever annoyed to find out that they are supposed to be sharingstories at a story-sharing session. Sensemaking is different. Most people have a hard timeunderstanding the process of making sense of a topic by working with stories. We all workwith stories every day, of course, but we aren’t aware of it in the same way as we are awareof telling stories.
Avoid the nebulous-expectation trap

This brings me to another mistake I’ve seen a lot of people make: inviting people tosensemaking workshops without being clear about what will happen in them. Whenpeople don’t understand what will happen in a workshop, they guess, and they usuallyguess wrongly. The guesses I’ve seen most often have been that the workshop will be:
• a lecture (we will be given information we can use)
• an investigation (we will give evidence and/or pass judgement)
• a town hall (we will be told about plans, asked for feedback, and asked to vote)
• a debate (we will present arguments in support of causes or positions)
• an outlet for creative expression (we will perform in front of an audience)
A sensemaking workshop can incorporate aspects of these things, but it is primarily focusedon the collective exploration of a topic. It is your responsibility to help your participantsunderstand that your workshops will be explorations, not lectures, investigations, townhalls, debates, or talent shows.
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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. That sort of alienation canruin a sensemaking workshop, no matter how many people show up for it.
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.

I hope I 
learn a lot in 
this class...

Finally a 
chance to air 

my complaints.

I wonder what the 
stories will be like.

We invite you to a 
workshop where we 
will think together 

about 120 stories we 
collected about ___ 
from people in our 

community.

I hope I 
pass the 

test...

We invite you to 
a workshop 
about ___.

Use plain language. Begin your workshop invitation with a summary ofwhat has happenedin the project so far. Then explain what will happen in your sensemaking workshop(s).You don’t need a long explanation, but you do have to choose your words carefully. Saysomething 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.
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Collaborative Exploration
Say You are invited to a get-together, meet-up,conversation, discussion, dialogue,summit, forum, working group

We will explore, get to know,take in, look at, learn from,consider, discover
Don’t say Please attend a presentation, viewing,display, show, seminar, inquiry,investigation, review, probe, study

We will investigate, analyze,identify, determine, assess,evaluate

Nera 
what?

Sounds 
fishy.

We're going to look at 
stories together and 
talk about new ideas. 

Please come.

Count 
me in! Sounds 

cool!

We are sponsoring a 
participatory narrative 

sensemaking workshop 
designed to engender 

effective decision 
support.

Reconsider yourwin-win proposal. This is a good time to take another look at your win-winproposal, the one you put together the start of your project (page 97). See if it needs tochange based on what you have learned in the project so far.
• Their response. How did people respond to your proposal during the story collectionphase of your project? Did some parts of it work better than others? Were there anyparticular words or phrases that drew people in or turned them away? Is there anythingyou would like to say differently now?
• Your understanding.What do you know about your topic, your project, your participants,or your community or organization that you didn’t know when you started your project?Can you use what you have learned to make the case for participation better than youcould when you started the project?
• Your stories.What can you tell people about your story collection that will help themunderstand why they might want to spend some time with it? Have you come acrossany intriguing stories, comments, or patterns that might communicate a sense of energy,curiosity, or agency to potential sensemaking participants?
Based on your answers to these questions, you might want to revise your win-win proposalas you prepare to use it to invite people to your sensemaking workshops. You might alsowant to evaluate how well your privacy policy has been working and decide if you want tochange it as well.
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Take another look at participant needs. Now think about the needs of your participants.You thought about this before, when you planned your project, but think about it again.What sort of invitation (and workshop) will your participants find interesting, respectful,and safe?
• Respect. If you think your participants will be offended by being asked to participatein sensemaking, perhaps because they feel unappreciated or overworked, considercompensating them for their time. If you think they will be offended by not being askedto participate, perhaps because they feel that they are important to the project, askthem before you ask anyone else.
• Trust. If you think your participants will be suspicious of your motives, don’t invite themto your workshops directly. Ask a trusted leader to invite them. If you think they willcome to the workshop eager to promote an agenda, use your invitation to explain thesensemaking process in more detail. Make it clear that everyone will be heard, buteveryone will also be expected to listen.
• Inclusion. If you think your participants will be intimidated by the complexity of thesensemaking process, keep your invitation brief and simple. Emphasize that you will notbe asking them to do anything strange or difficult, that everyone knows how to workwith stories, and that we all do it every day. If you think they will worry that they are notimportant enough or knowledgeable enough to participate, explain that anyone who
has had any experiences with your topic can contribute.

Please help us work 
with the stories we 

collected about ___.

Why? Why have you 
singled ME out? What 
are you trying to get 

out of me? Is this 
some kind of trick?

I'm pretty busy. 
Talk to my 
secretary.

OMG Yes I can't believe 
this is happening! I've 
been invited to play an 
important part in the 

community! I thought this 
day would never come!

This will 
probably go 

nowhere. You 
people think you 
know everything.

What are your 
credentials for 

undertaking this 
work?

And conform 
to your rigid 

expectations? 
No thanks.

That sounds 
interesting! But it 

could be risky.
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Sell your workshops to your participants. Don’t assume people will want to come to yourworkshops, and don’t try to guilt or badger them into coming. Instead, use your invitationto give them some reasons to want to come.
• Hope. Channel the excitement you feel about the project and its potential. Tap into thecuriosity that led you to want to create the project in the first place. Give people a senseof the hope you feel for it. Show them that the project has strength and meaning, andshow them that they can give it even more.
• Purpose. Convey a sense of agency. Make it clear that the project is being done bythe community, not to it. Be careful not to imply that your workshops will provideopportunities to promote agendas without listening to other points of view, but do implythat everyone who comes with an open mind will be heard and respected.
• Movement. Provide a sense of motion that shows people what has already been hap-pening in the project. Some story excerpts can give people a preview of the experiencesthey will be exploring. 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 sensemakingparticipants, either people who already told stories or people who have not yet participatedin 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.For this reason, sensemaking takes longer than story sharing and is harder to compress.You can facilitate a productive story-sharing session in an hour, even if it is your first timedoing it. But a productive two-hour sensemaking workshop is hard for even an experiencedfacilitator to pull off. If you can, allocate at least three hours to each sensemaking workshop.
Sensemaking also requires more mental energy than story sharing. If you can, scheduleyour workshops in the morning or afternoon, when people are more alert and ready tothink clearly and deeply. Also, plan ways to renew flagging energy during the workshop. Atleast a few minutes of break time per hour are critical. If you plan to meet in person, somefood and drinks can help as well.
Making space for sensemaking
People in sensemaking workshops need plenty of surfaces to build on.
• At an in-person workshop, surfaces are usually walls or tables, though clean floors canwork too. Giant sticky notes (easel pads) make excellent sensemaking surfaces. You canstick them anywhere; people can write all over them; and you can roll them up and takethem home when the workshop is over.
• In an online workshop, surfaces are whiteboards and shared documents. Look for anapplication that gives each small group its own page or space to edit, all at the sametime. Make sure participants can move between the pages or whiteboards as easily as ifthey were walking between the walls of a room.
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And of course, any sensemaking workshop, in-person or online, will need lots of stickynotes in 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.
Text-based story cards

If you have transcribed your stories (or people wrote them down), and you think yourworkshop participants will be able and willing to read them, you can prepare text-basedstory cards. They should be:
• Transparent
– Exactly what people said, and everything people said, including every answer to everyfollow-up question (these can be on the back or in a smaller font).
– Attractive, respectful, appreciative, pleasant to work with. But not too attractive, notso “dressed up” as to seem inadequate without polishing.

• Manipulable
– Big enough to be readable. No tiny fonts, and the story names in particular should belarge enough to read from a few paces away.
– Small enough to be arranged and sorted. Quarter or half pages (online cards can besmaller if people can zoom in and out). Stories longer than a few paragraphs shouldbe excerpted and be made available in full separately.

• Useful
– Simple, clear, free of errors. No unnecessary information; no cryptic terms; no confus-ing or distracting mistakes.
– Visually consistent. Easy to compare when placed side by side.

For example, the story card on the right is interesting, clear, concise, free of jargon, easy toskim, easy to compare with other stories, and nice looking (but not too polished).
Story title: Working its way down

Story text (transcribed, participant 12, interviewer 3): It's not 
a pretty story. The people who made the mistake would not 
own up to the mistake. It worked its way down. The person 
who ultimately got stuck with it had nothing to do with it. 
They were just the most defenseless. It's just the way we 
do things here. Nobody talks about it. It's impossible. 

Interpretive coding:
Where did this story come from? first-hand
How do feel about the story? angry
How did it end? 9
How long will you remember it? 48
How much trust do you see in it? 22

Organizational and demographic information:    
What is your position? manager  
What is your age group? 41-60

Working its way down
   
It's not a pretty story. The people who made the 
mistake would not own up to the mistake. It worked 
its way down. The person who ultimately got stuck 
with it had nothing to do with it. They were just the 
most defenseless. It's just the way we do things 
here. Nobody talks about it. It's impossible.

Remember      trivial ________┃_______ memorable
Ending                 sad _┃______________ happy
Trust                absent ___┃____________ abundant

Source     first-hand   Feel   angry 
Position   manager   Age   41-60
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Symbolic story cards

If you collected audio stories and don’t have time to transcribe them, or if your partici-pants cannot read, you can help people experience your stories by hearing them. You canplay audio recordings, or you can read the stories aloud. But how can you give peoplemanipulable representations of audio stories? You can represent them with drawings orphotographs.
As you play or read each story, give each small group an image (or a series of images) thatuniquely represents the story. For example, one story might be represented by an imageof a boat, and another story might be represented by a bus and a crutch. Choose simpleimages that convey uncomplicated messages. Make sure they don’t convey any messages(such as cultural assumptions) that aren’t in the stories.
People can use these symbolic story cards just like text-based story cards. They can move,sort, count, compare, array, and cluster them as they talk about the stories.
You will need to tell fewer stories with this option. It takes most people longer to hear astory than to read it, and people will not be able to remember as many stories as theywould if they had the written stories in front of them. But you can facilitate a productivesensemaking workshop even if your participants cannot (or will not) read your stories.

Planning and facilitating the contact phase
Now that we’ve got the practical details out of the way, let’s go through the four phases ofsensemaking one at a time and help you prepare to facilitate them.
In the contact phase, people, project, andstories come together for the first time.

People

Stori
es

StoriesProject

During the contact phase:
• Participants read or hear or otherwise experience the project’s stories (either all of thestories or a representative sample). They get a sense not just of the individual storiesbut of the whole body of collected stories, and of the people who told them.
• Participants agree (and begin) to pay respectful attention to each other’s points of view.This doesn’t have to mean they agree on the topic of the project. Some amount ofconstructive conflict can be useful in sensemaking, as long as people can disagree on
ideas without attacking each other personally.

• Participants understand, accept, and support the goals of the project. They also makethe project their own by adapting its goals to their needs. If there is any tension betweenthese two things, some up-front negotiation may take place as the workshop begins.
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Because every other phase of sensemaking builds on this first phase, your facilitation ismore important in it than in any other.
Planning and presenting your workshop introduction
Your workshop introduction will bring your participants up to speed on your project, andit will anticipate and alleviate their concerns so they can get started working with yourstories. Prepare to explain these things:
• History. Explain your project’s motivating purpose and describe the stories you collected.
• 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. Explain howanonymity will be guaranteed. Explain how people can see and change what they saidafter the workshop is over.
Introducing people to your stories

The story cards you have prepared will help your participants work with your stories. Theway you talk about the stories will also influence how people perceive them. Here aresome ways not to introduce your stories.
If you say They might think
Here are the precious stories we carefully collected.They represent the authentic and respected voicesof valued people in our community.

Wow. I guessmy stories won’tmatter as much as all that. I’llkeep quiet.
Here are some stories we collected from somepeople. That sounds boring. This isgoing to be a waste of my time.
These are unique stories told by people whoexperienced unique events. What does this have to do withme?
This is the data we will be analyzing today. What? I’m supposed to analyzedata? I don’t know how to dothat. I’d better leave.
Here are some stories to spark your imagination. This workshop must be forcreative people. This isn’t theright place for me.
These stories will touch your heart. Sounds suspicious. What dothey want from me? Are theytrying to change my mind?
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So what should you say about the stories you collected? Something like this.
In our project so far, we gathered ___ stories about ___ from ___. We will bedrawing from the stories and from our own experiences today as we think togetherabout ___.

This is why I recommend the use of story cards. Most people recognize the format ofplaying cards right away, and they know what to do with them. Nobody expects to justlook at a deck of playing cards; they expect to use them, handle them, move them around.Playing cards are never cordoned off, nor are they trivial or precious. Cards in a card gameare both necessary and insufficient. That’s exactly how you want your participants to seeyour stories: as useful, accessible, interesting, inviting, and insufficient.
Anticipating common misconceptions about story work

As your workshop begins, you are likely to encounter several common misconceptionsabout stories and story work. Be ready to notice and gently correct them.
If they say Respond with
Stories? Like in movies andnewspapers? Today we will be working with everyday storiestold by everyday people about everyday life.
Why? Why is that useful? Doeveryday stories matter? Yes. We can learn a lot by thinking about whathas happened to people and how they feelabout it.
Will this be hard? Is it only for smartor creative people? Am I qualified todo this?

You are. Working with stories is natural,ancient, and universal. Everyone is qualified.

I care about this issue. How can Imake sure my side wins theargument?
You can’t. We are not here today to debate,argue, prove, or win. Our goals are to listenand to be heard.

Okay. What do you want me to do? Two things:
• Respect the stories and the people who toldthem as you would like them to respect youand the stories you have to tell.
• Respect the process of working with stories.It may seem strange to you, but it works.

The most important thing people need at the start of a sensemaking workshop is notinformation. It’s expectation. People need to know what sort of gathering they are at sothey know how to conduct themselves. They need you to make those expectations clear.
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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. It will alsobe 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.
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 youwould like 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.
Now here’s the plan. I’ve written it here 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 namewill not be connected with anything you say here today. Youwill be referredto only by a participant number, which I will give you in your small groups. In twoweeks we will send you the workshop record, and you will be able to review andcorrect (or retract) anything you said.
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Notice a few things about this introduction:
• It informs the participants about the project, its goals, and the people involved in it.
• It inspires them to work toward a common goal.
• It promises them that their voices will be heard and their efforts will be valued.
• It assures them that they are qualified to do what they are being asked to do.
• It asks them to apply their energy to the tasks ahead (while reassuring them that theywill have plenty of breaks to restore their energy).
• It requests that they show respect for their fellow participants.
• It explains what will happen in simple, uncomplicated language.
• It pledges to protect their privacy.
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.
Avoid the any-questions derailment trap

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.

Today we’re 
going to work 

with stories told 
by people in 

our community.

Does 
anybody 
have any 

questions?

Is this 
methodologically 

sound?

We need to tell 
better stories. 
Let’s do that 

instead.

What are your 
qualifications?

How do we 
know these 

stories are true?

Oops.

Setting up small groups
If you plan to incorporate some story sharing into your sensemaking, split up into groupsof 3-5 people, as you would in a story-sharing session. If you don’t plan to ask people toshare stories, you can split up into groups with 2-6 people.
You also need to think about the range of perspectives you are likely to find within eachsmall group.



Planning and facilitating the contact phase 307

If perspectiveswill be Then

Very similar You can mix people freely throughout the workshop.
Mildlydifferent You can build multi-perspective groups. Be transparent about whatyou are doing and why. Ask your participants to make a special effortto listen to the other perspectives in their small groups with respect.
Very different Start the workshop with single-perspective small groups. Everyoneshould have first contact with the stories in an atmosphere of safetyand freedom. Later in the workshop (possibly much later, or maybein a second workshop), you can ask people to work together acrossperspectives, in a general discussion, in report-back periods, or inmixed-perspective groups.
Unknown As you are planning the workshop, mention to a few participants thatyou will be asking them to talk about the stories you gathered withother participant groups. Then watch how they respond. Do theyseem enthusiastic about talking to every group you mention? Or dothey seem wary of working together with some of the groups? Doyou see any groups it would be better not to mix, either at the startof the workshop or all the way through it?
Planning and facilitating your contact task
Chapter 12 (Group Exercises for Narrative Sensemaking) describes four contact tasks:
• Sorting stories. In this simplest of tasks, participants sort stories into categories, countthe groups, and talk about the patterns they see. For example, if your topic is trust,participants might sort your stories into three groups: stories with plenty of trust; storieswith some trust; and stories with little to no trust. This task is easy to facilitate andeasy to grasp. Use it if you are inexperienced, if people will be intimidated by (or notinterested in) a more complex task, or if people will need some extra time to warm upto working together.
• Arranging stories. In this task, participants place stories in a line along a spectrum, suchas from no trust to plenty of trust, then talk about the patterns they see. This is a moreabstract task than sorting, and it could come across as intimidating or overwhelming tonervous participants. On the other hand, diving straight into nuance can get sensemakingstarted more quickly. You can, for example, use this task to fill up the first dimension ofa landscape exercise, perhaps saving enough time to fit another exercise in later.
• Clustering stories. In this task, participants move stories that seem related or connectedcloser to each other, then talk about the clusters that emerge. This task is abstract andunstructured. It can be confusing to people who have never clustered anything before.But it can also be liberating, since clustering implies no evaluation or criticism of thestories.
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• Pairing stories. In this task, each participant chooses a story that resonates with them,retells it in their own words, explains why it resonates, and shares a related story oftheir own. This task is an excellent introduction to sensemaking when the people in thesensemaking workshop are not the people who told the stories.
There are of course many other tasks that can help people begin to make sense of stories.Just make sure the task you choose invites participants to respond to stories rather than
judge them.
Why you need a contact task

You may be wondering why it is necessary to give people a task to perform while they areexperiencing your stories for the first time. Why not just show them the stories?
• A task gives people a reason to work together on a common goal. This sets up anexpectation that the entire workshop will be a collaborative effort. You can say this inyour introduction, of course, but it’s even better to show people what you mean bygiving them something to do together right away.
• A task challenges participants to develop a better understanding of the stories than theycan achieve by passively reading or listening to them.Without a task people might spendso much time on the first few stories they encounter that they don’t get a sense of thewhole collection, or they might skim the stories at such a distance that they don’t get asense of their meaning and relevance.
• A task stops people from drifting into less-than-helpful activities such as:
– categorizing stories in a critical or defensive way: about us/them, good/bad, real/fake,interesting/boring, cool/lame, strong/weak, and so on
– picking out a few stories that confirm their beliefs and condemning the rest as bad,stupid, boring, or useless
– arguing about whether particular stories really happened, matter, are “good” stories,or should be in the collection
– finding ways to seem to be encountering the stories while actually ignoring them andchecking out emotionally or intellectually

In short, a contact task invites and challenges participants to engage with the stories, andit does so in a way that prepares them to engage with the stories even more intensely inthe sensemaking exercise that will be the heart of the workshop.
Helping people save face during 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 yourcontact phase to help them save face.
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It’s hard to save facewhen When we can’t save face It’s easier to save face when

We are asked to evaluatestories that representelements of ouressential identities.

We make surface-levelevaluations like “This storyis pretty good.” Or we makedistancing statements like“I’m no good at this” or “I’mjust here for the donuts.”

We are asked to notice
connections among storiesand between stories andour own experiences.

We encounter storiesunder a spotlight and areexpected to respondfully, immediately, andcorrectly.

We make nervous jokes like“That’s my story and I’msticking to it.” Or we makefun of story work, sayingthings like “Okay, children,gather round.” Or we try towin the game by picking the“right” stories.

We encounter stories in a
quiet and private time andspace. Our genuineresponses are allowed toemerge without scrutiny,and we can share only thefeelings we want to share.

We get no breaks fromthe stress ofencounteringchallenging stories. Evenif we care about thestories, our energy isdepleted.

We start looking for exits.We ask questions like“What’s left to do?” and “Isthis enough?” We nitpickirrelevant process details.We check our phones. Wetune out and stop listening.

Well-placed breaks help usrestore our energy andcome back ready to exploreand discover even more.

Sampling your story collection

You might be able to ask your sensemaking participants to work with every story youcollected, and you might not. Estimate how many stories each small group will be willingand able to read or listen to in the time you have set aside for your contact task (typically 30minutes). If that number is substantially smaller than the number of stories you collected(and you can’t extend the time, say to 45 minutes), you will need to ask people to workwith a sample of your stories.
There are two ways to sample stories:
1. Give each group a pre-selected packet of story cards, one you have chosen at randomor to represent a specific range of perspectives.
2. Give each small group your entire story collection and ask them to skim through it,choosing some stories to read or hear in full.
Both of these options seem fine in theory, but both are problematical in practice. Pre-selecting stories can cause people to feel manipulated, untrusted, and unqualified. On the
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other hand, being asked to skim through an entire story collection can be overwhelming.So in practice I’ve settled on a combination of the two options. Here’s what I recommend:
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.
3. Suggest (but do not require) that each group start skimming the stories at a different

starting 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.If you have motivated participants, you can provide a few guidelines to choose from.Some examples:

• Choose the stories that resonate most with your own experiences.
• Choose the stories that surprise you.
• Choose some pairs or trios of stories that seem to connect in interesting ways.
• Choose the stories that most expand your thinking about ___.
• Choose the stories that you would most like to talk about in your group.

5. After each group has chosen a sample of stories, introduce your contact task, askingpeople to focus only on the selected stories.
Notice that all of these selection guidelines ask people to choose stories that connectto their own experiences and perspectives. That’s important, because you are not askingpeople to evaluate or criticize stories. You are asking people to respond to the stories,connecting stories to stories and people to people.
I’ve noticed that when I set up the selection process in this way, with suggestions andoptions rather than requirements, two things happen.
1. People seem to experience a surge of participatory energy when they receive theentire story collection. Seeing that this is everything we collected, with nothing heldback, and that they get to choose what they will pay attention to, gives people a feelingof trust, inclusion, and agency. (The value of this surge is so self-evident that I havestopped pre-selecting stories entirely at this point.)
2. Groups vary in how they make use of the suggested starting points and selectionguidelines. Some groups follow them exactly and never depart from them. Somegroups begin with them, then depart from them as they become more familiar with(and more interested in) the stories. And some groups ignore the suggestions from thestart, coming up with their own ways of choosing stories to work with.
A mix of guidance and permission to depart from it helps people approach the samplingtask with confidence, and it brings out diversity in the sample, which adds depth to theinsights that emerge.
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How much time your participants will need to sample your stories in this way could varyfrom a fewminutes to an hour. To guess howmuch time to allocate to the task, ask yourself:
• How large of a sample do you want to use? Thirty stories is a bare minimum for mosttasks and exercises. Fifty is better.
• How long will it take your participants to read or listen to your stories?
• Will groups be willing tomerge their samples? Or will they want to focus only on thestories they chose? Merging is faster, but it requires more trust among your participants.
• How long will groups want to spend choosing stories to work with? Sometimes peopleagonize over every choice, and sometimes they “choose” every story they see, renderingtheir choices instant and random—which is fine, if that’s what they want to do.
You can ask your participants to use the same sample(s) of stories throughout your work-shop, or you can allocate some time to expanding their initial sample(s) just before yourin-depth sensemaking exercise. You could, for example, challenge them to pair each storythey previously selected with another story told from a different perspective. Sometimespeople understand the point of story selection better after the contact task than before it.

Planning and facilitating the churning phase
In the churning phase of sensemaking,what happened during contact keepshappening—in complex, varied, andsurprising ways. People, project, and storiescircle each other in a dance of juxtapositionand connection.

People

Project

Stories

During the churning phase:
• Participants arrange and rearrange the stories of the project in ever-changing patterns,causing new connections and insights to emerge.
• Participants move with and around each other intellectually, emotionally, and (some-times) physically. Groups come together, move apart, and come back together again aspeople explore meaning together.
• Participants speak, listen, and negotiate, and the reasons they have for doing what theyare doing shift and change. A workshop can start out with one focus and end up withanother, without anyone becoming dissatisfied.
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 that view from space—that sight of the big bluemarble—that is the ultimate goal of sensemaking. It’s up to you to build the momentumthat will get everyone there and to battle the inertia that will slow everyone down.
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There are three things you can do to create churning in your sensemaking workshops: planfor it; watch for it; and intervene if it’s not happening.
Planning for churning
Choosing a sensemaking exercise

Chapter 12 (Group Exercises for Narrative Sensemaking) describes seven exercises you canuse in sensemaking workshops. Five of them can also be used for story collection (twice-told stories, timeline, landscape, local folk tales, and ground truthing). In the sensemakingversions of these five exercises:
• People choose rather than tell stories (though sometimes they do both).
• The exercise focuses more on patterns than on stories.
• Additional expansions are available.
I won’t repeat my brief descriptions of the five exercises here, but you can find them onpage 194. The reasons you might want to use each one for sensemaking are the same asthe reasons you might want to use it for story sharing.
The last two exercises described in Chapter 12 can only be used in sensemaking.
• In the story elements exercise, participants build a set of linked symbolic representationsby answering questions about stories. For example, they might explore values or beliefsexpressed in the stories. This is a complex, abstract, and challenging exercise. Use itwhen your project is ambitious and your participants are motivated.
• In the composite stories exercise, participants craft and tell purposeful stories that blendtogether selected stories from the collection. This is a demanding and time-consumingexercise. Use it when you have plenty of time and energetic participants.
You can also build your own sensemaking exercise. See “Build your own sensemakingexercise” on page 433 for details.
Using catalytic material

Because this chapter is already long, I have placedmydetailed instructions for using catalyticmaterial in sensemaking in Chapter 12 (Group Exercises for Narrative Sensemaking), startingon page 420. Very briefly, your options are to:
• Help people make direct comparisons between subsets of stories related to patterns(e.g., comparing stories about conflict with stories about cooperation)
• Guide people through sensemaking exercises that use subsets of stories related topatterns (e.g., comparing a landscape built with stories about conflict with a landscapebuilt with stories about cooperation)
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.
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One exercise or two?

Most sensemaking workshops will include only one exercise. However, if the conditionsare right, you might be able to build a chain of two or three exercises (each feeding intothe next) or a composite exercise (with one exercise nested inside another). Whether youcan do this depends on:
• the length of your workshops (you will need several hours, though you can break it upinto multiple sessions)
• the sensitivity of your topic (more sensitive, private, or emotional topics may requiremore time per exercise, plus more breaks)
• the motivation level of your participants (more motivated people can work faster andwill work longer)
• the narrative richness of your story collection (more relevant and meaningful storieswill support faster and longer sensemaking)
• the depth of your facilitation experience (experienced facilitators can keep up a fasterpace than beginners)
• whether you intend to use catalytic material (exercises that use it take longer, so youmay need to plan fewer of them)
If all of these conditions are favorable, you can use more than one exercise, and it willmake your sensemaking workshops more productive and impactful. However, if any ofthese conditions are not favorable, choose only one exercise to use.
Planning for movement

As you plan your sensemaking workshops, remember that they must have a faster pacethan story-sharing sessions. Sensemaking requires people to approach a topic multipletimes from multiple angles, so you’ll need to pack more activities into a sensemakingworkshop than you would into a story-sharing session. More importantly, sensemaking ismore difficult and less engaging than story sharing. A long, unbroken span of time is morelikely to cause people to lose interest during sensemaking than it will during story sharing.
For these reasons, sensemaking workshops should be broken into time segments of nomore than 30 minutes each. I don’t mean that your sensemaking exercise should fit into30 minutes; none of them do. But within each exercise, limit each activity (placing stories,sorting stories, etc) to 30 minutes or less.
Don’t worry that people will not be able to finish an activity in 30 minutes. Finishingactivities is not the point of sensemaking. Doing lots of activities one after another—activities that provide multiple perspectives on your stories and your topic—is the point.
It is a commonmisconception among sensemaking participants (and sometimes facilitators)that people should be given the time to polish and perfect the things they build duringsensemaking. But it is not the things people build in a sensemaking workshop that matter.It is the building of the things that matters. The more things people can build in the timethey have, the more sense they will be able to make of your topic.
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Aww, we 
were just 
getting 

somewhere!

You have 
two minutes 
left in this 
activity.

This is 
too fast!Not 

again!

Yeah, we 
needed to 

get through 
all this stuff.

I think I 
understand now 
why we had to 
move so fast.

You have 
two minutes 
left in this 
activity.

Here are some ways you can keep up a good pace.
• Build crumple zones. As you build your workshop plan, think about whether each timesegment can be safely shortened. For example, say you plan to ask people to clustersticky notes for 20 minutes. Could they do it in 15 minutes? In 10? If so,mark that on
your plan. If not, mark that. Knowing which parts of the workshop you can compresscan give you flexibility you might need if you get behind.

• Set expectations. Tell your participants about the need for speed at the very start of theworkshop. Say something like, “At some points today you may feel like we are movingtoo fast and that you’d like more time. But the process we are using will only work wellif we keep up a good pace. You’ll see by the end of the workshop why we have such aneed for speed.” I have found that when I include a heads-up like this in my introduction,people are willing to do their part to keep up the pace.
• Encourage cooperation. Display your time schedule so everyone can see it. Do this forthe entire workshop at the start, then for each task or exercise as you begin it. That wayanyone can poke their head up from their group’s huddle and say, “Hey, we only havefiveminutes left for this part.” Don’t make people rely on you. Give them the informationthey need to manage their own time. And if you need to change an exercise halfwaythrough it, update your schedule in real time.
• Set up rituals. Plan some reminding rituals to keep people on schedule. Choose ritualsthat are simple, respectful, and calm. For example, when I facilitate workshops in person,I use a little metal chime to provide five-minute and two-minute warnings. The soundreminds people that they should wrap up their conversations, but it’s pleasant and notjudgmental. I haven’t yet found a way to broadcast a chime into online breakout rooms,so instead I send a pleasant-sounding message such as “Hi everyone! Five minutes left!”
Reshuffling small groups

Mixing people in differentways as yourworkshop goes on exposes them to new experiencesand perspectives. Normally this is a great benefit to sensemaking, but it will not work inevery situation. If yourworkshops are short, your topic is sensitive, you have little facilitationexperience, or your participants are fearful or distrusting, reshuffling might not be right foryour workshop.
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Okay, now I'd 
like you to leave 
your groups and 

form new 
groups.

Sure.

That 
sounds 

interesting.
Why do 

they want to 
split us up?

I don't 
like it.

Okay, now I'd like 
you to leave your 
groups and form 

new groups.

As I explained on page 192, you can split up into groups in four ways: in advance (lookat your name tag), using an ice-breaking activity (find two people with a similar hobby),using a simple rule (find two people from different departments), or with no explanationat all (form groups of three). The following table shows all the ways you can chain the fourmethods together, sorted by how well I have seen them work in practice.
First Second Useful?
Ice-breaker Rule

Yes, always! Livens things up (but explain why you aredoing it, so it is not seen as a correction)Rule Ice-breaker
Just formgroups Ice-breaker

Assignment Assignment Useful when motivation is low but trust is high and thetopic is not sensitiveAssignment Rule
Ice-breaker Ice-breaker Good if motivation is high, but being asked to do thesame thing twice can be annoyingRule Rule
Just formgroups Rule Fine as long as people don’t see the rule as a criticism

Assignment Ice-breaker Useful when people will warm up to participationslowly, but not when people are distrustful
Any othermethod Assignment Never; could be seen as correcting the initial groups

Any othermethod Just formgroups Never; people will go back to the same groups
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Watching for churning
You’vemade your plans and rehearsed your explanations, and now you’re in your workshopwatching people work. They have finished your contact task and had a break, and nowthey’re starting in on your sensemaking exercise. How can you tell if they’re churning?What should you look for? Look for surprise and curiosity.
Times of transition are good times to look for churning.
• When you bring people back together from a task and give them new instructions, youshould feel a buzzy sense of curiosity about what will happen next. If people are reluctantto move on and try new things, churning is probably not happening.
• When groups are telling everyone what happened during their previous task, they shouldspill over the time you give them to talk. If they have little to say, churning is probablynot happening.
• During breaks, if you are meeting in-person, you should pick up a feeling of releaseand an air of accomplishment. (Online, you can pick up the same feeling when peoplecome back from a break.) If things are going really well, there will be a hint of a partyatmosphere, with scattered laughter and some camaraderie. If there is only an awkwardsilence, churning is probably not happening.
Another good time to look for churning is when people are working in small groups.
Churning sounds like Not like
• I never thought of ___ that way before.
• That’s a great idea. Why didn’t we thinkof that before?
• I never realized that ___ might see ___like that.
• This gives us a whole new way of think-ing about ___.

• This is pretty much what I expected.
• I liked the story about the ___. It wasfunny.
• We’re supposed to be finding patterns,right? I don’t see any.
• This is just anecdotal evidence, isn’t it?

I don’t know if the difference between these sets of statements is obvious to you. I wonderif a metaphor would help. When I hear people say things like those on the left, they seemto me like explorers who have reached a mountain peak and are looking out on a landscapethey have never seen before. That’s exactly where I want them to be.
When I hear people saying things like those on the right, they seem to me like explorerswho have lost their way and can hardly make out the path in front of them. I take this as asignal that I should try to help them find their way to a better path.
Intervening to support churning
Don’t jump to fix a lack of churning right away. Wait and watch for a while. The situationmight resolve itself on its own. Someonemight encounter a story that piques their curiosity,or they might suddenly see the point of an exercise they thought was pointless, or they
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might finally feel safe enough to explore their feelings. Churning often starts with one ortwo people and spreads to the people around them.
But if you’ve waited and watched for a while, and you still don’t see any churning going on,there are some things you can do.
• Supplement. Your story collection might not have enough relevance and meaning tosupport sensemaking—for these people at this moment. If you think this is happening,
supplement your collection by inserting some story sharing into your sensemaking. Youcan do this at multiple points within each exercise. For example, if your participants arebuilding a timeline, you can ask them to tell (and add) their own stories at almost anytime during the exercise.

• Clarify. Your introduction (to the workshop or the exercise) might have been lacking. Itmight not have given people an adequate understanding of what it means to work withstories and why you have asked them to do it. If you think this is happening, make a
pitch to your participants. Give them a short break (during which you furiously prepare),then deliver a two-minute talk on “questions you might have.” Say the same things yousaid before, but say them more simply and clearly. See if you can reboot the workshopwith more clarity and purpose.

• Adapt. Your exercise might not be working. It might be too difficult, confusing, intimidat-ing, boring, touchy-feely—too something—to help these people talk about this topic atthis moment. If you think this is happening, change the exercise. Sure, you gave peoplean agenda for it; but that doesn’t mean you can’t fix it if it’s not working. Give everyonea break, then ask them how the exercise is going.
– If they say they are confused and don’t understand what they should do, explain theexercise again in simpler terms. If that doesn’t help, offer to visit each small group asthey work, one at a time, to provide support. If that doesn’t help, simplify the exercise.For example, if people are having a hard time placing stories on two dimensions, youcan suggest they drop back to placing them on one.
– If they say they are bored by the exercise, complicate it. Add an elaboration or givethem more options to choose from. If that doesn’t help, show them some otherexercises you can facilitate. Maybe they’d like to build some what-if scenarios.
– If they say the exercise is emotionally overwhelming, fall back to a simpler task likesorting or pairing. Let them spend more unstructured (or barely structured) time withthe stories and with their own feelings. Afterwards, ask if they would like to approachthe exercise again (or a simpler one).

• Listen. People might be holding back from engaging with the topic, the stories, or eachother due to disinterest, distrust, or conflict. If you think this is happening, talk to your
participants. Give them a break, then ask how the workshop (not the exercise) is going.
– If they say the project’s topic has nothing to do with them, ask if there is a sub-topic(within or at least connected to the overall topic) that does have to do with them.Then put your plans aside and do a mini-project on that subtopic. Ask them to sharesome stories about it, then help them work with those stories. Afterwards, ask ifthey’d like to juxtapose their stories with the stories in your collection.
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– If they say they don’t know each other well enough to work together, switch gears toan impromptu story-sharing session. Help them get to know each other a little better.Then ask if they would like to try a sensemaking exercise (maybe a simpler one).
– If they say they don’t like how you are running the workshop, give them more controlover it. Tell them that you are there to help them, not the other way around. Ask themwhat they would like to do in the remainder of the workshop, and listen to what theysay. Then suggest a task or exercise that might help them achieve those goals.

If you can’t think fast enough to make these changes during your actual workshop, don’tworry. It takes a lot of facilitation skill to redesign a workshop in mid-flight. Just stick toyour original plan, support your participants as well as you can, watch what is happening,and think about how you can build a better plan for your next workshop.

Planning and facilitating the convergence phase
Convergence in sensemaking is the pullingtogether that takes place after people,project, and stories have been mixed andremixed many times. Rivulets becomestreams and streams become rivers.

People
Project
Stories

Convergence begins when workshop participants start looking forward to the legacy of
their involvement in the workshop. They start thinking about what might persist afterthe workshop is over and what effect the workshop might have on their team, family,community, or organization.
During the convergent phase:
• Participants develop a sense of connection to the stories they worked with in the work-shop: the stories that surprised them, that resonated with them, that inspired them totell stories of their own. All of those stories, and the story of their participation in theworkshop, enter into the larger story of their place in the team, family, community, ororganization.
• Participants come to know each other better, either individually or in their roles in thecommunity or organization. Though differences persist, gaps in understanding shrink.
• The many projects in the minds of the participants negotiate compromises and linkages.They may never merge to become one grand project, but they find common ground.
In exactly the same way as for churning, there are three things you can do to createconvergence in your sensemaking workshops: plan for it; watch for it; and intervene if it’snot happening.
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Planning for convergence
What conditions should you set in place to help convergence happen? Should you set anexplicit goal? Should you tell people to seek convergence? That won’t make it happen.Saying “I want us all to come together” sounds like either a Beatles song or doublespeakfor “you will do what I say.”
Also, that’s not how sensemaking works. Goals in sensemaking are like the garden pathAlice walked in Through the Looking Glass: the harder you pursue them, the further theyrecede. Narrative sensemaking in particular avoids directly addressing specific goals bypassing through the indirect medium of story. You could say it walks away from explicitgoals in order to arrive at them by a more scenic (thus more enlightening) path.
So if not explicit goals, what should you put in place? I find it’s best to set up expectationsand tasks. Expectations help people understand the social context of the workshop, andtasks give them something to do with their hands and minds.
Setting expectations

To create an expectation that convergence is going to happen, talk about collaboration,emergence, and independence.
Collaboration. When you talk to your participants, talk about building a coherent yet
internally complex composite that draws together many perspectives on your topic. Do notimply that they will be working alone, and do not imply that you expect them to come to asingle conclusion that resolves or suppresses all differences. Avoid majority-rule words likeidentify, define, determine, vote, decide, and conclude. Use every-voice words like speak,listen, share, express, respond, gather, collect, bring together, assemble, and convene.
Emergence. Talk to your participants about discovering emergent patterns in the storiesyou collected and in their subjective responses to them.Do not imply that theywill amassingevidence or advancing arguments through objective analyses. Avoid analytical words likeinspect, assess, investigate, evaluate, and study. Use interpretive words like consider, thinkabout, talk about, ponder, learn, and contemplate.
Independence. Remember how I said you shouldn’t ask for input on your workshop plan atthe start of the workshop (page 306)? Remember how I said it might derail the workshopif you shared control of the plan up front? That wasn’t the right time for it. This is. In theconvergent phase of sensemaking, begin to fade into the background. Continue to provideguidance, but do it in a looser way than you did before. Give your participants more latitudeto take the workshop into their own hands.
Wrapping up your sensemaking exercise

The sensemaking exercises described in Chapter 12 all end with some wrapping-up tasks.
1. Each small group talks about the patterns they see in what they have built—themes,clusters, gaps, boundaries, phases—and what those patterns might mean.
2. Everyone talks about the larger patterns they see as they compare the things eachsmall group built and said, and they talk about what those larger patterns might mean.
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3. Everyone talks about the exercise itself: what it was like, what they learned from it,what surprised them, and what they are curious to explore next.
If you are chaining exercises together, you can shorten the “everyone together” portionsdown to a quick five minutes. But for the last (or only) exercise in your workshop, saveat least ten minutes for each of these times. This will help people begin to move into theconvergent phase of sensemaking.
Building and discussing wrap-up lists

One way to bring closure to a sensemaking workshop is with a list-making activity. Buildinga wrap-up list helps participants tell the story of the workshop to those who did not attendit and gives them a chance to express their wishes and concerns.
These are some ideas for lists you can help people build. For each I have listed someprompts 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 ___.

Note how each of these prompts is a story people can tell about the experience they hadin the workshop. You don’t have to use these exact prompts, but you do need to find away to give people permission to express their feelings, values, and beliefs about whathappened to them in the workshop in their own words. Don’t let them get the idea thatthey are building lists to come to definitive conclusions (they can’t), to be judged (theywon’t be), or to set policy (they can’t, probably). They are building lists to make sense ofwhat happened and to be heard and understood.
I find it works best to give people two or three lists to build, not just one. That way eachparticipant can find something they would like to add. You can come up with your own
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list types, and you can give (motivated) participants a choice of list types or the option tocome up with their own.
As for filling the lists, you can ask people to think of list items:
• individually (and anonymously) during a time of private reflection
• during small-group discussions (followed by a report-back period)
• during a whole-workshop discussion
Which is best will depend on how comfortable your participants will be adding list items infront of their fellow participants.
You can ask people to write on (or put sticky notes on) a whiteboard (in-person or online),or you can write down what people say. In either case, ask people to keep their list itemsbrief but clear. Make sure they understand that the lists they write will be featured in theworkshop report. (Then make sure you do feature them.)
Optional elaborations. If you have a motivated group and some extra time, you can plan amore complex list-making activity.
• Ask why. You can ask people to write on each list item why that item matters to them.This can give them an extra opportunity to express their enthusiasm (or concern) abouttheir list items. But don’t use this elaboration if your participants are suspicious or fearful.They might take it as a requirement to justify their list items.
• Illustrate items with stories. You can ask people to choose 1-3 stories to illustrate eachlist item. This will give them an indirect way to express their enthusiasm (or concern)about their list items, and it will work even if they are suspicious or fearful.
• Play a list-making game. You can create a more interactive exercise by combining listitems. Split people into small groups, then ask each group to come up with two (or three)pairs (or trios) of items, such as:
– discoveries that present both concerns and opportunities
– suggestions based on perspectives
– curiosities about differences
You can choose combinations in advance or ask people to think of them on the spot.You can ask each group to prepare to tell everyone about their list items, or you can askthem to add their items to a shared space (in person) or document (online).

• Cluster list items. If you think people will build long lists, say of 20 items or more (perlist), set aside 5-10 minutes for them to cluster the list items, placing similar items closerto each other. This will make the lists easier to understand, refer to, and use.
• Connect to other methods. Many decision support methods start where narrativesensemaking leaves off, so another way to wrap up sensemaking is to link it to a secondmethod of decision support. Especially if PNI has been a hard sell to your community ororganization (or funders), using it as a precursor to another method (perhaps a morewidely known one) could bolster support for your project. Many checklists, scorecards,
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models, and other structured planning methods can input the output of a narrativesensemaking exercise. For example:
– In SWOT analysis, participants list Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats.These list elements can be drawn out of the stories, patterns, and themes discussedin sensemaking.
– In Causal Layered Analysis, participants consider issues at four levels: official expla-nations; systemic causes; worldviews and discourses; metaphors and myths. Stories,patterns, and themes discovered in sensemaking can help to build each CLA layer.
– Scenario planning is another activity that starts with list-making. You can start a sce-nario planning session by listing stakeholders, trends, driving forces, and uncertaintiesyou discovered during narrative sensemaking.

Choosing and discussing convergent stories

A simpler 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 surface of a sensemakingworkshop:
pivot stories, voice stories, and discovery stories. You can prepare to help your participantsselect and discuss some stories of each of these types.
Pivot stories. As workshop participants follow threads of connection, they will sometimesfind themselves saying, “Look, there’s that story again.” Those are the pivot stories.
Pivot stories keep coming up because they are situated at the intersections of the collection.In pivot stories, all of the things that matter in the project come together. Trust meetsrebellion, or the official story meets the ground truth, or the reason nobody will talk aboutthe problem meets the reason nobody will fix the problem. It’s all in there. Read them andyou can see what the project is about.
Voice stories. These are the stories that sing out, that beg to be heard, that have wingsand are poised to fly. They are memorable because they break through barriers of misun-derstanding, assumption, and reluctance. They bring perspectives or experiences that arenot widely known into wider awareness. Voice stories involve some risk to their tellers,but they also include relief and gratitude for the chance to finally speak out.
Discovery stories. These stories solve mysteries. They are not particularly memorable orintersectional, but they are surprising. You could also call them “aha” stories. When peopleencounter a discovery story, they say, “Oh, is that how it is?” or, “I didn’t know that.”
Of course, whether a story contains a discovery depends on who is doing the discovering. Adiscovery for one person might be something another person thinks everyone knows andstill another person thinks is an outright lie. That’s fine, because discovery stories are notabout facts; they are about perspectives. A discovery story reveals “how it is” not in generalbut to a person in a context from a perspective. A discovery story is one in which peoplediscover things about the experiences of others that they had not understood before.
Discovery stories create bridges of understanding among the people who told the stories,the people who made sense of the stories, and the people who were not involved in
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the project at all. The best discovery stories grow stories of their own, stories in whichunderstandings change from one state (before encountering the story) to another (after).These larger stories enter into and change the stories of the workshop, the project, andthe team, family, community, or organization.
There's 
that cat 

story again!

Hey, have you 
guys heard the 
umbrella story 

yet?
Let's put 
a mark 
on that 

one.

pivot stories voice stories discovery stories

Did you 
see this?

I did not 
know 
that.

We 
have.

It keeps 
coming up.

Strange.

Facilitating the selection of convergent stories. Don’t ask for pivot stories, voice stories,and discovery stories by name. Official-sounding labels can intimidate people or push themout of discovering and into performing. Instead, use indirect questions like these:
1. 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?
2. Which stories cried out to be heard today? Which stories did you find yourself wantingto tell to everyone in the workshop, or outside it?
3. Which stories surprised you the most today? Which stories taught you something?Which stories do you want to remember the most?
You can ask these questions in a whole-workshop discussion, or you can ask each smallgroup to choose some stories, then describe or retell the stories to the whole workshop.In either case, ask people to also explain why they chose each story and what it meansto them. Then write the story names (and summarize the explanations) on a whiteboardunder three headings (e.g., stories that kept coming up, stories that cried out to be heard,stories that surprised us).
Don’t mention convergent stories until you get to the wrapping-up part of your workshop.Don’t even say that you will be asking people to pick out stories. Convergent stories canonly be found in retrospect, after participants have been working with the story collectionfor some time. If you ask people to look for them at the start of the workshop, they won’tfind them.
Choosing anddiscussing convergent patterns. If you used catalyticmaterial in your exercise(and motivation is high), you can ask your participants to list convergent patterns as wellas convergent stories.
1. Pivot patterns are like pivot stories, but instead of saying “there’s that story again”people will say “there’s that pattern again.” Participants can highlight them to helppeople who did not attend the workshop understand what it was about.
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2. Voice patterns cry out for greater and wider attention. Participants can highlight themfor wider discussion or action in the community or organization.
3. Discovery patterns are the closest a sensemaking workshop can get to the findings ofan analytical study. Participants can highlight them for further discussion or exploration(maybe in a new, more focused project) after the workshop is over.
You can ask people to pick out convergent patterns using the same questions you use tohelp them choose convergent stories; just say “patterns” instead of “stories.” But don’t dothis if your workshops are short or your participants are apathetic. Most people don’t findthis activity as interesting as picking out stories.
One wrapping-up activity or two?

Should you ask your participants to build lists and select stories? Maybe. If your project isambitious, your participants are motivated, and you have enough time, you can do bothactivities. If you do, ask them to choose stories first. It will improve the list-making activity.
On the other hand, if your project has modest goals, your sensemaking time is short, oryour participants are not strongly motivated, you will probably want to choose just onewrap-up activity. Which one? If your participants are apathetic, suspicious, or fearful, use astory-selecting activity. It’s the simpler and safer option. Being asked to build a list can seemannoying to the apathetic, intimidating to the fearful, and controlling to the distrusting.But everyone loves (and nobody minds) picking out stories.
Whether you use a list-making activity, a story-selecting activity, or both, don’t end your
workshop without a wrapping-up activity. It will give your participants the last word onhow their experiences and perspectives will be represented in the workshop record youare helping them to build.
Convergence under special conditions

There are some specific conditions under which convergence is not likely to happenwithoutsome special attention. As you plan your sensemaking workshop(s), think about whetherany of these conditions are likely so you can adapt your plan to account for them.
Disinterest. People who don’t care about or don’t feel connected to your topic (or yourstories or the other people in the workshop) might not want to bother putting any energyinto convergence. They might not see the point of wrapping up something that didn’tmatter to them in the first place.
If you think this reaction is likely, convert your sensemaking workshops into story-sharing-and-sensemaking workshops, essentially changing them into mini-projects. You can stilluse the stories you previously collected, but make them optional and peripheral, and givepeople plenty of opportunities to share stories of their own. Even if the topics people wantto talk about are not quite what you planned, and even if they have no interest in thestories you so painstakingly collected, you can still carry out productive workshops thatpeople will be eager to draw to a successful close.
Fear. People who are nervous about speaking up in public might be fine in the earlierparts of the workshop, when the things they say will be lost in an ocean of conversation.
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Even if they know you are recording the workshop, they might think nobody will want towade through all of those details. (And they’re right; nobody does.) But when it comesto wrapping up the workshop, they might suddenly fall silent because what they say is
starting to matter.
If you think this reaction is likely, be exceptionally transparent about:
• who will have access to workshop recordings (audio, video, photographs)
• how you will provide anonymity as you prepare the workshop record
• what the workshop record will look like
• whether and how participants will be able to review and change or retract their contri-butions to the workshop record
• who will have access to the workshop record and what they will be allowed to do with it
You don’t have to spend half an hour telling people about these plans. Just make sureeveryone knows that the plans are available, either in written form or in your own knowl-edge. During breaks, you may see a few people hovering over the document you placed ona table or in a web document, or a few people may pull you aside with questions.
Conflict. People who experience conflict in a sensemaking workshopmight hold back in thewrapping-up activity because they want to avoid being blamed for the conflict, exposing itto view, or making it worse. If you think this reaction is likely, help your participants builda nested story, a multi-dimensional, multi-perspective portrait of the workshop as it wasexperienced by its participants. Here’s how:
• Use your workshop introduction to establish an expectation of nesting. If you aren’t surewhat to say about nested stories, look back at what I wrote about the “Stories nest” PNIprinciple on page 80, and say something like that.
• If you use a story-selecting wrap-up activity, for each convergent story people pick out,ask them to choose at least one additional story that represents a different point of
view. Ask them to represent the full spectrum of perspectives they encountered andexpressed during the workshop, not just a dominant or preferred subset.

• If you use a list-making wrap-up activity, pay special attention to the “Perspectives,”“Differences,” and “Connections” list items, and consider combining them with other listtypes, such as “Learnings about differences” or “Curiosities about perspectives.” Helpyour participants tell the whole story of the workshop—including its conflicts—withoutcensorship, but in a way that respectfully represents the diverse perspectives involved.
Despondency. There are two ways in which despondency can lead people to drop out ofparticipation during the convergent phase of sensemaking:
1. When people with different levels of status work together in a workshop, lower-statusparticipants sometimes drop out of convergence out of avoidance or fatalism becausethey believe that the higher-status participants will inevitably drown them out.
2. If everyone in the workshop is of low status in the community or organization, theymight all balk at wrapping up the workshop because they believe the entire workshopwill be ignored by the higher-status world around them. They might want to avoid the
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unpleasant experience of getting their hopes up only to have them dashed after theworkshop is over.
If you think lower-status people will clam up in front of higher-status people, don’t askthem to come to the same workshops. If you realize during the wrapping-up part of aworkshop that you shouldn’t have mixed the people in it, use a story-selecting activity (it’ssafer) or ask everyone to quietly submit their list items (or stories) to you for anonymousassembly after the workshop.
If you think everyone in a workshop will expect to be ignored, come prepared to explainyour plans to record the workshop and to prepare the record for use in decision support.But don’t just explain what you will do. In their eyes (and maybe in reality), you might beas powerless as they are. Prove to your participants that your project (and your workshop)has the support of whoever actually does make decisions for the community. Even if thatsupport is limited, tell them about it. Be transparent about what they will actually be ableto accomplish. Also, tell them what they can do with the workshop record themselves.
Superiority. Higher-status participants sometimes do exactly what lower-status partici-pants worry they will do: take over the convergent phase of sensemaking (when things startto matter) and drown out the voices of everyone around them. I’ve also seen higher-statuspeople walk out of sensemaking when it has reached the convergent phase. They actually
do get to say what will happen after the workshop is over, so why should they stick aroundand listen to the little people complain? What they don’t realize is that walking away hasas much of a dampening effect as taking over.
This isn’t usually much of a problem, honestly, because high-status people don’t usuallywant to participate in sensemaking workshops. They just want to see an executive summaryof a report. But if you run into a high-status person who does want to participate insensemaking, ask them to discuss their participation up front. During the contact taskand the first part of the sensemaking exercise, ask them to contribute to the discussion,reminding them to listen as much as they talk. But when it is time to wrap up the exerciseand the workshop, ask them to be silent, present, and respectfully attentive. If they arenot willing to do that, ask them not to come to the workshop at all.
Watching for convergence
Now that we’ve covered planning for convergence, let’s talk about observing it. What doesconvergence look like? As I mentioned above, it looks like collaboration, emergence, andindependence. Participants should work together to make the workshop their own.
Watching for collaboration

When a sensemaking workshop is in a convergent phase, people should be collaboratingat two levels: within each small group, and across the whole workshop. But small-groupconvergence drives whole-workshop convergence. If people are working well together ineach small group, the effect will bubble up to affect the whole workshop.
Collaboration doesn’t have to look like agreement. But it should look like awareness,
negotiation, and representation. These are all things you can observe.
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Awareness. When people in groups are aware of each other, they pay attention to whateveryone is doing. You will hear them say things like this:
• What do you think is a good name for this story?
• I can relate to that. Do you want to hear what happened to me?
• Oh, you’re writing down two perspectives? That’s a good idea. Are we all doing that?
When people in groups are not aware of each other, they act as if they are in their own littlebubbles. The fact that they are sitting next to other people, and that they have been askedto work with those other people, means nothing to them. As far as they are concerned,they are in a room with you (nobody ignores the facilitator) and a bunch of cardboardcutouts. When this happens you will hear people saying things like this:
• (to the facilitator) I’m done with my questions. What should I do next?
• (to the group) I have a story to tell. I’m supposed to tell it to you, right?
• (to nobody in particular) I’m putting this sticky note right here.
I sometimes see this behavior in people who are used to authority. They are most comfort-able lecturing to an audience or being respectfully interviewed, so being asked to work in
a group seems like an insult to their dignity. These aren’t bad people; they are just used toa different way of working together. Your task is help them understand what they need todo to make sensemaking work.
You might think the same pattern of unawareness would come up in people who are so
unused to being heard that they don’t feel qualified to participate in the group you askedthem to work with. But I’ve watched these people. They have an abundance of awareness,not a lack. People who want to be included (and don’t think they are) pay a lot of attentionto those who are included, just in case the door opens for them. The door should be openfor them, but you may need to help them see it.
Negotiation. When people in a group are negotiating with each other, they don’t act ontheir own. They talk about what the group is going to do. They ask questions, proposeideas, and discuss plans. You will hear them say things like this:
• How many of these do we have? Is this enough?
• I have an idea. Let’s put these three stories here. What do you think?
• I suggest we use the 1986 election as the start of our timeline.
People who are not negotiating view the tasks you set out for them as their own tasks,not the group’s tasks. They also tend to keep their own stories (whether they told them orchose them) close to their chests, almost protecting them from the other group members.When people do that, they are in a group of one, and they will say things like this:
• I don’t know what you’re doing, but I’m listing three characters per story.
• I finished my part of the timeline.
• These three stories are mine, and those two are yours.
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This doesn’t usually happen to everyone in a group at once. Often you will see groupswhere some people are working together and some aren’t. Maybe three people will benegotiating while one person is off doing their own thing.
This is where the I’m-not-qualified-to-be-here people stand out. They don’t feel they haveany standing to negotiate, so they don’t. They just wait to be told what to do by those incharge. If you notice this dynamic, it might take just a nudge to empower such a person tospeak up, or to remind other group members to include everyone in their negotiations.
Representation. What I mean by representation is that people in a group call themselves
something. They represent their group, to you and to other groups, with some kind ofunified description: a name, a motto, a theme, a competence, or a defining characteristic.When people have created a group representation, you will hear them say things like this:
• Let’s call ourselves “the smart group.”
• It sounds like the theme of our group is “phoenix rising from the ashes.”
• Look, our landscape has more stories than theirs.
When people haven’t created a group representation, you will hear things like this:
• My stories all seem to be about dogs.
• Why do you keep mentioning stories about betrayal? What are you, the betrayal corps?
• You people are taking this activity way too seriously. You’re such over-achievers.
Notice how all of these statements set up the individual as separate from the group. Someof the statements even make up names, but with a clear understanding that the speaker is
outside the name.
When I hear people in a group creating a name or theme for themselves, I smile, because Iknow that group will discover useful insights. When people start thinking of themselvesas a team that does things together—despite their differences—they start doing thingstogether.

Did everybody 
read this thing 

about the 
questions?

I think so. How 
about we go 
for situations 
AND themes? Sounds good. 

We're the 
imaginative 
team, aren't 

we?

I'm almost 
done with my 
landscape.

Excuse me! 
How many 
notes am I 

supposed to 
write?

You people 
talk too 
much.

An aside on competition. You might have noticed a hint of competition among groupsin the positive-representation list above (“our landscape has more stories than theirs”).Should you encourage groups to compete with each other?
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Maybe. For some participants, competition can make a workshop more interesting. I’veeven heard of facilitators giving out points for doing assigned tasks and posting a “score-board” with team results. Some people love that sort of thing. But for others, myselfincluded, competition sucks the fun out of sensemaking. The surest way to get me out of aroom is to set up a competition. What I love is synergism and mutual aid.
So whether you should liven up your sensemaking by encouraging inter-group competitiondepends on the people you expect to attend the workshop. If you think they will respondwell to it, by all means set it up. If you think they will be turned off by it, put it aside.
If you can’t guess how people will respond, or if you think different groups will responddifferently, you can use hints instead of rules to leave the door open to competition for thosewho like it. For example, you could include a brief “walkabout” period in your schedule, inwhich you give groups the option of either continuing to work on their creations or walkingaround the room looking at what other groups have produced. That way people who wantto compete (or just wander and look and get inspired) can do that; and people who wouldrather focus on their own group creation can do that.
Watching for emergence

Emergence in sensemaking looks like small things joining up to form larger things. Each ofthe sensemaking exercises described in Chapter 12 was designed to help people discovercommon elements (such as themes, situations, patterns, and so on) that appear acrossmany stories. You should see this happening as people work their way through whateversensemaking exercise they are using. For example:
• Near the end of a twice-told stories exercise, you might hear someone say, “Isn’t itinteresting that we all chose stories about trust?” That’s a common theme.
• Near the end of a landscape exercise, you might hear someone say, “I’m intrigued bythis group of stories where unpredictability meets abundance. They all seem to involvesome kind of surprise.” That’s a common situation and a common outcome.
• Near the end of a story elements exercise, you might hear someone say, “These twocharacters represent our weaknesses, and these three represent our strengths.” That’sa pattern. (Story elements are themselves patterns, but larger patterns often appearamong them.)
Watching for independence

If the people in your sensemaking workshop do exactly what you tell them to do, and nota bit more, or if they don’t do what you say but don’t do anything else either, they may notbe achieving convergence. When people start finding common cause in a sensemakingworkshop, they also start getting ideas about how they can tweak the workshop to make itbetter. For example:
• You might overhear a group saying something like: “What if we build two of thesetimelines, one from each perspective?”
• You might find six people in a huddle you didn’t tell them to get into, frantically copyingdown names of stories for some new activity they want to squeeze into the schedule.
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• You might ask people to choose three patterns, then come back to find out they chosetwo of one type and two of another.
So to watch for independence, be on the lookout for small acts of rebellion. When yousee it: rejoice! It means your participants have found something they want to do together.Gently guide them, yes, if they are doing things that won’t work; but don’t say things like“We have to stick to the schedule.” Because you don’t have to stick to the schedule. You
want the workshop to get away from you. That means it’s working. A common purpose,and the energy to reach it, are more important than strict adherence to the plan.

Now we are 
going to build a 

timeline.
Tell us 
what to 

do.

How about an 
us-and-them 

timeline?
Okay.

Everything's fine, 
but something's 

missing.
Convergence!

I like it.

Now we are 
going to build a 

timeline.

Intervening to support convergence
Don’t put too much pressure on your participants to achieve convergence. Sometimespeople aren’t ready to arrive at (or admit to) discoveries, even when everyone can seethem. Sometimes people need to both maintain and break down barriers. And a mil-lion other things can hold people back from reaching convergence, from assumptions tomisunderstandings to recent events. Sometimes things just don’t gel.
If people don’t experience convergence during a sensemaking workshop, it doesn’t meanthey will never experience it. Sometimes a failure to converge is not so much a failure asmuch as it is feelings at work. Sensemaking without convergence can still have a positiveimpact, and convergence may still come to your participants days, weeks, or months later.
Having said that, if you want to intervene to help people achieve convergence, there aresome things you can do.
If collaboration is weak

Here are some things you can do if people are not collaborating as much as they could.
• Awareness. If you can see that the people in your small groups are ignoring each other,you can drop some quiet reminders about collaboration. My favorite way to do this isto sidle up to a small group (physically or online) and ask them an apparently stupidquestion in which a reminder is embedded. I’ll say something like:
– So how’s it going choosing your [thing they were supposed to choose together]? Whathas everyone said about it?
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– Just checking, I wasn’t sure how long this would take. Has everyone had a chance toweigh in yet, or do you think you will need some more time?
– Hey, sorry, I forgot to tell you about [some thing you made up]. How does everyonefeel about that?
And so on. In other words, come up with a question you can ask while you are slippingin a subtle reference to collaboration. This way people will think they are helping theinept facilitator rather than being corrected.

• Negotiation. If you can see that people in groups aren’t negotiating, wait for someoneto pull you aside to ask you a question, then give your answer to their whole group. Toavoid seeming to correct them, say something like, “Charlie has a great question, andyou’ll all want to hear the answer to this.” Then answer the question. Doing this sendsthe message that you see the question asker as needing information for the group, notfor themselves. (If nobody pulls you aside, fall back on the inept-facilitator trick.)
• Representation. There isn’t much you can do if groups don’t create group represen-tations. However, you can use group representations as indicators of readiness. If youdon’t hear anyone giving their groups names or themes, you might want to scale backany planned activities that require strong teamwork. Or if things are going better thanyou expected—say each group has given itself a funny name, even though you nevermentioned any such thing—you might want to offer a more ambitious activity.
If emergence is weak

During your sensemaking exercise, if you notice that a small group is not talking aboutany larger patterns, see if you can quietly nudge them in the direction of emergence. Forexample, you can:
• Give the group something to use to mark larger patterns with, like a new sticky-notecolor or a new marker.
• Remind the group they will have only a few minutes to sum up what they learned in thenext report-back period (so they’ll need to start drawing something together).
• Find a larger pattern in what the group has built or said, one you are genuinely curiousabout, and ask them about it in a “just wondering” sort of way.

These blue sticky notes 
are for marking the 

larger patterns you find 
in your space. Sorry, I 
forgot to give them to 

you before.

We're supposed 
to be marking 

larger patterns?

I guess so.

It does 
make 
sense.
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Now, if everyone in the workshop isn’t talking about larger patterns, you might need tomake a more drastic change. Before your scheduled report-back period, give everyone asurprise 5-minute break to collect their thoughts. Then ask them to look back over whatthey built in the exercise one last time “to see if any more overall patterns come to mind.”
You can also throw in an emergency report-back rule. Say something like, “I have an idea thatI think you might like. When you tell everyone what your group found out in the exercise,
include one thing that surprised you.” A concrete goal like this one—find a surprise to tellabout—might give groups whose attention has been scattered a reason to focus.
If independence is weak

If people are doing only what you ask them to do, don’t correct them. That will either causethem to try even harder to do what you seem to be asking them to do (interpretationsmay vary) or cause them to walk away from the workshop in frustration. Instead, look forfine-grained opportunities to support nascent rebellions.
For example, after you introduce a task to the whole workshop, quietly go around andobserve what each small group is doing. If you notice that one group seems ready to domore independent work, say something like, “You might want to add a little somethingextra to your timeline. How about a third dimension? You seem to have a lot of ideas, andyou have the time for it.” You can even pre-select a small elaboration to have on hand forjust such an opportunity.

Planning and facilitating the change phase
In the last phase of sensemaking, people,project, and stories emerge transformed.
Change begins near the middle of theworkshop and gains momentum as theworkshop comes to a close.

Stories
People
Project

People
Project
Stories

Project
People 
Stories

During the change phase:
• Participants develop a new understanding of the project’s topic based on the storiesthey heard and told. Some of the stories stay with them long after the workshop isover, and some are passed on and enter into the life of the team, family, community, ororganization. The project’s story collection is also changed by the people who workedwith it. It grows to include more stories, interpretations, annotations, connections, andconstructions.
• Participants develop a new understanding of their fellow participants. They may neversee those particular people again, but they reason differently about people with those
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characteristics afterwards. For example, a customer-facing staff member who has at-tended a sensemaking workshop with (not just about) customers is likely to come out ofit with a different understanding of customers than they went in with, and the same willbe true for the customers.
• These new understandings transform the goals and plans of the project and its partici-pants. People come out of sensemaking workshops with new avenues for thought anddiscussion and new ideas for exploration and experimentation. Whether or not theseavenues and ideas lead to interventions, they produce ripple effects that impact theentire community or organization.
The power of narrative sensemaking is power of transcendence. Since ancient times,people have listened to stories to rise above the plane of their individual, situated, limitedviewpoints to a summit from which they can see and understand the entire landscape ofperspectives around them and make sense of their place in it. The goal of sensemaking inPNI is to concentrate and focus this ancient practice to bring about transformative change.
Thus the goal of a sensemaking workshop is for its participants to begin by viewing asituation (legitimately and reasonably) from one perspective and end by viewing the samesituation from a kaleidoscopic multitude of perspectives—without feeling that their ownperspectives have been diminished or disqualified in any way.
Planning for change
The first two phases of sensemaking (contact and churning) are shaped by the activitiesyou choose, set up, and guide along. The third phase (convergence) depends mostly onwhat you set up in the first two phases, but you can still observe and intervene in it. Thelast phase (change) is not about what you do. It’s about what happens because of thethings you did before it got started—if you did them right.
So to talk about facilitating change, we can talk about setting expectations, and we cantalk about watching change happen. But there is no point talking about intervention. Justas if you were baking a cake, you had better keep your hands out of the oven of change.You will get burned, and you’ll probably ruin the cake anyway.
Am I saying you are powerless to create change in sensemaking? No, I’m not. In fact, you
are the power that can make change happen. But to gain that power, you need to do somework between workshops.
Great cooks do much of their thinking between recipes. Chefs make the same dish dozensof times in succession, working to get the recipe just right. I’m no chef, but my bananabread recipe sits in my cookbook as a series of 20 sticky-note versions, starting from what Iread in the book decades ago and moving forward, each recipe slightly different from theone below it, and ending with the current version on top.
My sensemaking workshop recipe sits in my mind in a similar way. Yours will too. That stackof experiences is your power to make change happen. But you must deliberately stackthose experiences—that is, pause to reflect between workshops—if you want to improveyour power to make change happen. We will talk about post-workshop reflection later (onpage 340). Right now let’s focus on preparation for change.
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Setting expectations of change

The example introduction on page 305 includes these words:
Finally, we’ll end the workshop by talking about what happened in it and how ithas changed our perspectives and our project.

That’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. Not only have you claimed that change is bound to happen;you have set aside a time to discuss it. People will notice this, and it will shape theirexpectations about what will happen, and their expectations will shape what happens.
You can also create an expectation of change—and of openness to change—in the wayyou talk to people throughout the workshop.
• When you tell the story of the project so far, mention any challenges you have faced.This will demonstrate your willingness to grow and change in support of your goals.
• When you describe your workshop agenda, communicate your curiosity about what willemerge in the workshop and how it will change you, your participants, the project, andthe community or organization.
• When you introduce your stories, include a quick mention of how they have expandedyour own awareness. Entice your participants with a vision of discovery.
• When you give your participants the instructions for your tasks and exercises, inspirethem to open their minds, examine their assumptions, and broaden their horizons.
• When you listen to your participants during report-back anddiscussion periods (especiallyjust after the contact task), appreciate their willingness to listen and learn.
An aside on going through the motions. Beware of self-delusion about change, both inyour participants and in yourself. It is possible to collect stories, convene participants, andconduct exercises that follow established recommendations perfectly, creating contact,churning, and convergence, all without breaking through to change. If nothing has changedas a result of a sensemaking workshop—if nobody thinks or feels differently than they didbefore it started—you may only have gone through the motions of sensemaking. You mighthave wanted to be able to say you supported change while actually protecting yourselfagainst it. Or maybe you wanted to bring about change, but nobody else did.
The antidote to self-delusion is reflection. This is why, during the planning phase of yourproject, and again just before the sensemaking phase begins, you must explore your hopesand fears, think about your participants and the perspectives they will bring to your project,and test your plans and materials. The better map you can prepare, the better journey youcan lead, and the better place you can get to.
An aside on the limits of change. Don’t go too far in setting expectations of change. Don’tpretend that everyone will leave the workshop in a state of post-cooperative bliss. That’snot going to happen, and you don’t need it to happen, and thinking it will happen or shouldhappen could backfire. The best expectation to set up for a sensemaking workshop is that
we will be a working group. We will get things done together, no matter how much weagree or disagree. Together we will see things we did not see before.



Planning and facilitating the change phase 335

The goal of a sensemaking workshop is not to cure anything. It’s not therapy, and you’renot a therapist, so don’t feel you’ve failed if people aren’t holding hands and singing at theend. The goal of sensemaking is to arrive at new insights. If those insights are about theways in which people don’t (or can’t or won’t ever) agree on certain issues, that can stillbe a valuable result. I can recall sensemaking workshops that ended in people glaring ateach other with arms folded. But the workshops weren’t failures, because the people inthem learned things they didn’t know before, and the projects of which they were a partwere able to use those insights to bring people closer together.
In fact, I’d say that if nobody ever gets angry or offended during a sensemaking workshop,you aren’t digging very deep. Don’t rile people up on purpose, of course, but don’t rushto fix every uncomfortable moment. And don’t set up the expectation that harmony willalways prevail. Emphasize the synergy of discovery, not the balm of friendship.

Oh no, they aren’t 
getting along. I 

must be doing this 
wrong.

I guess 
they had a 

point.

I don’t 
see that.

I think I am 
beginning to 
understand 

why…

I can’t stop 
thinking about 
that one story.

Was this even 
worth doing?

Yeah, well, 
I do.

Later…

Planning the after-party

As your wrapping-up activity winds down, you will see people breathing sighs of relief.They will see that the workshop is drawing to a close (and you will soon stop asking themto do strange things), and they will see that their efforts have produced useful insights. Asa result, they will naturally begin to slide into talking about the workshop itself. That’s thebeginning of the after-party.
There is always a sort of glow during the after-party. People speak more freely, move moreloosely, laugh more readily. The greater the mayhem during the workshop, the more theafter-party feels like a party, because there is more of an accomplishment to celebrate.
Why does the after-party matter? For two reasons.
Inevitability. The after-party will happen whether you support it or not. This workshophas been an event in the lives of these people. They need to process it while it is still freshin their minds.
When you are planning a sensemaking workshop, you may be tempted to plan “productive”activities right up until the last moment of the workshop. Don’t do that. I’ve seen whathappens when you do. People leave the workshop and try to talk about it with peoplewho weren’t there—spouses, kids, people on the bus. It doesn’t work, because nobodyknows what they are talking about. They end up feeling unresolved and confused, andtheir feeling has an impact on the larger project. Maybe they don’t volunteer to comment
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on the workshop report. Or they dismiss the project when somebody asks them about itlater. Or they don’t get involved in the next project.
In Chapter 5, when I talked about story sharing in after-parties (page 61), I said:

When people get together to carry out a purposeful group activity, if it does notinclude the time or permission they need to share stories, they will come out ofthe interaction with a pent-up need for story sharing. If they are allowed to lingerand chat in the space afterwards, they are likely to share stories then.
A sensemaking workshop is a purposeful group activity, and though it does include thetime and permission to share stories, it does not include the time and permission to sharestories about the workshop itself. Not unless you set aside a time for it and give peoplepermission to do it.
Utility. Sometimes the best part of a sensemaking workshop happens after it ends. Whenpeople have time to sit around and chat about the workshop, they often say things theyweren’t ready to say before.
You might think people would say everything they have to say during the wrapping-upactivity. But they often don’t. They might feel pressured to say what is expected, or theymight not want to rock the boat, or they might still be thinking things through. I have longnoticed that the things people say in the after-party are more insightful and impactful thanthe things they say during the workshop proper. My guess is that this is because peoplehave stopped trying to do what somebody else wants them to do.
It may seem a loss of your precious sensemaking time to let people sit around and chat.Indeed, planning a sit-and-chat time near the start of your workshop would be a waste oftime. But at the end of the workshop, it’s just right. Give your participants some time tomake sense of their sensemaking experience together. Everyone will be helped by it: them,you, and the project you have worked so hard to support.
Now, assuming I’ve convinced you to support the after-party, what should you do in it?
Celebrate. Plan something special for the end of the workshop that signals to participantsthat they are done accomplishing things and can sit back and reflect on what they havedone. The signal might be bringing out some sort of celebratory food, like pizza or bakedgoods (food is a powerful social signal). It might be handing out copies of somethingpeople built in the workshop (which you had your helpers furiously prepare in the last halfhour). It could even be something as simple as playing music or opening doors or windows.Announcing the arrival of the after-party, instead of just allowing people to slide into it,creates a greater sense of release.
Reflect. Don’t ask people to do anything during the after-party. Just invite them to reflectwith you on the experience you all just had. Make a few positive comments on the work-shop. Express your gratitude. Recount a high point or an amazing insight. Then ask your
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participants a few casual questions, questions you chose in advance and practiced untilthey seem unpracticed. For example, you might ask:
• Being heard:
– Is there a message you would like to convey to the people in our community whowere not here with us today?
– Is there anything you would like to say—to anyone about anything—that you didn’tget a chance to say today?
– Is there a story you didn’t get to tell today but would still like to tell?
– Is there anything else you would like to say about the experience you had here today?

• About the workshop:
– What was this experience like for you? How did it feel?
– If you were to sum up this experience in a single sentence, what would it be?
– What did you think this experience was going to be like, and how did it surprise you?
– What has changed for you because of this experience?
– What did you learn from this experience?

• About the project:
– Are you glad you came to this workshop? Why or why not?
– Do you have any questions about the project and what will happen next in it?
– What do you want to do now?
– Do you want to stay involved in this project? Why or why not?
– If you want to stay involved in this project, what would you like to do? [and maybemention a list of options]

• Feedback:
– Which parts of the workshop did you like most and least? What were the high andlow points for you?
– What did you think of the activities we did today? Which did you like most and least?
– Was this workshop worth your time? Why or why not?
– How could this workshop have been better?
– If we were to run this workshop again, how would you suggest we change it?
– What would you like to see happen next as a result of this workshop?

Whatever you do, don’t call the after-party an after-party. When you show people yourworkshop agenda, call the after-party something like “reflection” or “celebration” or “clos-ing.” An after-party is a bit of a facilitation trick, like a magician’s bag with a false bottom. Ifyou tell people it will happen, it won’t happen.
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.
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A change in thinking. When a sensemaking workshop ends well, its participants experiencea new transcendence of thought. The things they say about the topic change in a way thatindicates a broadening of the perspectives they brought to the workshop. For example:
If they say at the start They might say at the end
How on earth could ___ think ___? I willnever understand ___. I am beginning to see how ___ mightthink ___. I don’t ___, not at all, but Ican see why ___.
There is no way ___ can/will/should ___.The situation is ___, and there is no pointtalking about it.

I was surprised to learn ___, I’m curiousto learn more about ___, and I’d like totry ___.
I don’t see why we should waste our timetalking about ___. I/we already understandit.

There is a lot more to ___ than I thought.I would like to learn more about ___.

You’ll never convince me that ___, so whyare we talking? I have learned so much about ___. I wasparticularly surprised to learn that ___.
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. They begin to linger over tasks instead of rushing through them.They discover a new sense of curiosity about the project, asking questions they didn’t careto ask before. When you see any of these things happening, you will know that peoplehave experienced an emotional change as a result of their workshop experience.
Watch people during your after-party. If you can see transcendence, satisfaction, andrelease, 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.
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What to include in your workshop record
Now I’ll go over the things you might want to include in your workshop record.
Summaries. By this I mean a few brief sentences that sum up the major events of theworkshop: what people explored, what they found out, how things played out. The bestsummaries come from theworkshop participants themselves. You can ask people to sum upthe workshop in their own words (in speech or writing) during the after-party. If that’s notpossible, you can write the summary yourself, but if you can, show it to your participantsand ask if they’d like to add anything to it.
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 why it matters 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 touchstonespeople talk about for years afterwards. So it’s important to capture them.
• If you are meeting in person, it is best to both save and photograph these constructions(in case either version is lost). This is one of the reasons I like to use giant sticky-notepads: you can peel them off the wall, roll them up, and take them home. Later, when youbuild your workshop record, you can reproduce the constructions in a way that makesthem easier to read, like in a spreadsheet or a slide presentation program.
• If you are meeting online, you can simply save the documents people build and incorpo-rate them into your report. (But make sure to back them up!)
Be careful not to place too much emphasis on constructions as workshop outcomes. Youdon’t want anyone to get the idea that the point of the workshop is to build things. Thepoint is to make sense of your topic. It’s the process of building the things that helps peopledo that. The things themselves are of secondary value.
So why keep the things at all? To tell the story of the workshop to the people who weren’tthere. A workshop construction is like a sketchbook a traveler fills up on a journey. It helpsthe traveler think about each place they visit, and it helps them describe the journey tothe people back home. But nobody goes on a journey just to fill a sketchbook.
Audio or video recordings. Should you record your entire workshop in audio or videoformat? I don’t advise it. For most projects a whole-workshop recording is unnecessaryand intrusive. It’s better to record specific portions of the workshop.
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Portion Useful? Welcome? Notes
Your intro-duction andinstructions

Maybe Maybe Recording yourself can help you improveyour facilitation. If you record participantreactions, destroy the recordings afteryou review them, and don’t include themin the workshop record.
Small-groupwork (tellingnew stories)

Maybe Maybe If you want to add newly told stories toyour collection, ask people to recordthem and answer questions about them.It is best to do this lightly, letting peopledecide which stories they want to record.
Small-groupwork (nottelling newstories)

Usually not Usually not You can give each group a recordingdevice and let them choose what theywant to record: their whole conversation,a few parts, a summary, or nothing.People who feel unheard might welcomethe opportunity. But don’t offer theoption if you aren’t prepared to processan unpredictable amount of material.
Report-backtimes,discussions,wrapping-up activity

Usually Usually These are good times to capturesummaries of what happened in theworkshop, and people usually don’t mindbeing recorded during these times.

Descrip-tions ofconstruc-tions

Always Almostalways Giving people the opportunity to describethe things they built is an excellent wayto make sure their voices are heard.People are usually willing to be recordeddoing this, and the project will benefitfrom it. Cryptic constructions can be lessthan useful in the workshop record.
Theafter-party Always Almostalways The things people say in the after-partyare usually worth noting, and peoplerarely mind being recorded in it.

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.
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A post-workshop review will help you improve your facilitation methods and skills. Readany notes you made in the workshop; take some new notes; talk to yourself. Commit theworkshop to memory. Replay in your mind what worked and what didn’t. Recall everymoment of disappointment, embarrassment, elation, pride, despair, mayhem. Think aboutwhat happened and what didn’t, or didn’t happen in the way you expected.
Here are some things you might want to think about as you review the workshop.
• What happened. Describe what happened in the contact, churning, convergence, andchange phases of the workshop.
– What happened when people first encountered the stories? How did they respond tothem? How did they start working with them?
– Did people tell any stories of their own? If so, what was that like?
– What happened as people continued to work with the stories?
– When did people seem the most comfortable or uncomfortable?
– How and to what extent did things come together?
– What went as you expected? What didn’t?
– What changes did you see between the start and end of the workshop?

• Interactions.Howdid people interact with each other? How did their interactions changeas the workshop went on? Were any moments of interaction particularly important?
• 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? How doyou 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?
• Your facilitation. How can you improve your facilitation based on this experience?
– What was your plan for the workshop? In what ways did you stick to the plan, and inwhat ways did you depart from it?
– How did the time go? Did you shorten or lengthen any time slots?
– How was your introduction? What worked in it, and what didn’t? How do you want toimprove it the next time you use it?
– When you gave people instructions for your tasks and exercises, did anything seem tocome across especially well or poorly?
– Did anyone seem energized, inspired, confused, irritated, or offended by anythingyou said? Is there anything you are glad you said? Is there anything you wish you hadsaid, not said, or said differently?
– How did the tasks and exercises go? Was there ever a moment when people seemedespecially comfortable or uncomfortable? Engaged or disengaged? Collaborative orcompeting? Confident, fearful, or intimidated? Productive or unproductive?
– How well did you do with managing discomfort, yours and your participants’?
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– Were there any obstacles you were or were not able to help people overcome?
– 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? What do you want to do the same and differentlyin your future workshops and projects?
As you end your reflections, write down your answers to all of these questions (and anymore that spring to mind). Then write a list of things you want to remember, think about,experiment with, avoid, get feedback about—whatever—before your next workshop,whether it is in this project or another.
If you do all those things at the end of every sensemaking workshop you facilitate, yourprojects and skills will continue to improve.

Finding your own sensemaking style
In the preceding sections I mentioned “your participants” often. Now it’s time to talk aboutyou. If you can’t make sensemaking work for you, you can’t make it work. You can workon your skills in whatever areas give you pain, but until you do that, you need to go withyour strengths. So what are your strengths when it comes to facilitating sensemaking? Ican think of a few strengths you might have.
Contagious enthusiasm
How much energy do you typically convey to the people around you? What do people sayyou are? A whirlwind? A quiet person? A stick-in-the-mud? If you have a lot of energy, drawon that to get other people excited about the opportunities provided by a sensemakingworkshop. If you don’t have a lot of obvious energy in your personality, collaborate withsome energetic people, or prepare some things to say that convey the potential of theworkshop for you.
A talent for teaching
How good are you at explaining complicated things to people without them getting con-fused or frustrated? Are you a good teacher? If you are great at this, you might be ableto use more complex elaborations of sensemaking exercises than some others can. If youknow you have a hard time explaining things, give yourself more time to gain experiencebefore you try some of the more complicated sensemaking possibilities described in thisbook (like adding a third dimension to landscapes or building stories out of story elements).
Tolerance for discomfort
How comfortable are you with the discomfort of other people? If you eat at a restaurantand you get the wrong food, do you have a hard time sending it back? If so, you may needto do some extra preparation for sensemaking, because you will need to make peopleuncomfortable. Yes, your role as a facilitator is to make things easier for your participants.But if things are too easy for them, they won’t be able to accomplish anything.
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Not everymoment of sensemaking is uncomfortable, of course. But somemoments are pre-dictably hazardous for people-pleasers. In particular, the start and end of each sensemakingactivity can be difficult times for facilitators who can’t stand to see people struggle.
• At the start of each activity, your participants might be reluctant to do a strange newthing. You must still ask them to do it.
• At the end of each activity, your participants might be reluctant to stop doing the strangenew thing they have finally begun to understand. You must still ask them to move on.
If you have trouble causing discomfort, write yourself verbatim scripts for the things youwill need to say at the start and end of each activity. Practice the scripts out loud until youknow them by heart. If your participants can read, you can also prepare a written versionof each script. During the workshop, stick to the scripts you prepared. They will help yourefrain from offering too much help. And if there is so much tension in the air that youcan’t say what you had planned to say, fall back to showing your instructions in writing.Another option is to find a collaborator who is comfortable with discomfort and agree that
they will give out the instructions when you can’t.
If you have no trouble sending food back at restaurants, or if you have a hard time guessinghow people might be feeling, add more listening to your workshop agenda. Set aside anextra five minutes after each task or exercise to ask your participants how the workshopis going for them. Find out how comfortable they feel, and be prepared to adjust yourinstructions to help them find the right level of discomfort to keep things moving. Anotheroption is to find a collaborator who is skilled at picking up signs of discomfort and agreethat they will tell you what they see as the workshop goes on.
Tolerance for ambiguity
Are you the sort of person who wakes up on Saturday morning with a full list of everythingyou plan to accomplish in your mind? Or do you just wake up and see what happens? If youare the planning sort, think about how you can add some flexibility to your sensemakingplans. Sensemaking doesn’t work as well when everything is planned out perfectly. Therehas to be some open space left for emergence.
For example, part of a landscape exercise involves people discovering patterns on theirlandscape. Will it bother you that you don’t know what forms those patterns will take?If someone comes up to you during the pattern-discovery part of the exercise and asks,“What sorts of patterns are we supposed to find?” will you be able to tell them, convincingly,that the landscape will tell them what to find on it? Or will you need to have some sort ofpattern-type list to fall back on?
If you do need a pattern-type list—if leaving things hanging open makes you physicallysick—you don’t have to run the exercise that way. You don’t have to change your personalityto facilitate sensemaking. You can give people the lists you think you would need if youwere doing the exercise, if you follow two conditions. First, test any lists you come upwith on landscapes of your own, with helpers if possible. Second, present lists as optional
resources, never as commands. That way you and the people like you won’t collapse with
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anxiety over uncertainty, and the people who thrive on uncertainty will ignore your sillylists and listen to the universe breathing.
Conversely, if you are all about emergence, prepare yourself to help (and not judge) partic-ipants who have a hard time with ambiguity. Help them open themselves up to emergencewith patience and compassion.
Multi-perspective thinking
When people are thinking in a blinkered, closed-minded way, are you good at waking themup to other ways of looking at things? Do your friends laugh because you always havesomething to say for the “wrong” side of things? Or do they laugh because you neverbudge from your fixed opinions?
If you habitually see things from multiple perspectives, incorporate that skill into yourfacilitation. Use what you do naturally to help other people see what you can see.
On the other hand, if seeing things from multiple perspectives is challenging for you, workon your own skills before you ask other people to join you. How can you work on seeingthings from multiple perspectives? There are many books and magazine articles and websites with advice on how to get better at looking at things from all sides. If you are the sortof person who likes to learn how your mind works, take a look at the area of psychologycalled “perspective taking.” People have spent decades learning how people develop skillsat seeing things from all sides, and there is much interesting work to explore there.
To start you out, here’s a little perspective-taking exercise you could use in preparationfor facilitating sensemaking. Find an article written somewhere—in a newspaper, in amagazine, on a web site. Now seek out at least two articles on the same topic but likelyto disagree with it in some way. Read and compare all of the articles. The challenge is tofind something you can agree with and something you can disagree with in each of thearticles. Start with small differences in perspective, then work your way up to differencesover which people would be willing to come to blows.
Another technique is to talk about an issue with as many people as you can find: neighbors,friends, relatives, colleagues. Make sure you find people who differ in their opinions on thetopic. If everyone says the same thing, seek a wider range. Now think of another issue, butthis time imagine the perspectives you might hear before you actually hear them. Then goand talk to the people. Did you guess well? If you do this over and over, you will improveyour ability to envision differences in perspective without actually having to find the peoplewho might say them. Such a skill is useful when it comes to making sense of multi-vocalinformation such as is found in a collection of stories.
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This chapter tells you how to facilitate four story-contact tasks, seven sensemaking exercises,and three exercises that use catalytic material. As I said in the chapter on story collectionexercises, you don’t have to do these exercises exactly as I say to do them; you can useother exercises than these; and you can create your own exercises. Use your experience,enthusiasm, and ingenuity to build a PNI practice that works for you and for your projectparticipants.

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.
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Sorting stories
This is the simplest of the contact tasks. It is similar to the “card sorting” method used inother participatory approaches.
Requirements

At least two people; at least 30 minutes.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Explain briefly what people are about to do.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, set up groups of 2-4 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.

The main part of the task

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Smallgroups Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud.Absorb the stories as a group.
10+ Smallgroups Talk about the variation you see in the stories. Think of a setof categories you could use to sort them. Choose categoriesthat 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 want to identify some themes in the stories,like challenge or 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.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5+ Everyonetogether Each group, explain what happened in your group andwhat it meant to you.
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Arranging stories
This task is a bit more nuanced (and a bit harder to understand) than sorting.
Requirements

At least two people; at least 30 minutes.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Explain briefly what people are about to do.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, set up groups of 2-4 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.

The main part of the task

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Smallgroups Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud.Absorb the stories as a group.
10+ Smallgroups Talk about the variation you see in the stories. Think of a wayto rank the stories that seems 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.
Line up the stories in relation to each other. You can do thiswith the story cards you were given, or you can copy theirnames onto sticky notes and line them up on a wall or table(or in an online space).

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5+ Everyonetogether Each group, explain what happened in your group andwhat it meant to you.
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Clustering stories
This task is like the clustering exercises used in a variety of participatory methods.
Requirements

At least two people; at least 30 minutes.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Explain briefly what people are about to do.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, set up groups of 2-4 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.

The main part of the task

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Smallgroups Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud.Absorb the stories as a group.
10+ Smallgroups 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 close to each other.

Don’t worry about why the stories are similar; just keepmoving them until it feels like you have represented theirsimilarities by how close they are together. Then stand backand look at the clusters of stories you have created. Whatdo they mean? Can you give the clusters names?
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
5+ Everyonetogether Each group, explain what happened in your group andwhat it meant to you.
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Pairing stories
This task is especially useful when your sensemaking participants are not the people whotold the stories you collected. You may also want to record the new stories people tell anduse them in the rest of your workshop or project.
Requirements

At least three people; at least 30 minutes.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Explain briefly what people are about to do.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, set up groups of 3-4 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.

The main part of the task

Minutes Who What to do
1 You If the stories are being recorded, start a separate recordingdevice for each small group.
5 Each personseparately Read the stories silently, passing them around so eachperson gets to read each story. As you read, choose a storythat resonates with you. Then think of an experience youhave had that the story reminds you of.
20+ 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.
5-10 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 Each group, explain what happened in your group andwhat it meant to you.
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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.
I have not specified any explicit breaks in these exercise instructions. But as I mentionedon page 313 (“Planning for movement”), you should plan a series of short breaks intoyour sensemaking workshop, every 30 minutes or so. If any of the activities within theseexercises calls for a longer time period, it’s fine to give people a break right in the middleof it. They will come back refreshed and ready to finish the activity.

Twice-told stories
This exercise is almost simple enough to be a contact task and just barely complex enoughto be a sensemaking exercise.
Requirements
At least four people; at least 45 minutes.
Preparation
In this exercise, each group will choose a story to retell to the whole workshop based on aquestion such as:

Which of these stories would ___________?
What fills in that blank space can be short and simple or long and complex, but it shouldrelate to the project’s goals, not to any general quality of what makes a “good” story.
Some utility-based questions (useful) Some quality-based questions (not useful)
• Which of these stories would open oureyes to the way this issue appears toothers in our community?
• Which of these stories would help usfind new solutions for this problem?
• Which of these stories would help usheal the wounds of the past?

• Which of these stories would make agreat movie?
• Which of these stories would go viral?
• Which of these stories would make peo-ple cry?

Why is this important? Because whether a story says something important and whether itsays something well are two different things. Sometimes the stories that boost a project tonew levels of impact are not at all well-spoken, but are awkward, shy, painful little things.People are so used to thinking of stories as things they buy that judging stories on whetherthey are “hot or not” can stand in the way of using them well in sensemaking. It is up toyou, the facilitator, to help people get past that limitation.
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When you are using this exercise to gather stories, the function of the story-selectionquestion is to give people a task that will bring out stories, so it doesn’t need to be aparticularly deep question. In sensemaking, however, the function of the story-selectionquestion is to make sense of the stories, so it should probe more deeply into your topic.Take some time to come up with a question that will help your participants explore themeaning in your stories. And make sure that they will be able to answer the question bychoosing a story from your collection.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
2 You Briefly introduce the project, the topic, the stories, and the exercise.
2 You Set up at least two groups of 2-4 people.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards.
1 You Give everyone the story-selection question(s) you prepared.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Read or listen to the stories, separately or together, silentlyor aloud. Working together, use the question you weregiven by the facilitator to choose a story to retell to thewhole workshop. If you can’t agree on one story, you canchoose two.
Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
15+ Everyonetogether Someone from each group: read or retell the story youchose. Explain why you chose it and what it means to you.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Give people a choice of questions

Instead of preparing one story-selection question, you can prepare 3-5 and ask each groupto choose one to use.
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Help people come up with their own questions

You can help each group write their own story-selection question. This elaboration is usefulwhen you need a simple, quick exercise, but you also think people will want to take chargeof what happens. To do this:
1. Before the workshop, come up a list of 3-5 questions to use in case some groups don’twant to come up with their own.
2. In your introduction to the exercise, explain the difference between utility-based andquality-based questions, using some examples to illustrate the difference.
3. After your introduction, give each group five minutes to discuss your topic and comeup with their own question (or choose among the ones you brought).
4. Ask each group to tell everyone the question they chose or wrote. Ask everyone elseto evaluate the question’s utility to the project, perhaps suggesting changes.
5. If you think it’s necessary, give groups another few minutes to refine their questionsbefore they start to use them.
6. Carry out the rest of the exercise as described above.
The tell-and-respond period is critical. It helps everyone focus on the goals of your project.
Add in some story sharing

You can ask the people in each small group to exchange their own stories in response tothe stories they hear or read (merging in a pairing task). They can then choose to retellone of those stories (instead of the previously collected stories) to the whole workshop.
How you will know it’s working
The encounter period is what makes or breaks this exercise. If it is working, people willbe concentrating, as a team, on which story they will choose to retell. If they are notconnecting to the stories, people will not be concentrating, and they won’t be working asa team. They will be wandering off in all directions.
What can go wrong
People choose quality-based questions

Questions about the qualities of stories can push aside the most awkward, unskilled stories,even when those stories say what needs to be said. This is why, if you want to use thebuild-your-own-question elaboration, you must include a share-and-respond period. Andif you think your participants won’t be able to stop themselves from paying attention tostory quality (if they are all novelists, for example), don’t ask them to come up with theirown questions.
You get behind schedule

Sometimes groups don’t get around to choosing a story because they go off on tangentsof discussion. Remind them at halfway and three-quarter points that they should have astory ready to tell when the time interval is over.
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You get ahead of schedule

Sometimes groups choose a story too quickly, just to get the task over with, and spendthe rest of the time chatting. If you think that might happen with your participants, planahead by tightening the time schedule or adding an elaboration. If you didn’t think it wouldhappen but it does, you can drop a gentle hint that you expect each group to be ablenot just to tell the story they chose, but to talk about why they chose the story they didand what it means to them. If a gentle hint doesn’t work, let it go. This is a low-pressuremethod.
Your own style
This exercise straddles the line between task and exercise. You could think of it as a simple,multi-purpose frame that can support a variety of ideas you might like to develop for yourown facilitation. For example, you could ask people to consider multiple perspectives,connect some stories together, or consider storyteller reflections (answers to questions) aswell as the stories themselves. But keep your additions small and simple. When you areready for more complex facilitation, move on to another exercise structure. This exercisemay be versatile, but it is small, and it can’t support heavy loads.

Timelines
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.
Requirements
At least two people; at least 90 minutes.
Preparation
Read through your stories and choose start and end dates for a timeframe 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 timeframe you choose fits the stories you collected. You can give people afew timeframes to choose from—if you can find them in the stories. But don’t let peoplecome up with their own start and end dates. The stories might not fit them. And if thestories don’t take place across a coherent timeframe, don’t use this exercise.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 2-5 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 timeframe start and end labels.

Note that groups can be both smaller and larger when this exercise is used for sensemakingthan when it is used for story collection (as long as people won’t be sharing their ownstories during the exercise; if they will, groups will need three people). So which is better,small groups or large groups?
• Small groups create greater intimacy and a wider range of distinct perspectives, sincemore timelines will be built and can be compared. They are best suited to projects withsensitive topics or a need for breadth over depth.
• Large groups create fewer but more detailed timelines. They are best suited for projectswith more complicated—but not sensitive—topics and a need for depth over breadth.You can even build only one timeline (without breaking into groups at all) if yourworkshopis very small.
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
5 Smallgroups Draw a horizontal line across your space. Then look at thetime-frame labels you were given by the facilitator. Place thelabels at the start and end of your horizontal line.
45+ Smallgroups Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud.When you find a story that seems to fit on your timeline,write its name on a sticky note and place the note on thetimeline where 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, 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 themes ortrends? Annotate your space to capture your thoughts.
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today1862

I’m going to guess this 
story happened in the 

40s, because they 
mention the old 

school.
Sure. That’s 
a good one 
to include.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe the timeline they built. Then talk about thepatterns you see across all of the timelines.
5+ Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Let groups choose their own themes

You can ask each group to come up with their own timeline theme, one that fits insideyour overall topic. Ask groups to do this before they start placing stories on their timelines,and ask them to write the theme on a sticky note and place it above their timeline. As theychoose stories to place, they can include only the stories that relate to their chosen theme.
Add some story sharing

As people populate their timelines, you can ask them to tell some of their own stories inresponse to the stories they are placing. They can give those stories names and place themon the timeline as well. Ask them to mark their newly-told stories in some way (with adifferent color, circled, underlined).
If you plan to use this option, make sure your small groups have at least three people inthem. And if you want to add the new stories to your collection, give people a way torecord the stories and some time to answer your questions about them.
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Add visiting and revision periods

If you have more than one group, you can ask people to visit each other’s timelines. Beforeyour report-back period:
1. Ask everyone to visit all of the timelines that have been created (in person, they canwalk around the room; online, they can follow links to documents). Have one personfrom each group stay at their own timeline to answer questions and take notes onvisitor responses.
2. Bring people back into their small groups. Ask the people who stayed behind to telltheir group members about the questions visitors asked and the comments they made.
3. Give groups some time to revise their timelines before the report-back period (andbefore the inclusion of the timeline in the workshop report). For example, groupsmight want to discuss:

• A pattern a visitor noticed (and they didn’t): a gap, a cluster, a boundary, a theme, alink, a movement. Do they want to explore the pattern now?
• A suggestion a visitor made: to add a story, to represent a perspective, to counter abias. Do they want to use, or at least discuss, the suggestion?
• A confusion a visitor had: why they placed a story where they did, why they saw atheme in a cluster, why they highlighted one perspective more than another. Dothey want to add an annotation to clarify their meaning?

Add turning points

When this exercise is used for story collection, turning points help people think of storiesto tell. When it’s used for sensemaking, turning points help people notice and think aboutpatterns in the stories they are working with.

today1862

I'd say the disaster at 
the Victory parade 

was a surprise, 
wouldn't you?

It certainly 
was.

As with story collection, you can use a wide array of turning-point types (see page 211). Butin sensemaking, the turning points you ask people to findmust be in the stories. So, beforeyour workshop, look through your stories for types of turning points people are likely tofind (and find interesting).
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Game-like rules for placing turning points are even more useful in sensemaking than theyare in story collection. There’s nothing like a game to get people up and running after newinsights. For example, you could tell groups that their timelines must include:
• at least three conflicts and at least three resolutions of conflicts
• some truth-telling and some lying
• an equal number of mysteries and discoveries
• for every moment of pride, a moment of shame (and vice versa)
• at least four messages everyone in the community needs to hear
• two instances of “how we used to think,” two of “how we think now,” and two of “howwe should think in the future”
• three foolish actions and three wise actions
If groups can’t find these things in the stories they placed on their timelines, they can sharesome stories of their own, or they can simply talk about why they didn’t find the things.
To design your own rules, think about the goals of your project, and think about yourparticipants. What sorts of rules will challenge them to achieve a new understanding ofyour topic, transcending the limiting assumptions that constrain their current thinking?(And are those rules supported by the stories you collected?)
Add a second dimension

When this exercise is used for story collection, a second dimension opens up gaps peoplecan fill to balance the story collection. When it’s used for sensemaking, a second dimensionreveals patterns in the stories.

today1862

It took a while to 
recover from the 
disaster, didn't it?

I guess it did. I hadn't 
realized it had such an 

impact.

The best of times

The worst of times

To use this elaboration, find a meaningful dimension (along which something varies) inyour stories, or (better) find a few dimensions you can offer. Then during the workshop,after people have placed some stories on their timelines, ask people to move their storiesup (like a floating balloon) or down (like a falling stone) in the vertical dimension.
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Some example dimensions:
• The storyteller’s answer to a scale question, such as “How well did this story turn out?”or “How long do you think you will remember this story?”
• To what extent (workshop participants think) this sort of story bodes well for the futureof the community (or some other value axis, such as “We need more/less of this”)
• To what extent (workshop participants find) the story commonplace (this sort of thinghappens every day) or unique (this rarely happens)
• To what extent (workshop participants think) there was a villain (someone to blame) inthe story (from nefarious actions to nobody’s fault)
Add phases and boundaries

You can ask groups to find and mark phases on their timelines. You can call phases periods,chapters, or states of affairs (or even eras or epochs or ages if you want to make themsound more interesting), but don’t call them stages or steps. Those words describe plans,not events.

today1862

We've spent a 
long time 
rebuilding.

accident

flood

first crop

Yes, but the part we called 
"good years" is the longest 

phase.

hard years drought
good years rebuilding

To mark phases, groups should stand back and consider how they might describe the state
of affairs in different parts of the timeline. They should name their phases with meaningfultitles, like these:
• the time of anxiety
• before we knew
• when we ran the experiment
• after the new people came
Phases can be short or long; they can overlap; they can vacillate; they can fade away. Itdoesn’t matter how the marking of phases plays out, as long as it helps to tell the story of
what happened. Some boundaries between phases will be at turning points, but some willmark broad, slow “sea changes” between phases. Ask people to describe both the phasesand the boundaries between them.
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Compare timelines to published models

Models are bundles of expectations and assumptions about what usually happens or shouldhappen in some context. Departures from models are valuable because they can lead toexplorations of why things happened the way they did and what could have happened hadevents flowed differently.

today1862
precontem

plation

contem
plation

preparation

action
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aintenance
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I guess our "good 
years" might be 
like the "action" 

phase.

Yes, but this model doesn't 
take accidents into account. 
I hadn't realized how much 

our history has been 
determined by accidents.

accident

flood

first crop

hard 
years

drought

good 
years

rebuilding

You can find models in educational materials about any topic. Models that work well inthe timeline exercise describe phases or stages. In The Working with Stories Miscellany Idescribe some examples of models that are useful in this exercise. You can offer everyonethe same model, or you can offer groups a selection of models to choose from.
Ask each group to compare the stories on their timeline to the phases or stages of themodel you (or they) chose. Ask them to capture their thoughts by adding annotations totheir timeline. Be careful about three things:
1. Present the model(s) as perspectives to be considered, not as corrections to be appliedor standards to be met. Explain that the places where a model doesn’t fit a timelineare as useful as the places where it does fit.
2. Introduce this elaboration only after all of the timelines have been built. Introducingmodels too early can cause people to place stories on their timelines because they fitthe model, not because they matter to participants.
3. Models don’t work well for all groups and all topics. Think about how your participantsare likely to react to these instructions. If you think they will be so intimidated by amodel that they will shape their timelines to match it (instead of comparing the twothings), don’t use the elaboration.
Add fictional timeline branches

Fiction in narrative sensemaking widens the scope of imagination. It draws out elementsof the topic that are hidden or hard to articulate. Moving into fiction is particularly usefulif your project aims to find new ideas to address old problems. If your project has come tonarrative sensemaking seeking depth, fiction might be the way to get it.
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Before the workshop, decide whether you want to ask people to think about an alternative
history or a fictional future. Then, in the workshop:
1. After groups have filled up their timelines with stories from your collection, ask eachgroup to imagine an inconceivably utopian, perfect, heavenly state of affairs. Ask themto describe that state on a few sticky notes. What would things be like?
2. Ask them to place these sticky notes at the very top of the space, either directly abovetheir main timeline’s endpoint (for an alternative history) or to the right of the endpoint(for a fictional future).
3. Ask each group to build a getting-to-utopia branch that connects to a point somewhere

along the timeline they already built. Encourage them to explore how (and when) thesituation could have begun to diverge from what actually happened to lead to a stateof perfection. Even if people are building a fictional future, ask them to anchor thenew branch in the past. Why? Because the goal of this elaboration is not to make upstories for no reason; it’s to make sense of what has actually happened.
4. When the utopian branch is finished, ask people to think about its opposite: an incon-ceivably dystopian, horrible, ruined state of affairs. Ask them to describe that state,placing those sticky notes at the very bottom of the space (and below or to the rightof the main timeline’s end point). Then have them work that fictional branch back tothe main timeline in the same way as they did with the utopian branch.

today1862

Let's see, how 
could things get as 

bad as this? What if we 
had never…

How you will know it’s working
When a timeline exercise is used for sensemaking, it doesn’t matter how full or balancedthe timelines are. This was not true for story collection, because the goal there was tobalance the story collection. So to find out if this exercise is working for sensemaking, don’twatch the timelines. Watch the people.
When people are building timelines, you should hear them making sounds of discovery.They should say things like, “Look at that!” or “I never noticed that before.” If people are
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talking about nothing but the placement of stories (“this goes before that”), the exercisemay not be helping them make sense of the stories.
But timelines take time to develop. Don’t rush to fix things during the early parts of timelinebuilding. If most of the time has been used up and you still don’t see people discoveringthings together, you might want to offer some help, or just watch and learn how you canimprove your methods the next time.
What can go wrong
People throw stories onto their timelines without paying attention to them

A timeline is not just a catalogue of events. It is a story built for a purpose and with a goal.At every location in a timeline, there are likely to be several candidate stories that could beplaced to represent that moment in time. Those choices, taken together, create a story.Tell your groups that their timelines should both explore your project’s topic (and maybetheir theme inside the topic) and tell a story about it to the rest of the workshop (and toyour community or organization). Be careful not to give them the impression that theyshould simply sort stories into time periods.
When I wrote about using timelines for story collection, I said you should give people lotsof space to build timelines in, because you want them to tell lots of stories. I said, “Don’tmake the mistake of having people run out of space before they run out of stories.” Forsensemaking, this advice is reversed. If you give people too much space for their timelines,the need to choose stories for it will go away, and they’ll just throw stories onto it withoutthinking. There must be some kind of selection process during the creation of a timeline,to prevent it being nothing more than a catalogue of stories the group has encountered.
A space limitation can help to support this process. Compare the size of your sticky notesto the size of your timeline spaces. If people can fit more than 20 stories onto the space(horizontally), shrink the space or use bigger sticky notes.
People are talking, but they don’t seem to be doing anything

If youwere tomap the progress of any two random groups of people building timelines, youwould be likely to see differences in how each group moves through the task. I rememberonce watching two groups build timelines at the same time on different walls of a room.One group populated their timeline with stories in a tick-tock fashion, one story per somany minutes with great regularity. The other group seemed to do absolutely nothing butsit and chat for nearly half the time they were given for the task. Then suddenly one of thepeople in the second group jumped up and placed a handful of stories on the timeline inrapid succession. I guess they had been working on their timeline the whole time, only itdidn’t seem that way from across the room.
So if you see a group that seems to be ignoring the task, eavesdrop a little to find out whatthey are talking about. If the topic of discussion is lunch, you might need to nudge them topay attention to the work at hand. But if they are saying things like, “why don’t we” and “sothis is all about” and “wait a minute, what about” then my advice is to leave them alone.They are negotiating meaning.
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Sometimes it’s not you that gets anxious about groups that seem to be making no progress;it’s the groups themselves. Sometimes people get so upset about the fact that their timelinehas too few items, or doesn’t say anything big or important, or looks amateurish, that theystop making sense of the topic. You can help people get past these concerns.
Emergence in sensemaking is like growth in seedlings: the most important parts of theprocess are often the least visible. If you’ve ever planted seeds, then watched them withdisappointment as they seemed to be doing nothing for weeks, you can remember themoment when a fully formed cluster of seedling leaves suddenly sprouted up from theempty soil. The same thing happens in sensemaking. Watch people as they are buildingtheir timelines. If they are saying the things that indicate to you that they are negotiatingmeaning, and if they tell you that their timeline is “not coming together,” you can feelconfident in assuring them that something is growing, whether they can see it or not.

Aren't these seeds 
ever going to 

sprout?

Aren't these people 
ever going to start their 

timeline?

I think we're 
ready to put 

these up.

But what if you’re wrong? What if their timeline doesn’t come together? Well, of course,sometimes planted seeds don’t emerge. The ground is too wet and they rot, or it’s too dryand they die, or it’s too cold and they freeze. But you are the gardener of the sensemakingworkshop. You have prepared the soil as you planned and facilitated the workshop. Themore your confidence grows in the process of sensemaking and your ability to guide it, themore you will be able to help people push through to emergence.
People are doing things, but they aren’t talking

A narrative sensemaking workshop should be a lively place, full of energy and movement.This is especially important during the critical time period when groups are first placingstories on their timelines. Check tomake sure that groups are negotiatingmeaning together,not simply assembling their individual opinions.
If you are used to facilitating non-narrative group processes, you may have to adjust yourexpectations as you prepare to facilitate narrative sensemaking. It’s louder than othermethods of group work. Narrative sensemaking requires negotiation, and negotiationmakes noise. If you don’t hear noise, find out why.
For example, you may have heard of a group decision support method called “dot voting”in which people vote on items by placing colored label dots on them. Each participant is
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given three to five votes, which they place on whichever items they think best meet somecriterion. Individual voting does not belong in a narrative sensemaking workshop. Why?Because voting is a system for collatingmeaning, not for negotiating it.
I’ve watched dot voting. What I’ve seen happen is that the most opinionated or powerfulpeople stride up to the white board and confidently place their dot or label or whatever,while the meek and powerless watch, and either fall into line or rebel against authority.What ends up getting created is not so much something the group has negotiated as it is aportrait of power as it flows through the group.
You might argue that dominant people can dominate story work too. Yes, they can. But thisis where the fundamental nature of stories comes into play. You can’t collate stories; theywon’t allow it. Stories are negotiation devices. Their messages, thoughts, and connectionsdraw people into complex interactions that cannot be represented by a simple counting ofvotes. For this reason, working together with stories stands in the way of power havingas direct an influence on what a group creates together as when what is “built” is simplya compilation of votes. Stories have been used for millennia for exactly this reason: thatthey move people past collation and into negotiation.
Sometimes you will come across a group that has decided to vote instead of negotiate,even though you specifically asked them to talk through the task together. (This can happenin any exercise, but since it often happens in this one, this is a good place to address it.)
When you find such a group, ask them to describe their voting system. If they simply fellinto voting because they didn’t understand your instructions, they will describe their votingsystem without enthusiasm. If they chose to vote in order to avoid negotiation, they willdescribe their voting system in a defensive and emotionally stressed way.
If you see non-defensive voting, the problem may be in your facilitation. Don’t correctpeople during the workshop, but do think about what happened later on. See if you canimprove the way you introduce the exercise. Avoid words people might associate withvoting, like decide, determine, resolve, elect, specify, set, fix, assign, designate, establish,and choose. Instead, use words associated with negotiation: discuss, talk, talk about, talkover, talk through, work out, arrive at, agree on, settle on. Help people understand thatthey are to produce a collaborative creation, not a set of assembled elements.
Defensive voting usually means that participants (or at least some participants) are tryingto avoid the more difficult parts of narrative sensemaking. In this case it’s important to payattention to who is defending the group’s voting system (and who is saying nothing).
• If only one or two people in the group seem defensive about the voting system, it mightmean that the mixture of people or roles in the group isn’t working out very well. Peoplemight be voting to avoid confronting their differences.
• If everyone in the group seems defensive about the voting system, there might be anemotional issue they are collectively seeking to avoid talking about.
In either case, you might want to quickly adapt your workshop schedule to:
• add a quick “how are things going” feedback period (so you can revise your plans)
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• add more alone time to reflect quietly on the stories (to ground the discourse)
• throw in some story sharing (to help people feel heard on the topic)
• reshuffle groups (to see if other mixtures of people or roles might work better)
• throw in a “questions you might have” explanation about the nature of narrative sense-making and the goals of the workshop
If you can’t react fast enough to make these changes during your workshop, learn whatyou can and reflect on it before you plan your next workshop.

now186
2

So how are 
you guys 
doing?

We decided to vote 
on which stories 
count as turning 

points.

now186
2

That's interesting. 
Can you explain the 
voting system you 

are using?

Why is this person so 
much more 

interested in voting 
than the others?

Sure. Each of us 
gets to place three 
dots on the sticky 

notes...

The timelines are not meaningful

In this situation, people have created timelines, and the timelines have lots of stories andannotations on them. But the larger patterns created by the stories and annotations aresuperficial. Timelines like this have a “just the facts” flavor. They seem more like emptyrecitations of lists than they do living stories.
Meaningless timelines are almost always the result of distance: between participantsand stories, between participants and each other, between participants and the project.Sometimes distance comes about because of poor project planning, but sometimes it’s anunavoidable condition in a specific group considering a specific topic.
If you think your participantsmight createmeaningless timelines, work on reducing distanceby collecting more stories from more people, inviting more or different people to yourworkshops, or planning more warm-up tasks that help people connect to the project, thestories, and each other before you ask them to build timelines.
What can you do about meaningless timelines after they have been created? Not much.By the time people have created them, it’s probably too late to reduce the distance. Justlearn from what happened and move on.
People can’t or won’t go into fiction

Moving into fiction brings many benefits to sensemaking, but it is not always possible.Don’t ever force people into fictional exploration. As you plan your use of timelines, thinkabout whether the people you expect to attend the sensemaking workshop will feel safeenough to “make things up” about the topic they will be exploring. Picture their reactionsto such an instruction. Are they energized? Enabled? Confused? Disdainful? Afraid? If youaren’t sure how they will react, make the fictional part of the exercise optional by givinggroups multiple activities to choose from.
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Your own style
When you think of time, do you always picture it as a straight line? I ask because for somepeople, in some times and places, time is more naturally represented by other spatialarrangements. You could think of time as a series of circles, a spiral, a branching tree, or ameandering path. These are all legitimate representations of a timeline, and they can allbe useful in sensemaking. Which works best for you and for your participants depends onyour cultural backgrounds and thinking styles.
There is a benefit in matching your time representation to the way people think, but thereis also a benefit in breaking expectations about how time is laid out. If you want to findnew ways to look at old problems, asking people to represent time in a new way mighthelp them see the same events through new eyes. You could even draw inspiration fromfields of endeavor that have a need to represent time, for example in musical notation orhistorical diagrams or train schedules. (Searching the internet for images related to theword “timeline” will provide you with many ideas.)

Landscapes
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.
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 is similar for sensemakingand collection, for sensemaking the dimensionsmust be present in the stories. Read throughyour stories looking for dimensions (things that vary) that matter to your project.
As you would for story collection, remember that:
• 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 onepair, take some time to explore a variety of possibilities.
You can also prepare a third dimension to use in this exercise (or a list of third dimensionsto choose from). You will need sticky-note dots with a color spectrum such as a rainbow.
Also, as you would for story collection, decide whether you will talk about landscapes asgraphs or maps. (See page 217 for details.)
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 2-5 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).
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 Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud. Asyou read each story, write its name on a sticky note, thenplace the note into the space where it seems to belong. Ifyou can’t decide (or agree on) where a story belongs, writeits name down twice and put it in two places, writing oneach note why you are putting it there. Keep doing this untilyou have gone through 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.
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Behavior 
(from friendly to hostile)
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hostile, 
weak

hostile, 
strong

friendly, 
strong

friendly, 
weak

Look at these 
stories about 

cooperation all 
in a row.

It's amazing that 
all the stories 
below this line 

were about 
avoidance.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe their landscape. Then talk about thepatterns you see across all of the landscapes.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Build the landscape one dimension at at time

If you think your participants will balk at the complex task of placing a story on twodimensions at the same time—sometimes people find this unbearably complex—you canask them to place the stories along a line, take a break, then come back and move eachstory up (like a floating balloon) or down (like a falling stone) on a second dimension.
I’ve found that people mind going back over a set of stories more in sensemaking thanthey do in collection. We all love to revisit our own stories, but revisiting other people’sstories is a bit less exciting. So this elaboration may make the exercise easier to understandand less interesting at the same time.
On the other hand, it is also true that going back over a set of stories a second time canprovide deeper insights. People’s perceptions of each story will change after they haveplaced the entire story collection (or sample). You might want to remind groups that theycan nudge stories to the left or right as they move them up or down.
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Choose, assemble, or create custom dimensions

I went over these elaborations when I described the use of landscapes for story collection(page 219), and the options are the same here. There is one important difference, though.If you want to give people the option of coming up with their own dimensions, give thema little extra time in your contact task (before this exercise) to get a good sense of thedimensions of variation in your stories.
Add a third dimension

A three-dimensional landscape is deeper, more complicated, more difficult, and morerevealing than a two-dimensional one. The instructions for adding a third dimension arethe same as for story collection (page 221), so I won’t repeat them.
Consider multiple perspectives

As groups place stories into their spaces, you can ask them to represent each story from atleast two competing viewpoints. If you gave people giant sheets of paper to write on (or ifyou’re working online), you can ask them to connect these viewpoints with lines.
For example, let’s say you have collected some stories about the dangers and opportunitiesof starting small businesses in your city. Say you are in a sensemaking workshop, andyour participants are doing a landscape exercise. Say they place—that is, interpret—astory about managing small-business finances from the perspective of a banker, a localofficial, and an entrepreneur. This will give them a greater depth of understanding as theirlandscape begins to take shape.
An even more complex form of this elaboration is to generate 2-3 parallel landscapes. Asbefore, each story generates three sticky notes, one per perspective. But in this case thestory-perspective notes are placed on 2-3 separate landscapes. Thus a group could end upwith a banker’s landscape, an official’s landscape, and an entrepreneur’s landscape, onthree adjacent wall spaces, all working from the same stories.
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Yes, but I do see a 
few exceptions. 

Let's look at those 
stories again.

In almost every 
case, the banker's 
perspective on the 
story is lower and 
further to the left.



Landscapes 369

Place story elements

If you have derived story elements in a previous exercise (see page 388), you can placethem on your landscape, instead of or in addition to stories. You can intermingle differenttypes of story element (e.g., characters, situations, themes) on one landscape, or you canbuild separate landscapes per type.
Place official statements

Your organization or community might have some officially documented statements rele-vant to the topic of the session: mission statements, sets of proclaimed values, operatingprinciples, rules of conduct. You can ask groups to place those on their landscapes as well.Do this after the stories have been placed and before any patterns have been found. Thatway the official statements won’t influence the placement of stories (attracting or repellingstories around them), but they will contribute to the patterns.
You can also do a ground-truthing exercise (see page 385) before you do this one, placingthe statements or definitions you explored in that exercise into this space.
Use geographic landscapes

Some approaches to community development work combine the use of space with partici-patory sensemaking, but in real space. Participatory mapping (also known as community-based mapping, grassroots mapping, and ethnocartography), uses cartographic repre-sentations of actual geographies to help communities represent local knowledge andperspectives. When geography is important to the context and goals of your project, youcan bring these ideas into your narrative landscape exercises.
This elaboration is more useful for communities than it is for organizations, because com-munities are spaces. For organizations, whether a real-space elaboration is useful dependson what sort of work is done in the organization and howmuch space matters to that work.A project about cooperation in a train yard or assembly plant, or in a service organizationthat covers a geographical area, would benefit more from this elaboration than a projectabout collaboration in an office building full of cubicles whose locations are irrelevant.
To use real landscapes, present as your primary dimensions the real dimensions of space:north to south, east to west. At the start of the exercise, ask each group to decide wherethe center point and outer boundaries of their landscape will be located. Then ask them toplace some points of interest before they start placing stories.
Remember that people don’t need to place stories simply by where they happened. Theycan also consider more interpretive elements, like where a story:
• was collected for this project
• was first told, retold, and spread around
• was likely to happen (and not likely)
• should be told (but has not been)
• has been told (but should not be)
• cannot be told (for good or ill)
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• impacted people lives
• might impact people’s lives in a realistic, utopian, or dystopian future
And so on. By incorporating perspectives as well as facts into the placement, participantscan create something more than “just a map.” If people cannot agree on where a storyshould be placed, as usual, it can be split and written multiple times.

That's strange. Most 
of the stories people 

said had high trust had 
their impacts at the 

outskirts of the town.

I want to look at 
those stories 

again.

North

Add visiting and revision periods

If you have more than one group, you can ask people to visit each other’s landscapes. Theinstructions are the same as for timelines (page 356).
Tell new stories

After each group’s landscape is complete, you can ask them to use it as a substrate onwhich to build stories. This mixes a bit of the timeline and composite story exercises intothe landscape. You can do this in any of three ways (from least to most complicated):
• Ask groups to choose some stories from their space that, taken together, tell a larger
story. For example, say a story about a new bridge design sits in the upper right cornerof the space. A group might choose that story, then draw a line from it to another storyabout the start of bridge construction in the lower right area. Next they might draw aline up to a story about an accident during construction, way up at the top of the space,and so on. The way the larger story plays out in the space—the path it takes—will helppeople think about what the space means in the context of the project.

• Ask groups to overlay a larger historical story onto the space. It can be drawn from thegeneral history of the world or country, or the specific history of the organization orcommunity. Episodes in the history can be placed at points in the space with a path laidbetween them. The relationship of the historical story-as-path can be compared to thestories placed in the space to find patterns of coincidence.
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• Ask groups to overlay a larger fictional story onto the space. Participants can explore arealistic, utopian, or dystopian future; or they can overlay multiple scenarios onto thesame space (using different colors of sticky notes), on top of the collected stories, in asort of layer cake of reality and possibility.
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hostile, 
weak

hostile, 
strong

friendly, 
strong

friendly, 
weak

Wow, I guess 
things have 

changed a lot.
Look, in these four 

stories you can see the 
changes in our pollution 

policies playing out. 

How you will know it’s working
This exercise is all about flow. Things should keep moving. When people are placing stories,if you are meeting in person, you should see people walking back and forth with stickynotes in their hands. If you are meeting online, you should see cursors and sticky notesmoving around. In either case you should see spaces filling up, even if they fill up unevenly.When people are finding patterns in their spaces, you should see them talking, gesturing,drawing, proposing, writing, sticking notes here and there. If you don’t see movement,find out why.
What can go wrong
People categorize

Even though this exercise depends on the continuity of gradients, sometimes people can’thelp drawing lines in the space before they have placed their stories. When you see peopledoing this, drop in and quietly ask them to refrain from drawing any lines until after theyhave placed all of their stories.
Don’t tell people they can’t draw lines ever, because obviously they want to. Just ask themto wait until the right time to draw their lines. Then, when they do get to the point whereit is reasonable to draw lines on the space (when they are annotating patterns), the lineswill aid in the sensemaking, not limit it.
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Upper right. 
Why did they 

give us so much 
time? This is 
going fast.

Which of the 
four categories 
does this story 

fall into?

Oops.

Now it's time to 
look for patterns in 

the stories you 
have placed.

Look at the 
other groups.

Patterns 
plural?

People pay too much attention to precise placement

When you see people coming upwith “metrics” and “plans” and “yardsticks” and “protocols”for placement of stories, or when you see people talking about “evidence” and “rankings”and “levels,” it is best to step in and help them understand the exercise better. Building alandscape with stories is not a compilation of scientific measurements. It is a process ofdiscovery, yes, but discovery ofmeaning, not of facts.
Let’s say, for example, that you are helping a group of people build a landscape withstories about religious tolerance in your community. Through this process these peopleare not likely to find out precisely how many visitors to church, temple, or mosque livein the community. Nor will they find out how likely a person is to live next to a personof a different religion. Those are things people find out in quantitative research, whereresearchers build compilations of measurements.
In participatory action research, people are more likely to find out things you can’t measure.For example, they might find out about some unexpected benefits and detriments of livingin neighborhoods with intermixed versus separated religious groups. Or they might findout some reasons people visit or avoid houses of worship of other faiths. These discoveriescannot be precisely measured, but they can be explored and made meaningful.
It is your job to help people understand that the point of building a landscape together isnot to “pin down” stories to precise locations but to weave together threads that will builda tapestry of understanding. Watch people to make sure they are placing stories based onwhat they mean in context, not based on how much of this or that quantity can be foundin them. If someone says, “We placed this story here because it shows strong evidenceof tolerance,” or, “We placed this story here because its level of tolerance is low,” that’smeasurement. If they say, “We placed this story here because it says a lot to us about whathappens when religious tolerance is lacking,” or, “We placed this story here because wethink our community could benefit from this sort of tolerance,” that’s meaning in context.
People pay too little attention to precise placement

This situation is the opposite of the one before it. Sometimes people aren’t too careful inplacing stories; they’re too casual. This sometimes happens when people don’t want to
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think about elements of stories that are unpleasant or taboo, or when they got draggedinto the session and don’t want to be there, or when they’re being paid to be at the sessionand are trying to do as little as possible to get something for nothing. You might see peopleplacing stories based on relatively trivial things, even though you purposefully gave themdimensions that have the potential to dig deep into meaning.
An example might be that you asked people to consider how much trust is apparent instories, but instead of actually thinking about whether the people in the stories trustedeach other, they simply placed the stories based on what sort of trust might be expectedgiven the relationships of the people in the stories. So a story about a parent and childmight have been placed higher on the trust axis than one about co-workerswithout actually
considering the content of the story.
When this sort of holding back happens, you can’t always fix it. You can’t remove emotionalblocks for your participants, and you can’t make people care when they don’t. But youcan notice the problem, and you can drop a few quiet hints as people are working. Itdoesn’t work to mention the issue in a blaming way (“You didn’t really consider trust whenyou placed these, did you?”). Instead, call attention to contrasting stories. You can askfaux-naïve questions like, “It’s interesting that you saw more trust in this story than thisone. Could you explain it to me?” Doing this will cause people to reexamine how they areplacing items, but it won’t cause them to defend their methods.
Another method is to ask people who seem disconnected from the placement of storiesto place a few of their own stories into the space. This might increase their connection towhat they are building and their motivation to finish the landscape.
People are hesitant to place stories on the empty space

This situation is like writer’s block. People don’t want to place stories wrongly, so they holdback and invent excuses for leaving the space blank. We don’t have enough markers. Thecoffee pot is empty. Our table leg is broken.
If you think this is likely to happen in your workshop, break up your story-placing time intotwo time periods, thus:
• In the first time period (say 5-10 minutes out of 40), ask people to place only the first5-10 stories. Because they have lots of time to place each item, they can approach thetask cautiously.
• In the second time period (the rest of the 40 minutes), pick up the pace and ask peopleto place all of the remaining stories.
This slow-then-fast method helps people warm up to the task, then gets them moving sothey can get some real work done.
People think you are asking them to be rocket scientists

When you show people a space to use in this exercise, people sometimes get the idea thatyou want them to measure rather than interpret stories. When they think this, you willhear them make comments like these:
• These are supposed to be dimensions? And those are what again?
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• How are we supposed to figure out where these things should go?
• Have I got this in the right place? I’m not sure this is where it is supposed to be.
• I haven’t made a graph since I was twelve. How are we supposed tomeasure a story?
People who think of themselves and their lives as far removed from the world of science,technology, engineering, and mathematics sometimes react in this way. They think youwant them to define or identify or establish definitive findings, and they don’t feel qualifiedto do that. You don’t want them to do that, of course, but they don’t know that, so theyeither refuse to do the exercise or pretend to do it while actually avoiding it.
If you anticipate this response, think carefully about the way you will introduce the exercise.Dimensional spaces are tools, just like whiteboards and sticky notes and markers. They arenot meant to measure or prove anything. They are meant to help people reflect on andtalk about stories. For such a group you might want to say something like this:

In this exercise you’ll be using this space to talk about the stories we collected.You’ll put the stories into the space where you think they belong, and then you’lltalk about why you put the stories where you put them. This will help you to thinkand talk about what the stories have to say.
This is after all a perfectly reasonable way to introduce the exercise. I use the words“dimension” and “axis” a lot because I was trained as a scientist and that language feelscomfortable to me. But you don’t have to use it.
People think you are asking them to be creative artists

In contrast to the previous issue, sometimes people don’t think they are creative enoughto build a landscape. When they think this, you will hear them make comments like these:
• You said we are supposed to “place” these stories in this space, but you didn’t say how.We need amethod here.
• So what are we doing? Making some sort of picture? Of what?
• We just put these somewhere based on . . . what? The way we feel about them?
• I’m not very good at this sort of psychobabble.
People who think of themselves and their lives as deeply connected to the world ofscience, technology, engineering, and mathematics sometimes react in this way, as doother professionals (such as lawyers) whose work is careful and meticulous. They thinkyou want them to take up paint and brushes and produce a masterpiece, and they don’tfeel qualified to do that (or they feel it is beneath them, or both).
People like this tend to prefer logical, precise instructions. To them, saying “place the storieswhere they seem to fit” sounds like saying “align the story with your third chakra crystal.”The whole thing seems too dangerously free of structure to be approached.
If you anticipate this response, think carefully about the way you will introduce the exercise.Give people a step-by-step method they can follow. Say something like this:
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To place stories into the space, think about each dimension as a question.
• Our horizontal dimension is trust. So, in your group, working together, answer thequestion, “How much trust do we see in this story?”
– If your answer is “there is a huge amount of trust in this story,” place the storyall the way to the right of the space.
– If your answer is “some but not a lot,” place it near the middle of the space.
– If you see only a little trust in the story, place it somewhere on the left.

• Next, do the same thing for innovation, our vertical dimension. How much innova-tion do you see in the story? Move the story up or down.
Some tips:
• You can use the stories you have already placed to help you place new stories. Askyourself, “Do we see more trust in story A than in story B?” If the answer is yes,place story A to the right of story B.
• You can move each story around as many times as you want to.
• If you can’t decide where a story should go, put it in two places: copy the stickynote, and write on each note why you put it where you put it.
Keep doing this until you feel that your landscape describes your interpretation ofthe whole set of stories.

That’s a long-winded explanation! But careful thinkers like details.
Another problem with careful thinkers is that they like to know what the end result of atask will be before they set out on it (the better to do it well). But with this exercise (aswith all sensemaking exercises), the end result will emerge as the exercise proceeds. Youaren’t asking people to build a house from a blueprint. You’re asking them to put boardshere and there and see what they end up with. It might be a house, but it might be a boator a fence or a sculpture of a sleeping cat. The landscape will build itself.
Of course, careful thinkers are the worst possible audience for this sort of “it will builditself” statement, since they are likely to be skeptical of such claims. If you get a negativeresponse to a vision of emergence, you can simply admit, in truth, that working with storiesis a leap of faith into the unknown. Especially when you are working with scientists, yourwillingness to note their concerns and admit that the process is unscientific will help themtake the leap of faith with you.
While you can’t offer these people certainty, you can speak from experience. (And if youdon’t have experience of your own, you can speak from the experiences of others. Speakfrom my experience if you like.) You can truthfully say to them, “I don’t know exactly whatwill happen in this exercise, but I’m confident that something interesting is going to happen.”Presenting the exercise as an experiment rather than as a creative act can help lovers ofstructure find their way.
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People argue about where to put things

Arguing is not actually a problem. The problem comes in when people don’t have any wayto resolve arguments. You should explain that if there is disagreement over where an itemshould go, people can simply put it into multiple places. They should add some extra textthat captures the reason the item was split up. These will come out in pairs or trios orquartets, such as “if you think of it as fact” and “if you think of it as emotion,” or “from ateacher’s/student’s/parents’ point of view.”
If you expect the people you have invited to your session to be especially argumentative,plan for smaller groups. That way you will get a wider variety of perspectives acrosslandscapes and less contention within them.
The dimensions don’t fit the stories

This can happen if you or your participants choose dimensions based on goals or firstprinciples without paying enough attention to the stories. If a group can’t place any storieson their space, they can restart the exercise with new dimensions. Doing this won’t eatup as much time as you might think. The stories will be the same, and considering them asecond time will not take as long as it did the first time.
If any groups do need to reboot their landscapes, suggest that they choose simpler dimen-sions than they did the first time. Having a few very simple dimension sets on hand as youstart the session (like strength versus friendliness or responsibility versus outcome) willhelp struggling groups find an easier way forward.
Some stories fit the dimensions and some don’t

This can happen when your stories are exceptionally diverse, such as when they covermultiple topics or were collected from very different groups. There are two ways to dealwith partially fitting dimensions:
• As above, you can ask people to put aside their original dimensions and restart theexercise with different dimensions.
• You can ask people to put any stories that don’t fit into their spaces into a special
unplaceables pile. After all of the stories that can be placed have been placed, they cancome back to the unplaceables pile and consider them again. If most of the stories inthe pile are still unplaceable:
– They can put the unplaceable stories aside (as insufficiently relevant and meaningfulto this group doing this exercise on this day) and finish the exercise without them.
– They can talk about why the unplaceables don’t fit the dimensions. Are they allunplaceable for the same reason? Or are there multiple reasons? What does thatmean?Would they like to add an annotation to their landscape to capture that insight?
– They can think of two new dimensions that would include the unplaceables, thenbuild a second landscape that uses those dimensions. Afterwards, they can comparethe two landscapes and talk about what they mean in combination.
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People don’t like the dimensions you gave them

Here’s awhat-if situation to consider. You haveworked long and hard over your preparationsfor your sensemaking workshop. You have read every story; you have deeply understoodthe goals of your project; you have read everything you could find on how to facilitateparticipatory workshops. For the landscape exercise, you have carefully chosen the oneperfect set of dimensions that will best suit your stories and your project.
Now you are in a workshop with your participants. You start the exercise. You give yourcarefully prepared instructions. You present your carefully chosen dimensions. They fall
flat. Your participants don’t like them. They don’t understand them, are irritated by them,find them meaningless, demand a change. What should you do?
Give in. Give up. Ask your participants to help you choose something better. However, donot give in without any conditions! If your participants have not yet had significant contactwith your stories, tell them that they can choose different dimensions if they first spendsome time gaining more exposure to the stories. An extra 15 minutes of concentrated workshould be enough. Explain that the dimensions must be reflected in the stories for theexercise to work. Once they are familiar with the stories, go ahead and let them come upwith their own dimensions.
It is better in sensemaking for people to do something you hadn’t planned than it is forpeople to do nothing at all, which is likely if you force your own best ideas onto them.This is true even when your ideas are better than theirs. Participation matters more thanperfection. Don’t let people use nonsensical dimensions, but do work with them to findsomething they can use.
People place items too slowly or too quickly

I covered these situations for the timeline exercise (see page 361), and the dynamics arethe same here.
Only some people place items

I’ve seen this situation happen a lot in this exercise. Building a landscape, or buildinganything on a large space, requires people to shuttle back and forth between some sortof central repository where the items are piled up and a surface on which they are beingplaced. As people do this shuttling back and forth, what typically happens is that somepeople shuttle and some don’t.
Some non-shuttlers are just pondering, taking their time to think things through. Butsometimes, reluctant participants seize upon this opportunity to say “I can’t, because theyare.” That’s why wallflowers grow on walls. It’s away from where the action is.
But here’s the problem. For sensemaking to work you need the full diversity of thoughtwithin the group to come into play. If only the most active people in the group build thelandscape, it will be less meaningful than one built by everyone in the group.
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I'd say this 
one goes 

about here.
Sure, 
okay.

Dunno.

That's an interesting 
pattern. I'm curious to 
hear how everyone felt  

about it.

Oh, um, the other 
people didn't 
really do this.

So this is only 
your view?

Yeah, 
pretty 
much. Why did we 

DO this 
project?

What are 
you doing 
for lunch?

If you think this type of holding back might happen in your workshop, design your exerciseintroduction to prevent it. Say something like this:
We want this process to result in new discoveries and new ideas. To make thathappen, your landscape must represent all of the perspectives present in yourgroup. That means that everyone in the group must agree about the placement ofeach item. If everyone doesn’t agree, you must split up the item to represent thedifferent views present. Don’t leave anyone out of what you make.

In other words, set things up so that success in the exercise is impossible without theinclusion of every view. This will enlist the active people in drawing out the passive people,because you’ve shown the active people that they can’t succeed alone.
Also, if you expect partial participation, make your group sizes smaller. The fewer people ineach group, the greater the impact non-participation will have on group success, and thebetter the inclusion rule will work.
People guard their work

Sometimes you will come across a group whose solidarity is very high. Such high-solidaritygroups work together intensely, and what they have produced has strong and deep emo-tional meaning to them. That’s great. But when you get to the point of the workshopwhere people are supposed to describe their landscapes, these groups give only partial orsuperficial descriptions of what they have built. They don’t want everyone else to knowwhat they have found out. “What happens in the group stays in the group” is their motto.This is a problem, because the point of sensemaking is for everyone in the room, andeveryone not in the room, to gain benefits from what has been discovered there.
How can you deal with guarding? This is a tricky one, because people guard only whenstrong emotions are involved. You can’t barge in and police transparency. But you canremind people of their responsibilities as participants in the project.
Everyone in your workshop should have some kind of hope that the project will createpositive change for the whole community or organization. Call on that hope now. Ask the
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people in guarding groups to share as much as they canwith the goal of making their hopesfor the project come to reality.
People pay too much attention to sharing

This is the opposite of the guarding situation. Sometimes you will come across a groupfor whom the fact that their landscape will be shared with others, inside and outside theworkshop, is the only fact worth considering. They see themselves more as travel writerspreparing a captivating television series than as explorers traveling through unfamiliarlands. The landscapes they create are sensational. They surprise! They amaze! They shock!But they don’t add meaning to the project, and they don’t contribute to change. They’re amile wide and an inch deep.
If you run across a group like this, draw their attention to the ambitions of your project.For example, you could quietly say something like:

So, based on all the work you’ve done here, which I can see is huge, what strikesyou as the one outcome of this exercise that is most likely to create lasting changein our organization?
Then walk away and let them chew on that. If they don’t have anything in their landscapewith the power to create lasting change—which they won’t, if it’s sensational—a littlenudge might help them approach the exercise in a different way.
Your own style
This exercise is one you have to try out in practice to find out how it fits your thinking.Until you actually try this exercise in real space and time, you won’t know how well itworks for you. My suggestion is to go through the exercise once or a few times on yourown, then read over the “what can go wrong” section above and think about whether youexperienced any of those issues. If you did, what does that mean about your own ways ofthinking? Where do you need to improve your facilitation skills, or change the exercise, orboth, to make the fit between your facilitation and the exercise work better?

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.
This exercise also requires your participants to guess at the feelings of the people whotold your stories. This might not be possible if the stories you collected are superficial,guarded, distant, or performative, or if they are more opinions than stories. Before you
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use this exercise, read through some of your stories and see if you can guess how theirtellers would answer these questions:
1. Will things like this happen in the future?
2. Should things like this happen in the future?
If you can’t guess at how your storytellers would answer these questions for at least(roughly) half of your stories, don’t use this exercise.
In case this distinction is not clear, here are a few examples. Consider this (made-up) story:

“Can you believe this new software they’ve foisted on us? The old thing was fine. Iknew how it worked. I had a nice, pleasant routine. Now everything’s all up in theair again, and for what reason? I can’t see anything about this new software that isone bit better. What a nuisance. This is just the kind of thing they do.”
It’s easy to guess how this storyteller feels: things like this should not happen, and theymost certainly will continue to happen. Now consider this story:

“I will never forget the day I came into the building for the first time. Every singleperson there shook my hand. I was like, are these people strange or what? It wasonly later I found out that new employees are always welcomed in that way. It’snot an official policy or anything, but people around here just do that. Now I do itmyself. What a wonderful way to start things out.”
This story is also easy to place. Things like this should happen, and they are likely to keephappening. Now consider this story:

“My dad worked long and hard, but when he retired he said he wished he had beena carpenter. Now he’s having a great time making little intricate cabinets. Makesyou wonder.”
That’s an oblique, circumspect story. It has a meaning, but it’s not clear what the storytellerthinks could or should happen.
If most of the stories in your collection are like my first and second examples, this exercisewill work well. If most of them are like my third example, the exercise won’t work well.
Preparation
Write or print the local-folk-tales diagram (page 227) on poster-sized sheets of paper orfull-page online documents, 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 thediagram, so it should fade into the background of the space.
Also prepare a few example stories that fit well into a few different locations on the diagram(like the stories I showed you, but from your own collection). Don’t mention them in yourinstructions; just have them ready in case people are confused by the exercise.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise. Show people thelabeled space.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 2-4 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 (with theexercise diagram on it).
The main part of the exercise

Minutes Who What to do
45+ Smallgroups Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud. Asyou read each story, think about how the person who told itwould answer these questions about what happened in 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.
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether If you have multiple groups, show each other your spaces.Talk about similarities and differences in how you placed thestories and what you think the placements mean.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Ask your storytellers the questions

If you are planning your project, and you know you want to use this exercise, you can askyour storytellers the two questions used in this exercise. You can ask them using:
• scales (from horrible to wonderful; from impossible to guaranteed)
• answer lists (e.g., horrible, bad, good, wonderful; impossible, unlikely, likely, guaranteed)
• open-ended opportunities to speak freely (this option is particularly useful if your topicis complex and “things like this” could mean a few different things)
• this exercise (if you use it to collect your stories, you can save participants’ story place-ments as list answers or scale values, possibly with some commentary)
Then, during your sensemaking workshop, you won’t have to ask your participants to guessat what your storytellers meant. They can just look on your story cards to see the answers.If the answers are paragraphs of text, your workshop participants will still have someinterpretation to do; but that could be a good thing, if you want to help them understandthe perspectives of your storytellers.
Add more information

As groups place sticky notes that represent storyteller interpretations, they can add someextra information about each story or its teller. For example, they can add things like:
• a fact about the story (e.g., its length, the intensity of its expression, whether it mentionsany specific people or places or groups)
• a fact about the storyteller (e.g., their age, position, role, location)
• the storyteller’s answer to a question about:
– the story (e.g., “How long do you think you will remember this story?”)
– themselves (e.g., “Are you a big-picture thinker?”)
– their opinion (e.g., “Do you support this policy?”)

The basic idea is to add information that might reveal interesting and useful patterns whenthe stories are considered together. (This is why your story cards should include storytelleranswers to questions: so sensemaking participants can use the information you gatheredto make sense of the stories.)
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People can add these additional bits of information to their story-name sticky notes by:
• writing the information (in small print) on the bottom
• circling or underlining some story names (and not others)
• adding sticky-note dots (e.g., a blue dot for stories told by managers, red for staff, yellowfor customers)
Consider other perspectives

Instead of answering the could/should questions from their own perspectives, groups cananswer them from multiple specific perspectives, using a different sticky-note color foreach point of view. For example, a single story could be placed on the space:
• from the perspective of the storyteller (blue)
• from the perspective of a person who:
– strongly supports the current policy (green and circled)
– strongly opposes the current policy (red)
– is unaware of or apathetic about the current policy (yellow)

The patterns that appear among these colors could be worth talking about.
Add visiting and revision periods

If you have more than one group, you can ask people to visit each other’s spaces. Theinstructions are the same as for timelines (page 356).
Talk about the quadrants

The basic instructions for this exercise ask people to compare “the various parts of thespace.” But if you want to, you can be more specific. The four quadrants of the diagramrepresent four situations (less extreme in the center, more extreme at the edges). If youand I were members of a community or organization, we could talk about the stories onour diagram like this:
• Cautionary tales. The stories in the upper left (undesirable and likely) describe thethorns in our side, the longstanding problems we endure but cannot remove, the thingswe keep doing that keep hurting us. Could these stories help us better understand ourproblems? Do they suggest any solutions?
• Creation myths. The stories in the upper right (desirable and likely) describe our founda-tional assets, strengths, values, and beliefs. What can these stories tell us about who weare and who we want to be? Is there anything here that we take for granted?
• Utopian tales. The stories in the lower right (desirable and unlikely) describe our missedopportunities, our dreams deferred, the things we want but can’t have. What can thesestories tell us? Why do we want these things? Why aren’t they going to happen? Whatcould we do to make them happen?
• Ghost stories. The stories in the lower left (undesirable and unlikely) describe the thingswe avoid, and for good reason. But might we be complacent about this area? Mightthese stories tell us about dangers we must remember to guard against?
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These are just a few ideas. You can come up with your own questions to ask, and youcan encourage your participants to come up with their own questions. Going througheach quadrant (and preparing something to say to the entire workshop about it) can helpparticipants frame their thoughts about their spaces.
Tell stories that move around in the space

As with any landscape exercise, you can ask people to tell what-if stories that move aroundfrom point to point on the space.
How you will know it’s working
Watch people during the first few minutes of this exercise, when they are placing their firstfew stories into their spaces. If those first few placements seem to go quickly and smoothly,they will probably be fine. If they spend a lot of time on the first few placements (like tenminutes), they might need some help.
What can go wrong
People can’t guess how the storytellers would answer the questions

Ideally this shouldn’t happen, because you tested to make sure storyteller perspectiveswere apparent in the stories. But some people have a harder time interpreting stories thanothers.
This is why it’s important to prepare some example stories. If you see one or two groupsstruggling to place stories, go to them and quietly show them your example stories andplacements. If you see everyone struggling, pause the exercise and show everyone yourstories and placements. Then ask groups to approach the task again.
Ultimately, the best solution to this problem is a large, diverse, relevant, and meaningfulstory collection. To see patterns in their spaces, people will need to place at least 20 stories.So if they can start with a set of 40 stories, they will be able to put aside half of the storiesas unplaceable and still find some patterns to talk about.
People don’t know how they feel about the stories

If you see people placing stories based solely on the story texts (that is, without consideringtheir own feelings), give them a little thought experiment to help them explore theirresponses. Say:
Put yourself in the shoes of these people. If you experiencedwhat they experienced,how would you react? How would you feel about whether what happened wouldand should happen in the future?

No differences come up

Your workshop participants might simply agree with the feelings of your storytellers. Everystory placement might be the same because every feeling expressed in the stories seemsreasonable. That’s fine. People don’t have to disagree to learn something from this exercise.They can move right on to looking for patterns in the placements of stories on the space.
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Your own style
Helping people talk about what happens when desire meets expectation can be fascinatingand rewarding, but it can also be difficult and uncomfortable. You might want to practicefacilitating this exercise with some helpful friends or with a straightforward topic beforeyou use it to help people talk about a contentious issue.

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 three people; at least 90 minutes. A document or set of dictionary definitions thatrelates to your project’s goals.
Preparation
Preparing to use this exercise for sensemaking is the same as it is for story collection(page 233), so I won’t repeat the instructions here.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise. Show people thepapers on the table (or items on the screen). Ask people not toopen the papers/items until you tell them to.
2-5 You If you have more than three people, split up into groups of 3-4people.
1 You Give each group a deck of story cards.



386 Chapter Twelve: Group Exercises for Narrative Sensemaking

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).
60+ Smallgroups Read the stories, separately or together, silently or aloud.Working together, choose 2-4 stories that seem to connectwell to the word(s) on the paper/item you chose. For exam-ple, if you chose “Cooperation,” you might pick out somestories in which 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. Discuss any connections or gaps you seebetween the stories you chose, the beliefs and values yousee in them, and what it says on the paper (screen).
If you have enough time, you can choose more papers/itemsand go through the process a few more times.

5 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 If you have more than one group, have someone from eachgroup describe what happened in their work together. Thentalk about the patterns you see 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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Optional elaborations
Change the aspects

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, helping hands, and so on. Choose aspects thatare easy to find in your stories and that matter to your participants and topic.
Rewrite the texts

After each small group has discussed the connections and gaps between the stories theychose and the statements or definitions they read, you can ask them to rewrite each
statement or definition. However, unless you actually have permission to change the officialdocument or dictionary, make sure your participants understand that this is an exercise,not an editing session. (On the other hand, if you do have permission to change an officialdocument or dictionary, this could be a great way to improve it.)
Repeat the process

If you have more time, you can ask groups to go through the choose-and-compare processwith more than one statement or definition. If you have a particular document you wouldlike to improve (like a mission or values statement for your organization), you can ask everygroup to go through the process for every statement in the document.
How you will know it’s working
When this exercise is used for story collection, its critical moment is when people arechoosing papers/items to share stories about. When it’s used for sensemaking, its criticalmoment is when small groups are answering questions about the stories they chose. If theyare going to misunderstand your instructions, it will happen then. Make yourself availableto help out during that time.
What can go wrong
The same things that can go wrong when you use this exercise for story collection (seepage 236) can also go wrong when you use it for sensemaking. Sometimes people don’tunderstand the words, understand the words too well, don’t want to challenge the docu-ment/dictionary, or disagree on what the words mean. Because people are working withpreviously told stories, these issues tend to be less pronounced in sensemaking. But thesame advice applies: watch your jargon; obfuscate familiar terms; de-emphasize criticism;emphasize creativity and multi-vocal complexity.
Your own style
The idea on which this exercise rests—exploring connections between stories of livedexperience and codified documents—is a broad one, so its potential elaborations aremanifold. Use your creativity to expand on it to suit your needs.
For example, you could help your participants build an array of parallel documents ordictionaries, each of which represents the unique perspective of a particular group ofpeople—as expressed in the stories they told in your project.Within each parallel document
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or dictionary, each statement or definition could include a set of stories chosen to illustratethe meaning of each term to that group of people.
Alternatively, you could help your participants build a single internally complex documentor dictionary within which each statement or definition, aided by its accompanying sto-ries, portrays the full range of perspectives that can be found within your community ororganization.

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.
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 conditions werepresent in this story? 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.
Elementtype Question Examples

Motivations Why did thecharacters in thisstory do whatthey did?

climbing the ladder, making a name for myself, Idid what was asked of me, moral compass, I amthe change I want to see, maximizing efficiency

Beliefs What did peoplebelieve in thisstory?
only the strong will survive, compassion is peril,keep your eyes open, freedom isn’t free, a fool andhis money are soon parted

Relation-ships How did thecharacters in thisstory relate toeach other?

cat and mouse, servant and master, oppositesattract, planet and moon, twin souls

Conflicts Who or whatstood inopposition in thisstory?

arms race, simmering discontent, chest-beating,emotional blackmail, chicken-and-egg problem,vicious circle, lesser of two evils, rock and hardplace, endless loop
Transitions What changeswere importantin this story?

the busy streets are so quiet, enemies were oncefriends, remember the good old days, back to thedrawing board, a new hope has dawned
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 2-4 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 each story as a group, silently or aloud. As you read it,write 2-4 brief answers to the question on sticky notes.

For example, if the question is “What is going on in thisstory?” you might write notes that say:
• We had an argument
• One person listened to another
• We found a solution
Keep doing this until you have read all of the stories youhave. You can keep the sticky notes in one pile. It won’tmatter which story they came from. You should end up withat least 30 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 close together and different answers far apart.
Eventually you will arrive at several clusters of answers. Giveyour clusters names, and write the names on sticky notes.

Where should we put 
“the car broke down”? 
It doesn't seem to fit 

anywhere.

It reminds me of 
“The train was 

delayed” and “We 
had to wait all day.” 

Those are over 
here.

Yeah, those are 
similar situations.
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Writing attributes and second clustering

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Look at each cluster of answers you have. List 2-4 positiveand 2-4 negative attributes of each cluster.

For example, say you have a cluster where all of the answershave to do with communication. That’s what you called thecluster: Communication. So, what’s a good thing aboutcommunication? It brings people together. That’s a positiveattribute. Write that down. Communication also helpspeople 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.

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.

How about, it’s 
better to know 

what people think 
than to be 

unprepared?

What's 
GOOD about 
disrespect? I don’t 

know.

That 
works!
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Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Everyonetogether If you have multiple groups, show each other your storyelements. Talk about similarities and differences. If youwant to, talk about what would happen if elements fromdifferent groups interacted.
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Merge answers

Instead of having each small group do the entire exercise on their own, you can ask groupsto answer the starting questions, then merge their answers and finish the rest of theexercise together. Groups can join up in pairs or trios, or everyone can build one set ofstory elements together (starting with their by-group answers).
Whether this is a useful elaboration depends on your project, stories, and people. Theseare some situations in which the elaboration is especially useful—or not.
If your is/are Merging willbe Why or why not?

Participants Apathetic Useful Merging answers creates less “work” foreach participant (plus it’s interesting)
Stories Few (<50) Useful More variety in the answers will make upfor less variety in the stories
Stories Many(200+) Useful Elements based on more stories willrepresent the collection better
Project Aboutfinding newideas

Not useful The parallel development of multiplestory-element families will bring outmore diverse ideas
Participants Verydifferent Harmful People might need to own the wholeprocess to feel heard
Topic Private orsensitive Harmful People might need to work in smallergroups to feel safe
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Build more than one type of story element

You can help your participants build 2-3 different types of story elements. There are twoways to do this:
1. Within groups. As groups consider stories, they can write answers to 2-3 differentquestions about each story on differently-colored sticky notes. Then they can build onefamily of story elements at a time (e.g., first situations, then motivations). Afterwards,they can compare the families of story elements they have built. This option worksbest when motivation is high.
2. Across groups. Each group can choose a different type of story element to build (e.g.,one group might choose situations while another chooses motivations). Groups canthen compare their different element types. This option is best when differences ofperspective or power are not a barrier.
Choose exemplar stories

After story elements have been created, groups can choose a few stories to illustrate themeaning behind each element. Doing this has two purposes:
• As a test. Choosing illustrative stories can help participants test story elements for bias(such as the pressure to conform to expected messages). If a group can’t find at least onestory to illustrate each story element, they may want to look at their answers, clusters,and attributes again and see if they want to change what they have created.
• As a message. Choosing illustrative stories can help participants convey the meaningsthey found in the workshop to those who did not participate in it. This is especially usefulwhen workshop participants have less power than those outside the workshop . Forexample:
– A group of aid recipients might want to communicate to an outside aid agency wheretheir strongest needs—and proudest strengths—lie.
– A group of factory workers might want to communicate to management their safetyconcerns and creative ideas.
– The residents of a town might want to prepare a proposal of cooperation to send toanother town with which there have been disputes over water rights.
Surrounding each story element with illustrative stories (perhaps retold with a specificaudience and purpose in mind) can help workshop participants communicate what theelements mean and why they matter.

You can also suggest to motivated groups that they can illustrate their story elements withdrawings or prepare and perform short skits.
Cluster the clusters

If you have a large group of participant groups, you may end up with a large number ofstory elements. For example, say your workshop has 50 people divided into 10 groups offive people. Say each group has created a family of 5-8 story elements (all of the sametype). That means you have 50-80 story elements, which is far too many to talk about
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together. In such a situation you could ask everyone in the workshop to participate in onegrand final clustering to create a single family of 5-8 story elements.
Create link-back trails

As they go through this exercise, participants can annotate their sticky notes, creating aweb of annotations that connect stories to answers to clusters to attributes to elements.

Story

Story

Answer

Question

Cluster

Attribute

Answer

Answer

Answer

Answer

Answer

Attribute

Attribute

Attribute

Attribute

Attribute

Attribute

Attribute

Story 
element

Cluster
Story 

element

“Family” 
of story 

elements

Here’s how to make these connections explicit.
When Do this For example
You are gatheringstories Give each story anumber Story 23 is called “What happened at thepark.”
Groups are writinganswers Add the storynumber All of the answers about story 23 say “23”on them.
Groups areclustering answers Add the name ofthe cluster One of the “23” answers is in the“Distrust” cluster, so it says “23-Distrust.”
Groups are writingcluster attributes Add the clustername All of the attributes of the “Distrust”cluster say “Distrust” on them.
The story elementsare complete Follow eachelement back to theclusters, answers,and stories it camefrom

Three out of five attributes in the“Backed into a corner” story element say“Distrust” on them. Going back to“23-Distrust” leads to the rereading of“What happened in the park.”
I’ll give you an example of why this elaboration is useful by telling you a true story abouta sensemaking workshop. (I wasn’t there; I heard this second-hand.) The workshop waswith police officers, and they were working with stories about crime. Two of their answerclusters were called something like “Lifesaving officer” and “Master criminal.” When theyclustered their attributes, one of the story elements they created was called “Hero.”
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Because they had noted the source of each attribute, the participants discovered that“Hero” was made up of as many attributes from the “Master criminal” cluster as it wasfrom the “Lifesaving officer” cluster. The idea that criminals could have courage sparked adeep discussion. Coming to that sort of breakthrough insight is exactly what sensemakingis for. Link-back trails help people surprise themselves by examining their own thoughts.
You can explain the trail-making process to your participants and ask them to make theseannotations as they work. If they don’t want to do that, you (or a helper) can add theannotations yourselves, either as groups work or during well-placed breaks.
Compare story elements to official statements

After story elements have been created, groups can compare them to established state-ments of the community or organization, such as a mission statement, official history, orset of values. They can ask questions like:
• How are these two representations of our community, one abstract and one experience-based, similar? How are they different?
• How do these established statements connect to these story elements? Do some of theelements connect better than others? Why?
• Are there issues, problems, or ideas that appear in the story elements but not in theestablished statements, or vice versa? Why is that?
Compare story elements to published models

As I mentioned in the elaborations for the timeline exercise (page 359), it can be helpfulto compare sensemaking constructions with published models or frameworks. The samewarnings apply here as well: present models as perspectives to be considered, not as
corrections to be applied or standards to be met
In The Working with Stories Miscellany I describe some examples of models that are usefulin this exercise: ones that set up categories to compare. You can offer everyone the samemodel, or you can offer groups several models to choose from.
Add visiting and revision periods

If you have more than one group, you can ask people to visit each other’s final clusteringspaces. The instructions are the same as for timelines (page 356).
Tell stories with story elements

Because story elements come from stories, participants can combine and recombinedthem to create new stories.
• If participants have built a single family of story elements (of one type), they can remem-ber or imagine stories about each element. For example, a group might tell about timeswhen they faced an “on the ropes” situation, or about times in the future when such asituation might come up.
• If participants have built multiple families of story elements (of different types), theycan copy their element names onto index cards, place the cards into a pile, shuffle the
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pile, and take turns drawing out two or three cards at random and using them to tellreal or imagined stories. For example:
– Two participants might role-play a skit in which a “worker bee” and a “figurehead”have been asked to work together in a “between a rock and a hard place” situation.
– A participant might draw the relationship card “cat and mouse” and the conflict card“chicken-and-egg problem,” remember a true story and tell it, then tell a fictional storyabout how things might have turned out differently.
– Twoparticipants,working in a team,might draw the cards “safe haven” and “simmeringdiscontent,” huddle for five minutes, then tell a story about a fictional crisis and itsresolution by a superhero who exemplifies the “innovative mind” character.

I've got ”Where do we 
go from here" and 

“Perseverance." That 
reminds me of the 

time when...

I've got "Worker bee" 
and “Excuses." I can't 

think of anything.

Excuses to 
KEEP working?

I've seen 
that.

Groups can also connect their families of story elements to a well-known story of historicalimportance, like how the organization got started or how the community weathered astorm. They might even build a brief factual timeline, connect their story elements topoints along it, and extend the timeline into the fictional future.
How you will know it’s working
When people are answering questions about stories, the exercise is working if they arewriting. If they are not writing, they will not have enough items to cluster. If you see a grouplooking at stories and talking—and nobody is writing anything—keep an eye on them. If agroup doesn’t get at least 20-30 answer notes to cluster, they won’t be able to finish theexercise.
When people are clustering their answers, the exercise is working if they are negotiating.If you see a group mechanically placing notes into a space—and nobody’s ever pickingany notes up and putting them somewhere else—the exercise isn’t going well for them.Clustering is a trial-and-error process. There should be restarts and reframings, dilemmasand discussions, proposals and compromises. Watch for negotiation, not just completion.
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What can go wrong
People write too few answers to the questions

Sometimes it takes a while for people to get started on this exercise. They sit in their groups,and they look at their stories, and they look at each other. Sometimes they get into longdiscussions about what is and isn’t a character or a situation. Sometimes they just give upand talk about the weather. It is your job as the facilitator to ease this transition. How canyou do that? Use the power of the self-fulfilling prophecy.
Say something like this.

As you encounter these stories together, answers to the question written here willoccur to you. When they do occur to you, write them on these sticky notes. Don’tworry about whether they are right or wrong. If they occur to you, they are right.
Framing the task as a task of reception rather than creation takes the pressure off. It alsostops people debating what is and isn’t a valid answer, because the definition of a validanswer is: what occurs to you. If it springs to mind, it’s valid.
People categorize instead of clustering

Sometimes you will hear people in a group saying things like this to each other.
• How about we write an “officer” note every time a story contains a police officer?
• These three stories all have to do with traffic, so let’s write three notes for that.
• This story is in a public space. Let’s label every story in a public space “public.”
Watch out for people using general words like every and all or categorizing words like labeland type and category and class and group. When you hear talk like this, intervene. Thereshould be no categories in this exercise. Answer notes should be unique to each story and
to each group.
There’s a simple reason to avoid categorization in this exercise. The stories are not whatparticipants are meant to be examining. The stories are ameans of examining their ownassumptions, feelings, and imaginations. Themore people put themselves into this exercise,the more the exercise will do for them.
What should you do if people start the exercise by categorizing stories? Redirect theirattention to observing their reactions to stories. Ask them to pay attention towhat jumps outof the stories at them: what springs to mind,what they notice,whatmatters to them, whatthey findmemorable, how they feel. Explain that what you are after is not a classificationof stories but an accumulation of responses.
For example, if you see someone writing down “a man,” ask them what it is about the manthat they want to remember, or what strikes them as most important, or what they like ordislike about him. Is he tall? Kind? Misunderstood? Brave? Those are the sorts of thingsthey should write down and use in their clustering.
Nothing jumps out at people

If you facilitate long enough, you are guaranteed to come across a person who, when yousay, “Write down the answers that occur to you,” tells you that nothing occurs to them.
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Usually these are people who are very used to following rules and procedures in their lives.They are not stupid; they are just not accustomed to waiting for things to happen in theirminds. But they need to wait for this exercise to work.
A helpful tweak to the exercise in this case is to have people break down stories into smallerpieces. In a group of diehard nothing-occurs-to-me participants, one group member mightread a story out loud one sentence at a time. After each sentence has been read, the groupcan ask itself: Can we think of any answers to this question based on the sentence wejust read? If they can think of an answer, they can write it down. If they can’t think of ananswer, they can move on to the next sentence. After they have read a few stories in thisstep-wise manner, answers might start occurring to them without breaking stories apart.(The observant reader will have noticed that this method is similar to the way in whichunaccustomed storytellers can be helped to tell stories; see page 167.)
People blur distinctions between element types

People often don’t get the distinctions right between types of story element. You ask themto build situations and they build values; you ask to build values and they build characters.Do not allow yourself to care about this. It doesn’t matter. As long as the things peoplebuild are meaningful to them, the exercise will work.
People argue about distinctions between element types

Sometimes groups who are doing this exercise get into arguments about what constitutes alegitimate answer to the question they are supposed to be answering. If this is happening,you’ll hear people saying things like this:
• That isn’t a who, it’s a what. You can’t put that down for the “who” question.
• What do you mean, what’s going on is “an angry man”? That makes no sense.
• We’re supposed to be saying whatmatters to these people, not what they’re feeling.
When you hear this, first, wait and see how long people argue about it. If the argumentpasses over quickly, ignore it. However, sometimes people get so mired in “doing thingsright” that they use up all their time without getting anything done. If you think that ishappening, step in and quietly explain that it doesn’t matter if the answers to the question
fit it perfectly. Some sloppiness in the answers won’t break the process.
Clusters are too big

As a general rule, any cluster (of anything) should contain no more than seven or eightitems, maybe ten at the most. Sometimes you will find groups who have clusters of 15or more items in them. Usually this happens when people are hesitating to explore themeanings embedded in the cluster.
Should you step in and help people break up large clusters? Not in a direct way. Peoplemay take it as a criticism. Instead, say something to everyone, like, “By the way, you shouldaim to have no clusters with no more than eight or ten items in them.” Particularly if yousay this while not looking at the giant cluster one group has been hoarding, they may takethe hint and break it up. If they don’t take the hint, let it go. Maybe they aren’t ready tobreak through to that level of insight right now.
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Everybody, please 
make sure that none 
of your clusters have 

more than eight 
sticky notes in them.

I think he 
means us.I hope they 

get the 
hint.

People think they are done after the first clustering

Quite often, people who are doing this exercise think it is over after the first set of clustersis finished. I don’t blame them; it looks done. They have created a neat and tidy groupof clusters with names. They feel ready to rest and enjoy the results of their hard work.However, you cannot let them do this. Stopping after the first clusters are complete willruin the benefits of the exercise.
Don’t even schedule a coffee break after the first clusters are complete. A better place fora break is after the attributes have been written, because it will be clear that somethingwill follow from it. Keep people moving past the part of the exercise where it looks likethings are finished. You don’t want them to lose momentum just when they need it.
People write too few attributes

After people have created their initial clusters, they sometimes have a hard time describingthem. They might list few descriptive attributes, or they might copy words from answernotes to attribute notes. If this happens, explain that the quality of the exercise outcomewill depend on these attributes. If people are getting tired, you might let them take a breakin the middle of writing attributes, because they might think of more to add after they’vehad a break to rest their imaginations.
People can’t or won’t write attributes on both good and bad sides

Coming up with silver linings to obviously bad situations, or bad things about reveredheroes, takes imagination. Sometimes people can’t or won’t do it. Unbalanced descriptionswill decrease the utility of the exercise. If this happens, issue a room-wide instruction toinclude equal numbers of positive and negative attributes for each cluster.
People spend too much time making their clusters beautiful

If people are rearranging their sticky notes not for meaning but for beauty (for example,making their clusters symmetrical), this is a sign that the exercise isn’t moving fast enough.There shouldn’t be enough time to think about beauty. If you see a lot of sticky-note
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fidgeting in any time period, check to see if all of the groups are doing it. If they are, saysomething like, “I see things are moving along well, so let’s cut this time period short andmove right into the next step.” It’s better to save time for discussion later than it is to loseattention because people have burned through an instruction faster than you expected.
People come up with confusing story element names

You might need to help your participants name their story elements so they can be under-stood outside the sensemaking workshop. Some types of names I’ve seen people createthat don’t work include the following.
• Proper nouns. It is unlikely that people in any sensemaking workshop will arrive at anystory element that means exactly a real person, place, or thing, no more and no less.What is more likely is that the person, place, or thing will have been evoked in contextby the sensemaking. But using the name outside the sensemaking workshop will notcarry that context with it, so such a name could be damaging to understandings afterthe session. If this problem comes up, ask people to add at least one or two words tothe name that give an idea of why that name applies to the topic.
• Names that could mean anything. In one sensemaking workshop I helped with, one ofthe character elements created was “mom.” Another was “self.” Those names are notenough, all by themselves, to travel outside the workshop. As with proper nouns, askpeople to add a few words more to clarify their meaning.
• Buzzword names. Sometimes people choose names they know to be safe because theyare buzzwords (fashionable jargon). Some examples might be “positive mental attitude”or “education is key.” You will see this more often when participants feel constrainedto speak within accepted boundaries about a topic, perhaps one on which they feeljudged. If you see a lot of buzzwords, shout out, “Forgot to say: element names may notbe buzzwords.” Then the people who have been hiding in the safety of buzzwords willfind them dangerous (breaking the rules), and they’ll rename their elements in a hurry.
• Names from movies or books only some have seen. Quite often people choose namesfor their story elements based on movies or other things in the mass media. That’s fine ifeveryone in the community or organization can be expected to know what those thingsmean. But it’s not fine if not everyone has access to the same information. Sometimesthese difficulties come up in age differences: a group of teenagers might give elementsnames that are unintelligible to seniors. When this happens, ask people to add a fewmore words to clarify what that reference means to the group.
• Inside jokes. Here’s a story element name from a real project: “to bee or not to bee.” Itwas a joke about bees, or stinging, or something. If you see a name like this, ask yourparticipants if everyone in the community or organization would understand it. If theywould, it’s fine; if they wouldn’t, ask people to elaborate.
Your own style
Because this exercise is based on the simple acts of listing and clustering, you can imagineall sorts of elaborations you could add to it. Why not explore some of these ideas yourself?
• What would happen if you asked people to look at each story frommultiple perspectives?
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• What would happen if two groups worked with the same stories, then swapped clustersfor the second round?
• What would happen if groups showed their clusters to other groups (and got feedbackon them) before and/or after clustering for the second time?
• What would happen if groups used fewer stories, say only five or ten, but fully exhaustedevery possible answer they could come up with?
• What if everyone in the roomwrote the initial answers together (by shouting out answerswhile you read the stories), then each group got its own copy of the whole-room answersand went through the double-clustering process with them? How would that turn out?

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 three hours.
Preparation
Choose a story framework—a listing of the parts of a story—that will make sense to yourparticipants. You can also prepare two or three frameworks of varying complexity and askgroups to choose one. These are some of the best known frameworks:
• 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 frameworks (and more) at length in The Working with Stories Miscel-
lany. You can also find them (and more) on the internet or in books about narratology.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Briefly explain what will happen in the exercise. Show the storyframework(s).
2 You Divide participants into at least three groups of 3-5 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.
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?
1-5 Smallgroups Look at the framework you have been given (or choose one).Write a sticky note label for each framework slot. Placethem on a wall or table or in an online document.

45+ Smallgroups

Read the stories, separately or together, silently oraloud. Working together, choose some stories that fitwell into each slot in your template. Match the charac-teristics of each slot (what it is about, what it is like) tomemorable, meaningful, or relevant moments in thestories. For example:
• A story that fits well into an “exposition” slot shouldexplain the way things usually are.
• A story that fits well into an “inciting incident” slotshould feature a surprising change to the status quo.
• A story that fits well into a slot labeled “until finally”should describe the long-awaited resolution of aproblem.
Select 2-5 stories per slot. Write the story names onsticky notes and place them near your framework la-bels. If a story doesn’t seem to fit any of your templateslots, put it aside and move on to the next story.
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Beginning
context

Middle
tension
reaction

End
resolution

Okay, we've got three 
candidates for our tension 

story. Now we need a 
"what it's like" story. Let me 

read you 
this one.

Building and practicing the story

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Smallgroups Using your story template and your selected stories, build afictional story that delivers the message you chose at thestart. Think of a character (e.g., a customer) and place theminto a context (e.g., walking into your store). Then, drawingfrom the stories you placed into your template slots, comeup with a series of events (e.g., the power goes out)followed by an ending (good or bad: your choice). You canalso go back the stories to get more ideas.
15+ Smallgroups Choose one person to be the storyteller for the group. Theywill tell the story to the other groups. Practice telling thestory at least once within the group. Keep the story short. Itshould take no more than seven or eight minutes to tell.

Beginning
context

Middle
tension
reaction

End
resolution

And she said, 
"I am NOT going 
to change your 
medicine, Mr. 

Brown."

We should add something 
that makes it clear how 

powerless he feels. 
Maybe his grandchildren 

might get involved?

Oh yes, 
grandchildren.
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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. Afterwards, answer these questions:
• What did you take away from this story?
• What does it mean to you?
• How do you feel about it?
Storytellers: Listen to the answers. Take notes if youwant to.

15+ 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.

Beginning
context

Middle
tension
reaction

End
resolution

They said maybe he 
wasn't competent to 

make his own 
decisions.

I hadn't thought of that. 
We need to prove that 

he is competent in 
some way.

He mows his 
own lawn?

That doesn't prove it. 
Lots of people who 

shouldn't do things do 
them anyway.

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.
15+ 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?
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Beginning
context

Middle
tension
reaction

End
resolutionOne person brought 

up the idea of a 
patient advocate.

Hey, what if we ended the 
story on a positive note by 

saying he found an advocate? 
That did happen in one story. I 

think it's this one.

I like it. It would make 
the story more about 

solutions. And the rest 
of the story would stay 

the same.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
10+ Smallgroups Talk about what happened. How did your composite storychange from the beginning of the exercise to the end? Whatdid you learn in the process: about the collected stories,your topic, and yourselves?
15+ Everyonetogether Talk about all the stories. Talk about patterns that appearedacross stories. Were any of the stories similar? Did thestories present different perspectives on the topic?
5 Everyonetogether Talk about the exercise: what surprised you, what youlearned, what you are curious about.
Optional elaborations
Record the stories

After this exercise is complete, you will have the sticky notes people used to build theirstories, but you won’t have the stories themselves. If you want to include the stories inyour workshop record, you will need to record them. You can record the second telling ofthe stories, or you can ask each group to tell their story one more time for inclusion in theworkshop record (perhaps altered to reflect its wider audience).
Tell the stories three times

In the basic form of this exercise, each group tells the story they built to two other groups.Extending the exercise to three tellings is helpful when groups start out the exercise at aslow pace or at a shallow depth. Giving groups another chance to improve and tell theirstory will help them get more out of the exercise.
However, if the first two tellings came off well, having groups tell the story a third timemight not be helpful. People might just polish their stories instead of delving deeper into
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sensemaking. In that case, it would be better to use the extra time for another elaboration,for another exercise, or for more discussion.
Add more up-front story choices

At the start of the exercise, after groups have chosen the messages their stories will convey,they can make any of several additional choices. Each of these extra choices deepens thecomplexity of the story-building task.
Choose a story topic. A topic is not the same as a message. It is more like the subjectmatter of the story. Choosing a story topic can be helpful when people are dealing with alarge number of stories and might have a hard time choosing among the many possiblecandidates for inclusion.
Choose a story genre. Genres are categories of plots. For example, in a buddy story twopeople will come closer together through sharing an experience. Using genres can makethe story-building experience more engaging and creative. Some examples might be spystories, buddy stories, road-trip stories, superhero stories, satires, situational comedies,science fiction, documentaries, detective stories, gangster stories, fantasies, histories,counterfactuals, ghost stories, disaster stories, and post-apocalyptic stories. To use thisoption, select a list of genres that will engage your participants without boring or insultingthem.
Choose a story subtext. A subtext is a deeper message, one that is more subtle andemotional than an explicit message. It will manifest itself more in how audiences feel aboutthe story than in what they think it was about. Choosing a subtext adds another layer ofcomplexity to the built story and makes groups work a little harder at crafting their storieswell. Some groups might be eager to build more layers of complexity into their stories.Other groups might find it confusing and distracting.
Choose a time frame. If you don’t explicitly mention choosing a time frame, people willprobably tell a story set in the present, even if it is partly fictional. However, you can suggestthat people consider setting their story in the past (perhaps as a counter-factual history) orthe future (perhaps as a utopian or dystopian scenario).
Choose an outcome. If you don’t mention whether the story should end well or badly,people will probably tell stories that end well. However, if you mention the choice ofbuilding a story on any point along the wonderful-to-horrible spectrum, some groups mightfeel inspired (and allowed) to explore their thoughts and feelings in different ways.
Choose a fact-fiction blend. Groups will inevitably step into fiction (at least lightly) as theyblend their selected stories (with various settings and characters) into a coherent account.However, there is a wide range of possible mixes between fact and fiction. You can mentionsome possibilities to your participants, such as:
• this usually happens
• if only this could happen
• this must never happen
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Asking groups to choose a point along the line blending fact and fiction might nudge someof them to explore further and deeper.
Choose a metaphorical displacement. Groups can build allegorical stories, replacing thereal-life settings of their stories with metaphorically related settings. For example, if agroup wants to tell a story about dangerous conditions in factories producing low-costgoods, they might tell a story about fishers being forced to go out on stormy seas becauseof low prices in the fish market. Such a metaphorical device can help people surround theirstory with a message of safety in disclosing strong emotions (it’s not about factory work,it’s about fishing).
The point of these choices is to help participants become more interested and engaged inthe story-building process. It doesn’t matter what type of story your participants build, butit does matter—a lot—whether they look forward to exploring your topic with energy.
Deepen stories with repetition

Story templates specify what sort of event should fill each slot. But in the telling of folktales, a series of episodes often fits into each part of the story template. Typically theepisodes in these series escalate in intensity, building to a climax as the series turns overinto the next part of the story. If you’ve read a lot of folk tales you’ll recognize this patternimmediately. The hero might encounter three giants, each stronger than the last. Or shemight meet three poor old women, each more shrunken than the last (and each moreshrill in her demands for charity). Or three young men might step forward to fight for theprincess’s hand, each stronger than the last; and so on.
Sometimes the last episode in the series is special and different, whichmakes the escalationeven more intense. The last giant is monstrous but kind. The last old woman is magical.The last young man has a heart of gold. Escalating repetition is a technique often usedin oral storytelling to make stories more compelling for the audience (and easier for thestoryteller to remember).
As it happens, repetition is also useful in sensemaking. Why? Because including more thanone story inevitably includes more than one perspective,which deepens exploration. Thereare three ways you can use repetition to add complexity to this exercise.
1. You can alter your story template so that, in one or more of it slots, a series of episodesmust (or should or can) be placed.
2. You can include in your instructions the direction (or option) to insert a series ofepisodes into one (or two) of your template slots.
3. You can listen as groups start filling their templates. If you hear any groups leapingthrough the steps of the exercise quickly (and looking bored), you can quietly mentionthe possibility of making the exercise more challenging (and productive) by expandingone slot into a multi-part series.
Whichever option you use, remember to tell groups that the intensity of action and emotionwithin each series of episodes should escalate. For example, if the slot recounts a challengefaced by the story’s protagonist, the episodes in the series should involve increasingchallenges (and responses).
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Beginning
context

Middle: tension and reaction End
resolutionWhat's even 

more intense 
than our second 
tension episode? Let me 

read you 
this one.

episode 1 episode 2 episode 3

Deepen stories with recursion

Another trick often used in folk tales is the inclusion of whole stories within other stories.This is often done through reported events, such as when the old woman met on the roadtells the story of her adventures in early life, or when one of the young men vying for theprincess’ hand has a vivid dream in which he learns of the maiden’s secret history. Some ofthe great Arab tales (One Thousand and One Nights, for example) embed stories withinstories within stories, sometimes to a dizzying extent.
Between repetition and recursion, recursion is the more difficult option. Stories withinstories are hard to keep track of. So it is best used for only the most motivated, creative,and energetic groups (or if you have lots of time and a very pressing need to make senseof things). In the same way as with repetition, you can include this elaboration by alteringyour template to include other, smaller templates inside it; by instructing people to includea whole story inside one template slot; or by pulling the elaboration out of your hat toengage a bored group who have already filled their slots and want an additional challenge.
Deepen stories with dramatic elements

If you like, you can add a complication to the preparation for the second (or third) telling:give groups a list of dramatic elements they might want to add to their stories. You canfind lists of these things in any book on fiction writing; I’ll just throw out a few.
• Stories in which the audience can identify with the protagonist in some way are morememorable.
• Stories that feature conflict at more than one level (within the main character, betweenthe main character and other characters, between the main character and “the world”or “the system”) pack a bigger punch.
• Stories in which expectations about how people typically behave are upended deepeninterest.
• Stories in which the stakes of success or failure grow larger and larger keep peoplepaying attention.
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And so on. You can introduce dramatic elements with just a few words—identification,conflict, surprise, escalation—and suggest that people pay attention to them as theyimprove their stories. This will complicate the task and give people a stronger challenge. Itwill also cause them to think more deeply about the issue they are exploring by building astory.
Send an observer with the storyteller

If there are at least four people in your small groups, you can suggest that each group sendan observer along with their storyteller. The observer’s job is towatch the audience, takingnotes on how they react to the storytelling and how they answer the discussion questionsafter it.
This elaboration can help groups get better feedback on how their stories went over withtheir audiences, which can deepen their exploration. But don’t do it if you have groupsof three. If there is only one person left to hear the story, there won’t be enough of aresponse to take notes on.
Have two people tell the story

If there are at least four people in your small groups, you can have two people tell the storytogether. This eases the burden on one storyteller, makes the story more interesting toeveryone, and removes the possibility of one forceful person taking over the group anddrowning out other points of view.
Is it more useful to send two storytellers or one storyteller and one observer? I’d say onestoryteller and one observer is best. In this exercise, the observations are as important asthe storytelling. They help groups see their stories from other perspectives, which is animportant part of sensemaking.
Play out the story

With this elaboration you again send around more than one storyteller, but this time thestory gets played out, not told, in a sort of skit. Groups might have to simplify their storiesso that the “cast of characters” can be minimal, or people might have to play multipleparts; but having the story “take place” instead of being told can inject more creativityinto the process. As you can guess, you wouldn’t want to use this option when you thinkpeople will be unwilling to leave their comfort zones; or at least, you wouldn’t want to useit close to the start of your workshop. Later, when people have warmed up, they mightenjoy the challenge.
Ask more questions about the story

Instead of giving your groups the three simple questions I outlined above (what did youtake away, etc.), you can give them an assortment of 5-10 questions and ask them to choosethree that seem useful to them. Before your workshop, come up with some questions thatpertain specifically to the goals of your project. Some examples:
• In this story, would you say that people trusted each other?
• What surprised you about the events of this story?
• Are there any people or groups you think particularly need to hear this story?
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The more (and better) feedback groups can get on their stories, the more churning andconvergence they can achieve. You can even help groups give out paper forms for theiraudience members to fill out. Anonymous answers might prove more useful than opendiscussions, especially if your topic is sensitive. After each storytelling, groups can lookover their filled-out forms and discuss how they want to improve their stories.

Beginning
context

Middle
tension
reaction

End
resolution

Please answer 
these questions 
about the story 

I just told.

Wow. We need 
to make our guy 
more likeable.

Clearly.

Build follow-on stories

Another elaboration that deepens sensemaking (but requires extra time) is to go throughthe whole process again with a second story. The second time through, things should movemore quickly because people will have grasped the basic process. There are many ways togo further with a second story. Here are a few ideas to get you started.
Tell a counter-story. Groups can challenge themselves to build a second story whosemessage counters the message of the first story. For example, say a group’s first story isabout injustices committed by officials working in the court system. After that story hasbeen built, told, and retold, the group can build a story about court officials serving thepublic interest with integrity. If your story collection is sufficiently diverse, participantsshould be able to find stories that support opposing messages.
Tell a similar story from a different perspective. Groups can choose a character who playeda minor part in their first story and build a second story in which events are seen from thatcharacter’s point of view. They should use different stories to build the second story, findingnew stories that convey how that character (in the first story) might have experiencedsimilar events. For example, say the project is about apartment housing, and in the firststory someone is frustrated by the inattention of their busy, hands-off landlord. A secondstory could be built about the difficulties of being a landlord, continually belabored withrequests and complaints.
Tell a response story. Groups can create stories that respond to stories they heard fromother groups. For example, a group might:
• be reminded of a story they’d like to put together
• counter a story they heard with a story that shows the same issue in a different light
• extend another group’s story into the future, exploring what might come next
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When groups respond to each other in this way, the entire workshop can rise above whatcan be achieved with parallel story building. This is a complex and difficult form of theexercise, of course, but for energetic participants, it could be just the right challenge.
How you will know it’s working
When people are building a composite story, they may or may not be moving anythingaround. Some groups might build their story by placing sticky notes in various locations ona table or wall or screen. Other groups might write story names on a single piece of paperor simple document. Still others might write nothing and talk their way through filling theslots in their template.
Those differences don’t matter. What matters is that people in every group should be
working together. Because this exercise includes a stronger component of performancethan any other, groups should want to hide their preparations from other groups. Peopleshould say things like, “We’re working on our story, but we’re not ready to show anybodyyet.” So look for huddling and hiding in this exercise. Groups that huddle together likewhat they are making. Groups whose members show wandering attention are probablynot doing very well in the exercise and may need some help.
What can go wrong
The message doesn’t fit the stories in your collection

The first part of this exercise involves choosing a message the built story will convey. Itdoes sometimes happen that the message chosen by a group and the stories they haveto work with don’t fit well together. Usually this happens because there is some sort ofbarrier between the workshop participants and the stories.
• Maybe these participants are being held back by some unexamined assumptions aboutthe people who told your stories.
• Maybe the aspect of your topic that these participants want to explore right now is anaspect that you failed to anticipate when you were planning to gather your stories.
• Even though you asked these participants to do a contact task before they approachedthis exercise, maybe they are not familiar enough with your story collection to choose amessage the stories can support.
The remedy for all of these problems is to give people more time to consider the storiesthey have to work with as they assemble their larger stories. If people tell you that theycan’t tell the story they want to tell using the stories they have to work with, give themsome extra time to put stories into the slots in the story template. Ask them to negotiate a
compromise between their message and the stories they have to work with. They mightneed to adapt their message to work with the stories, but that’s better than ignoring themismatch and charging on with a story that doesn’t hold together.
People say the stories don’t fit the template slots

This often happens when people are just getting started fitting stories into the slots. Thefit between story and slot doesn’t have to be perfect; it just has to be reasonable. If theslot says a challenge should appear, any story in which any kind of challenge appears will
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do. The goal of the story-building process is not to find the best stories for each slot. It’s tofind an acceptable story for each slot so the process can continue.
People say that all of the stories fit all of the slots

If any groups are having a hard time choosing stories to fit into their template slots, askthem to temporarily put aside their templates and answer these questions about a fewstories:
• What was the most emotional moment of this story for you?
• Which part of this story do you think you will remember the longest?
• What was the most surprising part of the story?
People will probably answer the questions by picking out moments in the stories, like this:
• The most emotional moment was when the man saw the look on his son’s face.
• I will remember the fight in the bar.
• I was surprised that the team kept working even though they had missed the deadline.
Prominent moments like these can help people see where each story might fit into thelarger story they are building. For example:
• The moment when the man saw the look on his son’s face was a moment of transfor-mation. That story might work well near the end of the larger story, for example as the“until finally” establishment of a new equilibrium.
• The fight in the bar was a complication, a tension, a rising action. That story might fitwell into the mid-point of a larger story, when things are heating up.
• When the team worked past the deadline, they made an attempt to repair damage. Thatstory might work well for the part of the larger story when someone was trying andfailing and trying again.
People don’t understand the template

Let’s say you have chosen a template that you think will best suit the participants inyour sensemaking workshop. You have taken into account their backgrounds and theirworldviews. When you get to the part of this exercise where people are supposed to fill inthe template with stories, they don’t want to do it. They say, “We don’t understand this.What are these words supposed to mean? What’s a ‘de-new-ment?’ Why do we have touse this? Can’t we just tell a story?”
You can respond to this problem in any or all of three ways:
1. Explain. You can explain what the template’s words mean. If you’ve been doing yourresearch, you should know that the word “denouement” comes from the French worddénouer, or untying, as in a knot. In the denouement of a story, the knot of tension thatgives the story its forward motion is untied, and the story relaxes to its end. Whateverstory template you choose to use, prepare yourself to explain what its words mean.You can also prepare some alternative, less strange words people can use instead, andoffer them up if people are confused.
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2. Demonstrate. You can apply the template to a story. Have an example ready froma well-known book or movie or folk tale so you can explain how that story fits thetemplate. Make sure the reference is well known, or have two or three referencesready in case people aren’t familiar with your first choice.
3. Offer alternatives. You can offer a selection of templates instead of just one. Any timeyou want to give people a fixed structure to use in an exercise, whether it’s a storytemplate, a set of landscape axes, or questions to form story elements, it’s a good ideato have one or two other structures on hand in case people don’t understand (or don’tlike) your choice. That way, if people say, “We don’t understand this,” you can pull outanother one and say, “How about this?”
Always remember that the template doesn’t matter. It’s just a way to get people to thinkabout your topic as they play with your stories, fitting them into the slots and taking themout again. Don’t let yourself be seduced by the advice of important people about properstory form. Proper stories are not the goal here. Proper sensemaking is. Listen and beflexible, and things will get moving.
People don’t like the idea of making up stories

Sometimes people react to this exercise by thinking you are asking them to tell lies. Theymight be wary of manipulation; they might think you are asking them to disrespect thecollected stories; they might think you want them to build a propaganda machine.
Is it lying to merge several true stories into one fictional story in which issues common toall of the stories are explored? It’s a matter of interpretation. On the one hand, it is unlikelythat events could possibly have unfolded in exactly the way any composite story lays themout. So technically speaking, any composite story has to be a lie.
But on the other hand, the deeper truths behind a composite story remain when the detailsof what exactly happened to whom are changed. You’ve probably seen movies made fromnovels in which minor characters have been merged. Usually this is done simply becausethere isn’t enough time in two hours to include every word spoken by 20 people. Somepeople find this an abomination; others just laugh and enjoy the movie.
As you plan your workshop, think about how your participants are likely to respond to theidea of building a story out of stories. If you think they will be sticklers for literal truth,get ready to avoid the words fiction, creation, and performance. You don’t need thosewords for the exercise to work. You also don’t need to include any of the more imaginativeelaborations of the exercise. Instead, introduce it as ameans of understanding the collectedstories by working them into composites.
If people still find that too close to lying, tell them that they can include side commentsin their story that identify which original story lies behind each episode of the built story.Or they can tie the stories together in some other way than by merging the charactersand setting. They might create a multi-threaded story in which real events come togetherwithout ever crossing the line into fiction. There are more ways to be creative than makingup stories.
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People think the whole thing is silly

Oh yes, this is bound to happen. For some people, the moment you say the word “story”you have identified yourself as a buffoon. They will immediately fear that you will dragthem into a world of clown noses, big shoes, and pink tutus. Of all the narrative exercisesin this book, this one is the most likely to trigger the silliness reaction.
Two groups of people are most likely to react to a story-building exercise as something outof clown school. First are those who are insecure in their positions of power or status, whodon’t believe they can afford to take any risks with so-called “creative” methods in front ofother people. Second are those who believe that the topic they have come to discuss, andperhaps their work or life itself, is so ponderously serious that any approach not strictlyanalytical-statistical-empirical-logical must inevitably offend them to their deepest core.
I know of two ways to get past the idea that going through this exercise will involve wearingfunny hats:
• Highlight the serious nature of narrative sensemaking. Story work can be and is usedfor serious topics, and it can have serious impacts on serious situations. To get this pointacross, keep a few serious stories handy (like the one I tell about a post-9/11 workshop in
The Working with Stories Miscellany). If you don’t have a serious story of your own yet,tell one you’ve heard from someone else. When you hear a group trading comments thatinclude the words ridiculous, inane, trivial, absurd, childish, frivolous, and so on, quietlydrop a serious story into the group. Then ask the group to check their story’s messageto make sure it “cuts to the heart” of the issues at hand. A story-building exercise can beas serious or playful as people want it to be. It can even be serious and playful at thesame time.

• Talk about return on investment. Point out to people that they are already in theworkshop; they want to make progress on the goals of the project; and they might aswell use their time doing something other than nit-picking about methods. Explain thatyou’ve seen this method work for real people with real needs. If you haven’t actuallyseen this exercise work for real people with real needs, shame on you, because youshould have. Even if the “real people with real needs” have been yourself and two friendstrying out the exercise, you should still have seen results using it.
I put thismethod last because it is the hardest to facilitate. Don’t use it with real participantsin a real sensemaking workshop until you have tried it and seen it work in practice. If youhave done that, you can tell complaining groups that you know the exercise works andyou’re sure they will benefit from it—if they give it their full attention.
People go through the process mechanically

Sometimes you will see people doing this exercise as if they were on auto-pilot. They fillthe template slots with stories, and they prepare a story to tell. But the story they tell ishollow, empty of feeling. They haven’t invested themselves in the story or the exercise.This can be because they think the exercise is silly (see above), or it can be because theydon’t think they know how to build a story (see below) or tell a story (see below). It canbe because they don’t really want to explore the topic deeply and are holding themselvesback from it. Or it can be because they just don’t see where the exercise is going.
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Sometimes when groups are going through the motions on this exercise, you’ll notice thatthey complete their tasks early. They’ll say things like, “Okay, we put five stories in the slots.We still have five minutes left, so we’re going out for a coffee.” What this really meansis: We aren’t doing the exercise, really. We’re just doing the minimum so we can pretendwe’re doing it.
What can you do when this happens? Raise the stakes. Make the exercise more challenging.Sometimes adding a colorful elaboration like story genre, recursion, or a we-said-they-saiddebate performance can engage people who aren’t getting excited about the exercise as itwas presented.
It can also help (some groups) to highlight the fact that the built stories will be evaluatedduring the exercise. If a group is dragging their feet, ask them things like, “Are you sure thestories you picked for these slots are the most useful ones?” Or, “When you tell this story,the other group will be listening to hear whether you’ve made it engaging and memorable.Do you think it is?” You might even want to engage unenthusiastic groups in a bit of friendlycompetition: not for the “best” story, but for themost useful story.
Remind people of why they are doing the exercise. Keep the goals of the project in theirminds. Ask them to do their best to carry out the exercise so that it advances those goals.Challenge them to succeed.
The stories come out fake

The emotional intensity of this exercise is high, at least as high as that of the story elementsexercise. Sometimes when people feel unable to handle that level of intensity, they buildfake stories. This isn’t the same as going through the process mechanically, because peopledon’t work mechanically when they make fake stories. They pay close attention to whatthey are doing. The serious purpose of all fake stories is to conceal and avoid, no matterwhat message the group said they would work on delivering.
You can spot fake stories in two ways:
1. Watch the storytellers. People who are telling fake stories exhibit signs of tensionand anxiety. They sweat and stammer and look at the floor and talk rapidly to get theordeal over with sooner.
2. Listen to the stories. Fake stories sound like television commercials. They are shortand full of clichéd, over-the-top, absolutist phrases like “we will succeed because wehave strength” or “the government is behind everything” or “we will rise again” or“this is wrong in every way.” They are often bizarre, strained and weirdly cheery, likethe hysterical laughter of people in distress.
When you see and hear fake stories being told during this exercise, what you should dodepends on why the stories are fake. Sometimes fake stories happen because people trytoo hard to contribute at first, then realize they are in too deep and can’t find a way out ofrevealing things too intense to talk about. If you think this has happened, you can mentionto groups (in the usual quiet “forgot to say” way) that they can change their story’s messageor plot or ending—or anything they like about the story—at any time during the exercise.
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This gives groups the freedom to retrench and find another story they are more willingand able to tell.
But there are times when people just can’t handle this whole exercise. Their feelings aboutyour topicmight bemore intense than you anticipated; theremay be power elements in theroom that you had not understood; or they may not trust you or their fellow participantsas much as you thought they would. If giving people more freedom to change their storiesdoesn’t work (and you’ll usually be able to tell if it’s going to work right away, by the lookson their faces), you can give everyone a break, shorten (or just end) the exercise, and moveon to something less threatening.
This situation, in which a deeply probing exercise has to be curtailed or abandoned becauseit is more threatening to your participants than you anticipated, is a perfect example ofwhy you should build crumple zones into your workshop agenda. It also explains why youshould practice facilitating some extra exercises you don’t plan to use. You never knowwhen you will have to scrap your whole plan and put something else together to suit anunplanned-for contingency. If you get used to thinking of sensemaking workshops notas wholly scripted events but as packages built of scripted portions, you can shift thoseportions around as the situation requires.
People pay too much attention to story quality

When you facilitate this exercise, once in a while a group will think they have been askedto write a screenplay for a critically-acclaimed blockbuster movie. When you correct thismisunderstanding, people typically respond in two ways:
1. With excitement. When people think they could write a great screenplay, they getso excited about making their story perfect (from the perspective of narrative form)that they forget about using the story to make sense of your topic. You’ll know thisis happening when you hear people debating the “top ten” films of all time, or whenthey want more time to practice their story or more “takes” to polish it.
2. With despair. When people think they could never write a great screenplay, they driftaway from the exercise, looking diligently for excuses to avoid building a story. Or theytry to learn screenwriting in five minutes, debating what Aristotle meant by “poetics”and searching the internet for fiction-writing tips.
If either of these things happens, it will be nobody’s fault but your own.When you introducethe exercise, avoid any impression that its goal is to craft polished stories. Don’t evenmention that the stories will be recorded until it’s time to do that. If you need people tosign a release form to be recorded, make it a blanket permission. Don’t mention that theywill be recorded telling a story. Legally there’s no difference, but socially there is.
This exercise is not about stories as nouns, as works of art. It’s about stories as verbs, asconversational events. If you can get that point across, you will help people understandwhat they need to do to make it work. Practice getting that point across.
Nobody wants to tell the story

This is related to people thinking they could never write a great screenplay, but it has todo with the performance of the story. Sometimes groups put together useful, thought-
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provoking stories, but when it comes to telling the story in front of an audience, they allfight for the right to be silent. Then, when one poor soul has drawn the short straw and isthrust before the audience, they hesitate and stammer and mumble, and even the beststory comes across as a muddle. Because the audience can’t hear the story or make anysense of it, their reaction is muted, so the group reconvenes with little to think about forthe next iteration. This is not conducive to sensemaking.
If you notice groups arguing about who “has” to tell the story, here’s a little trick that canhelp. Quietly explain that even though everyone in the group will benefit from the exercise,the people who tell the stories will contribute the most to—and gain the most from—fromthe exercise.
This is not a lie. As anybody knows who tells stories a lot (either professionally or becausethey can’t help it), telling a story to an audience and watching the reactions on their facesis extremely beneficial to making sense of things. That’s why we all go around telling storiesall the time. It helps us think about the challenges we face. Telling stories in this exercise isno different from telling stories in daily life: it helps us think better. It follows, then, thatthe person who tells the story will get more “help thinking better” than anyone else in thegroup. If you look at it in that way, telling the story is not a chore to be avoided; it’s anopportunity to be seized.
So, when you introduce the task of choosing a storyteller, don’t say, “Choose somebodyto tell the story.” That sentence sounds like it could end with “to walk the plank.” Saysomething more like:
• Decide who is ready to tell your story and observe the audience’s reactions to it.
• Decide who will get to tell the story and observe how people react to it.
• Decide who you want to represent the group by telling its story.
Framing the selection of the storyteller as one of ability, opportunity, or privilege getsacross the message that the storyteller is central to the process and will benefit from the
position. This will also have an impact on the way the storyteller tells the story. A storytellerwho is grateful for the chance to represent the group (and make discoveries on its behalf)will not stammer and stumble. They will be alert to the opportunities before them andmake the most of their place in the limelight.

Next you should decide 
who among you is most 
suited to representing 
the group by telling its 
story and observing 

reactions to it.

Next you should 
choose somebody 
from your group to 
tell your story to 
another group.

That person is 
NOT 

going to be me.

I wonder if 
I could do 

that?
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The audience has no response to the story

This problem is also related to people thinking they could never write a great screenplay,but this time it’s the audiencewho is under-confident. Sometimes people are so intimidatedby the task of responding to a story that they can’t come up with anything to say aboutit. After the story there is a dull silence, and when questions are asked, people respondby saying things like, “I thought it was all right?” or “I liked it, I guess.” Often this happensbecause people don’t feel qualified to judge a story without being experts in narrativeform. As with the above situation with the mumbling storyteller, this reaction provides toolittle thought power to turn the gears of sensemaking.
The best way to get past this problem is to move the audience’s thoughts away fromperforming an evaluation and towards observing naturally occurring phenomena. Everyonereacts to stories, no matter how much they know about stories. Everyone has feelings.Everyone knows whether they have been “struck” with a story or not. Everyone can saywhether what they have heard has surprised them. As Lance Bennett famously put it, thebasic facts of narrative form are “everyday equipment for living.”
So, when you explain the storytelling-and-listening part of this exercise, make sure toconvey to the people acting as audiences that their task is to report not on the story itself.It is to report on their reactions to the story. How did it strike them? What surprised them?How did it make them feel? Sad? Angry? Confused? Amazed? What did they get out of thestory? Did it remind them of any other stories? And so on.
This problem can also come up for a second reason: the story was an emotional one, andthe audience feels unable to respond to it out of concern for the storyteller or fear ofrepercussions. If you think this reaction is likely, you can plan to:
• Help audiences answer questions about the stories using paper or online forms. Inperson, have a photocopier handy; online, have a simple surveying system handy.
• Send an observer with each storyteller (see above). Have them ask the questions afterthe storyteller has left the group.
• Have a facilitation helper ask the questions and convey the answers to the storytellinggroup. (You will need one helper per group.)

Um, 
I thought it 
was okay?

So what did 
you take away 
from the story I 

just told?

Hmm...

Would you 
like to use 

these forms?

Yeah, 
thanks.

Beginning
context

Middle
tension
reaction

En
resWe need to 

make our guy 
more likeable.

Clearly.
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The storyteller tells the story but doesn’t notice the audience’s response

Sometimes storytellers come back from their visits to other groups knowing that theytold the story but not noticing much more than that. They need to notice more than that,because the whole point of the exercise is to take account of multiple perspectives onstories.
If you think your participants will be especially flustered by (or focused on) the performanceaspect of this exercise, to the point that they won’t be able or willing to pay attention tohow their audiences respond, only use it if you will have at least 12 participants. That waygroups will be able to send observers along with their storytellers.
If you find yourself in themiddle of a nine-personworkshop and realize that your storytellersaren’t paying attention to audience reactions, give them some extra time and explicitly askthem to listen to what people say.
People don’t want their stories recorded

This is a simple one. If people don’t want you to include their built stories in your workshoprecord, don’t. And don’t plan a sensemaking workshop that will fall apart if people suddenlydecide they don’t want to be recorded. They have the right to withdraw.
Having said that, there are some partial recording options that might help you get past anunexpected need for privacy. A reluctant group might be willing to:
• tell a special outside-the-workshop version of the story, maybe with less emotion
• write down their story (or a summary of it)
• allow you (or a helper) to describe the story (in writing) based on your notes (subject totheir approval before the workshop record is made public)
If this workshop will be important to your project, explain this to your participants, andask them to meet you halfway. Tell them how their built stories will help people in yourcommunity or organization, and ask them to do what they can to help the project withoutendangering their privacy.
Your own style
I was trained as a scientist, and I’m sure to some readers of this book my description of thisexercise will come off as dull. That’s only partly because I’m dull. The other part of it is thatI’ve spent a lot of time trying to get corporate types in corporate meeting rooms to acceptthis exercise. Your style in using and developing this exercise for your PNI practice mightvary so much from the way I’ve described it as to be unrecognizable. That’s a good thing.
Even though this exercise is difficult to facilitate, the idea behind it is simple. You buildstories, drawing inspiration from collected stories; you tell stories; you learn from whathappens. What you do with that simple plan is up to you. You could encourage yourworkshop participants to play out their stories using costumes, props, and sound effects.You could have them do old-time radio shows, write short stories, or create mime shows.You could even have groups direct other groups to perform stories, or bring in a troupe ofprofessional actors to do the play-acting.
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On the other hand, you may be even more dull than I am (hard to imagine, but I’m tryingto be even-handed here). Or your participants may not want to take even a baby step outof their comfort zones. So you may need to tone down even the small amount of creativityI’ve described here. That’s fine too. Whichever way you change this exercise, make surethat the storytelling is in the service of the sensemaking, not the other way around.
Sensemaking exercises with catalytic material

There are three methods for using catalytic material in sensemaking. (Actually there aretwo methods, but the second method has two variations.) Each method begins like this:
1. Each group of participants chooses a cluster of observations or interpretations theywould like to explore. Within the chosen cluster, each group chooses a single observa-tion or interpretation they would like to explore.
2. Looking at the pattern described by the chosen observation or interpretation, eachgroup selects 2-3 subsets of stories they would like to compare. These are usuallystories with different answers to one or more questions, like stories about whichstorytellers said they felt hopeful, hopeless, or indifferent.
After the selection of story subsets, the three methods diverge as follows.
Method What happens Benefits Detriments
Patterncontacttask

Groups directly compare theirstory subsets, discussing anysimilarities and differences theysee among them. If they have time,they can do this for more than oneobservation or interpretation.

Quick;simple;easy tofacilitate

Timid participants canbe too intimidated byfancy graphs tocompare storieswithout the support ofan exercise.
Pattern-focusedinter-mingledstoryexercise

Groups use their selected stories ina sensemaking exercise, usingdifferent sticky-note colors to markwhich subset each story belongs to.When the exercise is finished, theylook for patterns among thesubsets of stories.

Inter-mediate Intermediate

Pattern-focusedjuxta-posedstoryexercise

Groups break into sub-groups anduse their selected stories in parallelversions of the same sensemakingexercise. They do not mix thesubsets. When the exercises arefinished, groups reconvene andlook for patterns among the resultsof the parallel exercises.

Providesthe bestsupportfor deepexplo-ration

Long; possiblyconfusing; difficult tofacilitate; requiresgroups large enoughto subdivide.
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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 simple contact task with catalytic material
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.
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).
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
5 You Introduce your catalytic material. Explain where it came from andhow it connects to the stories. Then explain briefly what people areabout 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.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 2-4 people.
1 You Give each group a set of catalytic material and a set of story cards.
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Choosing a focus

Minutes Who What to do
10 Each personseparately Look over the catalytic material. Choose a cluster ofobservations or interpretations that seems interesting toyou. Within that cluster, choose an observation orinterpretation you would like to think about.
5 Smallgroups Tell each other which cluster and which observation orinterpretation you chose. Say why you think it is interesting.Working together, agree on one observation orinterpretation to explore.

Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
5+ You Explain how to pull out story subsets.
30+ Smallgroups Read the stories in each subset, separately or together,silently or aloud. Pull out 2-3 subsets of stories (adding up toat least 20 stories in total) related to the observation orinterpretation you chose to explore.

Making sense of the pattern

Minutes Who What to do
10+ 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.
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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.
An intermingled exercise with catalytic material
This is a nested exercise. It embeds an exercise that works directly with stories inside anexercise that works with catalytic observations and interpretations. Use it to help yourparticipants dive deeply into your catalytic materials.
Requirements

At least two people; at least three hours.
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.
Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
5 You Introduce your catalytic material. Explain where it came from andhow it connects to the stories. Then explain briefly what people areabout 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.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 2-4 people.
1 You Give each group a set of catalytic material and a set of story cards.
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Choosing a focus

Minutes Who What to do
10 Each personseparately Look over the catalytic material. Choose a cluster ofobservations or interpretations that seems interesting toyou. Within that cluster, choose an observation orinterpretation you would like to think about.
5 Smallgroups Tell each other which cluster and which observation orinterpretation you chose. Say why you think it is interesting.Working together, agree on one observation orinterpretation to explore.

Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
5+ You Explain how to pull out story subsets.
45+ Smallgroups Use your story cards to pull out 2-3 subsets of 20+ stories(each) related to the observation or interpretation youchose. Copy the names of the selected stories onto stickynotes. Use a different color of sticky note for each subset.

If you want to, each of you, choose a story from one of yoursubsets that resonates with you. Pair it with a story fromyour own experience. Read or retell the story you chose tothe group, then tell the story you thought of. Write a namefor the new story on the same color of sticky note, and circleor underline it to indicate that it is a newly told story.
Doing the embedded exercise

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Introduce your embedded sensemaking exercise.
60+ 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.
15+ 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.
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Finishing up

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

Notes on this option

Whether you need the pairing task (described here as optional) depends on how manystories you collected. If you have more than 200 stories, you don’t need it. If you have50-200 stories, you can offer it as an option. If you have fewer than 50 stories, don’t makeit optional; require it (and make 3-person small groups). In that case, groups will need it tofind enough stories to explore the observations or interpretations they choose.
A juxtaposed exercise with catalytic material
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. Note the larger number of people required. This isbecause 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
5 You Introduce your catalytic material. Explain where it came from andhow it connects to the stories. Then explain briefly what people areabout 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.
2-5 You If you have more than five people, split up into groups of 4-8 people.
1 You Give each group two sets of catalytic material and two sets of storycards.

Choosing a focus

Minutes Who What to do
10 Each personseparately Look over the catalytic material. Choose a cluster ofobservations or interpretations that seems interesting toyou. Within that cluster, choose an observation orinterpretation you would like to think about.
5 Smallgroups Tell each other which cluster and which observation orinterpretation you chose. Say why you think it is interesting.Working together, agree on one observation orinterpretation to explore.

Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
5+ You Explain how to pull out story subsets.
45+ Smallgroups Use your story cards to pull out 2-3 subsets of 20+ stories(each) related to the observation or interpretation youchose. Copy the names of the selected stories onto stickynotes. Keep the two sets of notes separate.

If you want to, each of you, choose a story from one of yoursubsets that resonates with you. Pair it with a story fromyour own experience. Read or retell the story you chose tothe group, then tell the story you thought of. Write a namefor the new story on the same color of sticky note, and circleor underline it to indicate that it is a newly told story.
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Doing the embedded exercise

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Split each small group into two even smaller groups. Askeach very-small group to take one subset of stories withthem.
3 You Introduce your embedded sensemaking exercise.
60+ Very-smallgroups Go through the exercise using your story subset (includingany new stories you told). If you want to add more newstories that come to mind as you consider only this subsetof stories (and there is time for it), go ahead and do that.

Comparing patterns

Minutes Who What to do
3 You Ask each pair of very-small groups to come back togetherinto one small group.
15+ Smallgroups Show each other what you discovered. Compare your twooutcomes. Talk about what it means.
15+ 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.
15+ 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 inter-mingled option. If you have few stories, make sure you have at least three people pervery-small group, so they can share their own stories. If you have many stories, you candrop out the tell-your-own-stories option.



428 Chapter Twelve: Group Exercises for Narrative Sensemaking

Tips on using catalytic material in sensemaking
This advice apples to all three of the methods described above.
Introducing your material
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:
• Start with the stories. Don’t show people your catalytic material before they haveencountered your stories. If you do, they may not understand that the patterns they arelooking at are based on real stories told by real people. Always start by asking people towork directly with your stories, at least in a simple contact task.
• Return to the stories. Never ask people to use catalytic material on its own, divorcedfrom any stories. If you do, people will forget to use the stories to make sense of thepatterns. To make it easy to move back and forth between stories and patterns, includeanswers to questions on your story cards, and work to minimize the time it takes to findstories with particular answers.
• Help people save face. The “each person separately” period, when people see yourcatalytic material for the first time, is a time for face-saving. If you think your participantswill be upset, confused, or intimidated by their first sight of the material, lengthen thistime period. On the other hand, don’t make it longer than 15 minutes. People mightdrift off and lose interest in the workshop. If you have motivated participants, you cangive each group a shared time budget and let them decide how much of their time theywill spend working alone before they begin to work together. If you don’t, do your bestto guess how much alone time people will need. And watch them. If they seem to needmore time, give it to them.
• Provide meaningful choices. In the Catalysis chapter I said you need at least 20 remark-able patterns to support sensemaking (see page 276). This is why. Giving people an arrayof patterns to choose from gives them the opportunity to pursue their own interestsand take ownership of their explorations.
• Provide active tasks. Don’t ask people to just sit and read your catalytic material. I usedto do that, long ago, but I noticed that people tended to make a series of wild (andusually wrong) guesses as to what they were supposed to do with it. I learned not tomake people guess but to give them an interesting task with a clear purpose.
• Start everyone on the same page. Don’t give people your catalytic material before theworkshop and tell them to read it before they come. Some people will prepare and somewon’t, and the workshop will start off with guilt, resentment, and confusion. Show it toall of your workshop participants at the same time, even if (especially if) some of themwant to see it before the workshop.
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Helping people draw out story subsets
Depending on the backgrounds of your participants, youmay need to help themunderstandhow to choose story subsets to compare. Before your workshop, prepare to show them afew examples like these (but with your own data).
In this pattern, people said they felt better about stories that involved fewer people, so itmight be interesting to compare some few-good stories (upper left) with some many-badstories (lower right).

The following pattern shows a correlation between the amount of trust in a story andwhether people got what they needed in it. Here it might be useful to compare threesubsets of stories:
• high-trust-good-outcome stories (upper right)
• low-trust-bad-outcome stories (lower left)
• some stories outside the correlation (lower right)
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Here we can see that predictable stories told by support staff ended badly, but there wasno such correlation for engineers. It might be useful to compare the predictability of somebad-ending stories (on the left) with some good-ending stories (on the right) across bothgroups.

But even with the best of explanations, the time period when people are pulling out storysubsets can be a bottleneck. Participants who are engaged with the topic, confident oftheir skills, and willing to put in some work can sail right through the task. But problemscan arise if any of those elements are missing. These are the problems you are most likelyto see.
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Reaction What to say If this seemslikely
People who are used to giving(or getting!) orders may becomeannoyed that they are beingasked to do “clerical work.”

Explain the participatoryelement of the workshop.Explain that owning this taskgives them the freedom andpower to explore the aspects ofthe collected stories and datathat they find most interestingand useful.

Make sureyour catalyticmaterial andstory cardslookprofessionaland attractive.

People with low confidence maybalk at this task because theythink they are unqualified orincompetent.

If you think this is likely, take afew extra minutes to explain theprocess of pulling out stories.Show people that it is simpleand easy. Offer to provide help ifnecessary.

Make sureyour catalyticmaterial andstory cards aresimple andapproachable.
People who are apathetic aboutthe project may find this taskboring and may do it sloppily orincompletely. This will weakenthe patterns they discover,proving that your approach isstupid and worthless.

Sell the effectiveness of thesensemaking process. Give thema vision of future success bydescribing a discovery you’veseen in such an exercise (even ifit’s a discovery you came to byyourself in preparation for theworkshop). Tell them that themore they put into the exercise,the more they will get out of it.

Make sureyour catalyticmaterial andstory cardslook powerfulandcaptivating.

Pulling out stories is an objective task. It simply involves looking through the story cardsfor specific answers to questions. Groups can split up the task without biasing the result.So if a group of four needs to choose 20 stories, each person in the group can choose five.
Could groups use a computer to pull out subsets? Yes, and if you are meeting online, they(obviously) will. However, if you are meeting in physical space, computers will probably bemore hassle than help. In a busy room with lots of people doing lots of things, it is faster tolook through printed story cards. (This is why your story cards should be easy to parse.)
No matter what obstacles people face in pulling out stories, it is better to let the pulling-out-stories time period run long than it is to rush into the next part of the workshop withtoo few stories to support the emergence of useful patterns. If you think pulling out storieswill be difficult for your participants, give them extra time to do it.
Can you pull out subsets before your workshop? Yes, and it can be helpful. But you don’tknow which patterns people will want to explore, so you’ll have to pull out every possiblesubset. Also, if people don’t trust you, they might not trust the subsets you pulled out. On
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the other hand, if you think people won’t be able or willing to pull out subsets, you can doit for them.
Guiding group interactions
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. Some tips:
• Provide an on-ramp. If your participants are not used to working with bar charts, his-tograms, contingency charts, and scatterplots, don’t just throw those things at themwithout any explanation. They might get the idea that they are not qualified to play thegame. Instead, prepare a brief and clear explanation of each graph type, and spend afew minutes going over it. You can also give each group a handout they can refer to asthey work, and you can make yourself (or a helper) available to answer questions.
• Suggest complementary roles. Encourage group members to take on roles that suit theirunique interests and abilities. For example, one person might pore over graphs, anothermight pull out story subsets, and a third might read stories. Don’t force people intospecific roles, but do mention that complementary roles can help groups accomplishtasks (then let each group work out the details themselves).
• Balance group time and alone time. People need groups to bounce ideas off each other,but they also need alone time to save face as they make sense of the stories and catalyticmaterial. Plan these times into your workshop agenda. If you think people will be waryor intimidated, plan extra alone time. If you think people will be bored or distracted,plan less alone time.
• Provide an audience. Plan to have each group report on what they find to the wholeworkshop. This motivates groups to draw their insights together into a coherent pre-sentation. You can also give groups the opportunity to record their presentations (inwritten, audio, or video format) to be communicated to people outside the workshop.
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 catalyticmaterial between workshops.
In this way you can create emergent catalytic material that comes together across a seriesof workshops, becoming more and more representative of the diversity of thought in yourcommunity or organization as your project plays out.
In the sameway that a single story can containmany perspectiveswithout forcing consensusamong them, sensemaking need not end in a grand consensus, no matter how ambitiousor multi-layered it is. You can preserve intact the kaleidoscope of perspectives you havediscovered and explored in your project, including the stories your participants told andheard, the discussions they had, and the things they built together.



Build your own sensemaking exercise 433

Build your own sensemaking exercise
You can build your own sensemaking exercise, either from scratch or by amending anotherexercise you like. A good sensemaking exercise needs five things: a framework for under-standing, value-free negotiation support, choices to make together, cycles to iterate over,and optional elaborations.
A framework for understanding
In a sensemaking exercise, people use some sort of framework or structure to exploresimilarities and differences among stories or other items. All of the exercises I describe inthis book use frameworks:

Exercise Framework
Twice-told stories A selection criterion
Timeline A labeled chronological dimension
Landscape Two labeled spatial dimensions
Ground truthing Evocative words linked to statements or definitions
Story elements Distances between points in space
Composite stories A story template

All of these frameworks give participants a way to arrange and combine the meanings theyfind in stories into larger meanings.
So as you develop your sensemaking exercise, ask yourself:
• What sort of framework does this exercise provide? What is its structure?
• How does the exercise help people explore similarities and differences among stories orother items?
• How does the exercise help people arrange and combine the meanings they find instories into larger meanings?
As you test your exercise, ask yourself:
• Does the exercise help people arrive at new insights together?
• Do people find the exercise approachable? Does it make sense to them?
• Does the exercise add value to sensemaking? Or does it stand in the way of sensemaking?
• Do people discover anything using this exercise that they couldn’t have discoveredwithout it?
Value-free negotiation support
For a sensemaking framework to work well, it must be value-free. No part of it shouldbe obviously better than any other part. Sensemaking depends on the emergence—not
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calculation—of meaningful patterns in the things considered. If the placement of items ispredetermined, sensemaking cannot take place.
To illustrate this difference, let’s pretend that you and I are standing in a gymnasium full ofpeople. First we ask everyone to stand in front of a large marked scale of heights. We see apattern in where people stand, but it is a predetermined pattern. The exercise we havejust facilitated has resulted in no insight we could not have gathered from, say, measuringeach person independently and collating our measurements on paper.
Now let’s say we ask each person in the gymnasium to stand in a location that best fitstheir agreement with a series of statements we have posted around the room, such as:
• People should rely on themselves.
• People should rely on each other.
• People should summon hope.
• People should face facts.
We cannot predict in advance the patterns we will see in this exercise, even if we knowthe people in the room very well. Asking everyone to fill out a survey would not tell uswhat would happen either. Why? Because the people in the room wouldn’t be human ifthey didn’t negotiate meaning by constantly monitoring what everyone else was doing—while everyone else was monitoring what they were doing. Like birds in a flock, groups ofsensemaking participants exhibit emergent properties. The patterns that form are morethan the sum of their parts.
Now let’s say that the statements we posted on the gymnasium walls have obvious valuedimensions to them. They say things like:
• People should look out for their neighbors.
• People should take what they want from other people.
• People should pay attention to their health.
• People should buy everything they want and worry about the consequences later.
There would be no point in asking people to go through such an exercise. Its outcomewould be as predetermined as if we had measured their heights.
So as you develop the framework of your sensemaking exercise, check it for hidden valuemessages. Don’t rely on your own instincts. You may not see messages in the frameworkthat others do. Show the framework to people and watch how they respond. Are theyattracted to one part of it? Do they avoid any parts of it? Why do they do that? Whatimpact might that have on their sensemaking?
Choices to make together
In a sensemaking exercise, participants blaze paths through open lands of possibility. Tohelp them do this, a sensemaking exercise must present some form of ambiguity to beresolved, some set of options to choose among. If every choice has been made before the
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exercise begins, there won’t be anything to choose together. When people are engaged inyour sensemaking exercise, they should say things like:
• Should we do it this way or that way?
• Where should we put it? How close? How far?
• How much of this or that should we use?
The exercises I describe in this book present these choices:
Exercise Choices
Twice-told stories Which story should we retell?
Timeline, Landscape Where should we place each story? What patterns do we wantto highlight?
Ground truthing Which stories should we tell/retell in response to these words?How would we rewrite these statements/definitions?
Story elements How should we answer these questions? Where should weplace these answers? How should we describe each cluster?Where should we place each attribute?
Composite stories What message do we want to convey? Which stories do wewant to put into our template slots? How do we want to shape,tell, and improve our story?

Also, every exercise in this book follows up its specific ambiguity with a series of generalambiguities that flow from it:
• What do the choices we made in this exercise mean?
• What have we learned from what we have done here?
• What do we want other people to know about what we have learned?
So as you develop your sensemaking exercise, ask yourself:
• What choices does this exercise ask groups to make together?
• How does it help groups make those choices?
• How does it help groups find meaning in the choices they have made?
As you test your exercise, ask yourself:
• What do people talk about when they are doing the exercise?
• Are they making the choices we want them to make? If not, why not?
• Are they making the choices in a way that helps them make sense of the topic? Or dothe choices stand in their way?
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Cycles to iterate over
In a sensemaking exercise, people need to circle back and approach the task over and over.If you look back at the stepwise instructions for the exercises described in this chapter,you’ll see that the various portions of the exercises bring people back to consider the samechoices and frameworks again and again.
For example, when people build landscapes:
1. They are introduced to an empty landscape described by abstract dimensions.
2. As they place stories into the landscape, it becomes less empty and less abstract.
3. After the stories are placed, they watch as patterns emerge.
4. In the report-back period, they use their landscape to express their perspectives.
5. As they describe their landscape for the workshop record, they convey its meaning topeople who did not attend the workshop.
Cycling round and round the central structure of the exercise is an important part of thesensemaking experience. So as you develop your sensemaking exercise, ask yourself:
• How do people cycle around in this exercise? What are the points of the cycle?
• How many times do people circle around? What is different in each cycle?
• How does each cycle feed into the next? How do the interactions among the cyclessupport sensemaking?
As you test your exercise, ask yourself:
• What do people do during each cycle of the exercise? How do they seem to feel? Dothey respond to some cycles differently than to others?
• What changes as the cycles replace each other? Do the cycles seem to help people comeback to the exercise framework in new ways?
• Does the energy of the exercise build as the cycles go on? Or does the energy dissipate?
Optional elaborations
When you facilitate a sensemaking exercise, you might have an hour or a day to work with;you might be working in person or online; your topic might be trivial or life-changing; yourparticipants might be engaged, inspired, uninterested, alienated, or angry; and you mightbe using the exercise for the first time or the hundredth time.
For this reason, no sensemaking exercise can or should require its participants to followthe exact same steps every time. That’s why all of the exercises in this book exist bothin their most basic forms (which describe the things I think you need to do to be able toget anything out of the exercise at all) and in a variety of expanded forms. Some of theseexpanded forms change the exercises so much that they seem like different exercises.
So as you develop your sensemaking exercise, build and test its basic form, but also buildand test as many optional expansions as you can think of. What could participants do ifthey want to take the exercise further?
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As youwork on your new exercise, record or take notes on everything that happens. Captureespecially the parts where you tell people what to do next and they respond and startto work (or don’t). Later, review what went well and what didn’t. Every time you do theexercise, change something about it and watch what happens. In this way the exercise willkeep growing as you continue to use it and begin to rely on it.
Finally, tell other people how to use your new exercise! Don’t keep it bottled up. Send itout into the world so it can help other people make sense of things too.
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A narrative intervention is an action whose purpose is to change the flow of stories in anorganization, community, or society. In PNI projects, interventions are typically carried outin response to unmet needs revealed during sensemaking.
Many types of interventions might come about as a result of carrying out a PNI project:policies might be changed, laws might be passed, funding might be approved. I will notwrite about any of those things in this chapter, because those things are beyond the scopeof this book. I will only speak of narrative interventions, that is, actions taken specificallyto intervene in the flow of stories.
What does it mean to intervene in the flow of stories? It means doing something thatchanges the way stories are told and heard and retold. Note that a narrative interventiondoes not necessarily involve telling stories. There are many other ways to have a positiveimpact on story flow, as I hope to show you in this chapter.
I group narrative interventions into three categories, which are based on three types ofunmet needs.
• 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.
• Telling interventions. You discovered that people need to hear more stories, both thoseyou collected and others like them.
I will describe some examples of these three types of intervention, but first I want to explainsomething important about the intervention phase of PNI.

439
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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.
Some of the things you can plug in during the Intervention phase are other story-basedmethods. To be clear, you can connect PNI with other methods in every phase.
In There are other ways to Such as
Planning Plan projects Gantt charts
Collection Facilitate story-sharingconversations Conversation Café

Catalysis Find patterns Grounded theory
Sensemaking Talk about issues Asset-based CommunityDevelopment
Return Preserve stories Oral history

Still, 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, Appreciative Inquiry, and Participatory Theatre.

Listening interventions
In the remainder of this chapter, I will give you a scattering 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.
Here are some needs related to listening.
• 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 and learning. People have stories to tell that wouldhelp you do 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.
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– 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 learn about story work.
– You could help people set up local story-sharing groups.
– You could set up a community story-sharing space (see below).

A narrative support system
A common outcome of sensemaking in PNI projects is the identification of crisis points,or places where people face situations too difficult to resolve alone. Often the stressescreated by these crisis points radiate out to affect many other people in the community.
Many communities and organizations already have systems in place to gather informationabout crises. One of the things you can do in your PNI project is improve the way yoursupport system listens to people in crisis.
Support system forms typically have three parts, which taken together capture a storyabout the past, present, and future of the problem:
1. What is the problem? (What happened?)
2. What attempts have been made to fix the problem? (What have you done? What haveothers done?)
3. What is your desired outcome? (What do you want us to do to help you?)
Within each of the three time frames, a support form can ask about any or all of thesethings:
• facts (“Describe the problem” or “Who was involved?”)
• feelings (“How do you feel about the problem?”)
• opinions (“What do you think we did wrong?”)
• stories (“What happened?”)
Every support form asks about facts, and some ask about feelings and opinions. But fewask story-eliciting questions, especially when it comes to what happened to people andhow they feel about it.
For example, consider this support form:
• Describe the reason(s) for requesting a formal complaint. Please be specific by includingnames, dates, and times, whenever possible.
• Have you tried to resolve the problem(s) before requesting the Formal Complaint? Ifyes, please describe what you have done to try to resolve the problem and include theresults.
• What would you like to see happen to resolve this complaint?
The respondent is asked to tell a story about what happened when they tried to resolvethe problem, and they are asked to tell a story about what might happen in the future. But
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when they are asked about whatever it was that started the problem in the first place, theyare asked only for a “reason” and for “dates.” The admonition “please be specific” almostreads as “don’t tell us what actually happened to you.”
By contrast, here is an example of a support form that does a better job of eliciting stories:
• What happened?
• Where did the events take place? When? Who was involved?
• Were there any witnesses to these events? Have you included their details?
• Do you have any medical evidence, photographs, or documents which may be relevant?
• Have you taken any action already in relation to your complaint? What happened?
• What action or outcome would you like to see as a result of your complaint?
This is a story-eliciting form at all three points of importance: initial event, steps taken bythe applicant, desired outcome. Granted, the last question could have read, “What wouldyou like to happen?” but this is pretty close to perfect. I would guess that this particularsupport service has an easier time helping people than many others do. That first, simple,open-ended question, sitting all by itself, vulnerable, inviting, reassuring, probably resultsin a high satisfaction level for people in need than my first example. It takes courage to askpeople a simple question like what happened. But it works.
A narrative suggestion box
Narrative suggestion boxes are useful when sensemaking reveals hints of tensions andsolutions that flow beneath the surface of a community or organization. If you alreadyhave a way for people to make suggestions, you can listen more deeply by eliciting storiesduring the process. Here’s an example suggestion-box survey:

• Welcome to the suggestion box. Would you like to tell us about something that:
– happened (or didn’t)?
– might happen (or might not)?
– should happen (or should not)?

• What was it that happened, or didn’t, or could/not, or should/not?
• This story you told us:
– 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 this story? If you were talking to them right now,what would you say to them about it?
– Is there anything else you want to tell us about the story you told? Maybesomething else that happened (or didn’t), might happen (or might not), or shouldhappen (or should not)?

• Would you like to talk to someone about this? If so, contact ___ at ___.
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Note the expansion of options beyond facts into fiction. This is a social signal. It says to thereader:
Because you are telling a story, you are allowed to do all of the things peopleuse stories to do. You can express your feelings, communicate a message, thinkthrough a problem, question an assumption, imagine a solution, and strengthen(or challenge) a connection.

The interpretive questions after the story are also a social signal. They say:
Because you are telling a story, you do not have to provide proof that what you sayhappened actually happened. If you want to provide proof, you can. But we willtake what you say seriously even if it is not the literal truth.

If you set it up right, a narrative suggestion box can tell you a lot even if nobody tells the
truth using it. In fact, in some situations, lies and rumors can be more useful than facts,which you might already have.
Also notice the elicitation of an optional second story. I put this in because I’ve noticed thatpeople often share more in the second story they tell than they did in the first, becausethey understand the context of the storytelling better.

W
hat 

happened?

There have 

been three 

accidents on 

the corner...

W
hat is your 

suggestion?

The corner of 

Smith and 

Maple needs 

better signs.
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hat is your 

suggestion?

The corner of 

Smith and 

Maple needs 

better signs.
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Sounds 

bad.
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budget for it.
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Three accidents on that 
corner this year. I’m so 
worried about my kids 

walking there.

Wow, somebody 
actually wants to 

know what 
happened.
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A story-sharing space
This intervention is useful when the needs that surface in a PNI project can never bemet. There is no fix to be found, and nothing can be done but to help people cope withthe difficult situations they face. In such a situation, giving people a place to share theirexperiences can provide a different kind of help than solving their problems or changingpolicies. It can help them find support, solidarity, and strength.
A story-sharing space should:
• Encourage people to share relevant stories in safe and meaningful ways
• Ask reflective (not performative or intimidating) questions
• Make it easy to engage with the collected stories and answers
Some examples of physical story-sharing spaces might be:
• 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 the 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)
You can provide access and transparency (and avoid mischief) by:
• situating the space within sight of people in authority (teachers, receptionists, etc)
• reminding people of their obligations to their neighbors or co-workers
• making it impossible to take away or destroy the space or its contents
In an online story-sharing space, you can use forums, persistent chats, and shared white-boards, and you can manage visibility with links, accessibility with passwords, and mischiefwith rules, moderators, and reputation building.

Story work interventions
Here are some needs related to story work—that is, making sense of stories, getting themto where they need to go, and changing how they flow.
• 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 make your project a yearly event, drawing in more people and becomingmore ambitious every year.
– You could create a series of new projects to explore sub-topics that came up duringthe project.
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– 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 farenough. 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 hopedfor. 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 plan for the future, you could try Scenario Planning.
– 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 hundreds of other group-work approachesyou can connect to the Intervention phase of PNI. Or, if you like, PNI can act as a ground-truthing pilot for hundreds 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.
For example, let’s imagine that you build a physical “experience room” in a side room ofyour community’s town hall.
• The walls of the experience room are covered with story cards, and more copies ofthe cards sit on tables, just as if the room were about to be used for a sensemakingworkshop. Visitors can read stories and rearrange cards.
• Printed indexes to the stories, by name and by answers to questions, are available tohelp those looking for stories they want to think about or retell.
• The project’s planning documents, catalytic material, and outcomes of sensemakingworkshops can also be found in the room.
• Visitors can fill out surveys and drop them into a box for inclusion in the collection.Groups can use peer interview scripts and instructions for group story-sharing exercises.
• Wall spaces, materials, and instructions are available for groups who want to use theroom for ad-hoc sensemaking around an issue of concern.
• Also prominent are rules for use of the space, including the need to respect the experi-ences of others and the need to keep the room in good condition.
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• Every so often, volunteers check on the experience room and process any new stories,constructions, or reports of sensemaking workshops.
• Planning meetings for new story projects take place in the experience room, becausejust being in the room helps people think about the narrative life of the community.
You can do the same thing in a virtual space, and you can create hybrid physical-virtualsensemaking spaces, with physical space for in-person sensemaking and with computersavailable for listening to audio stories, looking at patterns in answers, and learning fromvideo instructions.
A sensemakingspace can support Because This is especially useful when

Transparency Everything from the projectis available to see and use;nothing is hidden away
Trust has been lacking (before orduring the project)

Participant-ledsensemaking Community members cando their own sensemaking(perhaps inviting moreparticipants) on issues ofmutual concern

Workshop recruitment wasdifficult, but interest in theproject has grown over time

Emergencyresponse Community members canaddress newly revealedneeds by drawing on thestories of the community

You want to improve communityresilience

Orientation of newmembers Newcomers can learn aboutthe culture and get up tospeed on current issues
The rate of new arrivals is high(or there is much to learn)

Representation Groups that were notincluded (or did notparticipate) in the projectcan visit the space and jointhe discussion

You weren’t sure who to invite;you couldn’t invite the peopleyou wanted to; some groupsdidn’t want to participate (butthey might now)
Creating a bridge toa new project The space can support thereturn phase of one projectand the planning phase ofthe next

You would like to plan a series ofprojects, each building on theinsights from the last

A sensemaking space takes time and resources to set up and maintain. It’s not worth doingfor a small or short-term project. But if your project plans are ambitious, or you want toplan multiple projects that cover years, a space for sensemaking might give you a goodreturn on your investment.
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A narrative mentoring program
Narrative mentoring is like regular mentoring—pairing people with much and littleexperience—but with extra support for sharing and working with stories. This is usefulwhen sensemaking reveals a need for the passing on of wisdom.
This intervention is even more useful when you want to improve an existing mentoringprogram. Here are some things you can do.
• Provide encouragement. Mentors and mentees might not be sharing stories becausethey don’t see the value of the practice. Every time someone starts to tell a story, theymight feel the urge to get back to work. You can help hem get past this barrier. You can:
– Mention the value of story sharing during your mentorship signup process.
– Consider story-sharing preferences during your mentor-mentee match-up process.
– Include in your mentorship orientation materials a brief explanation of how storysharing works: where it comes from, why we do it, and how it helps us. Also explainhow how story sharing can improve mentoring:
* From the mentor side: passing on wisdom; framing advice in memorable ways;getting across what things are really like
* From the mentee side: explaining roadblocks and confusions; describing skills;gaining in confidence by celebrating achievements

– Gather and distribute testimonials about the value of story sharing in mentorship.
• Provide materials. You can give your mentors and mentees:
– Draft story-sharing agreements (e.g., we agree to treat each other’s stories with asmuch as respect as our own)
– A variety of questions to ask each other (both story-eliciting and follow-up)
– Suggestions for integrating story sharing into mentorship (e.g., end each meeting byanswering one story-eliciting question each)
– Interview scripts to follow (for a variety of topics and purposes)
– Exercise instructions (imagine a mentor and mentee going through a ground-truthing,local-folk-tales, or story-elements exercise together)
– Answers to frequently asked questions about story sharing in the mentorship process

• Provide support. You can make yourself available to:
– Answer questions about story sharing
– Help one person convince the other to try sharing stories (or even broach the topic)
– Conduct a group interview or facilitate an exercise
– Help a mentor-mentee pair find another pair who can help them get started withstory sharing
– Bring several mentor-mentee pairs together to share tips and ideas on story sharing
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Telling interventions
Here are some needs related to storytelling.
• You found that people have more stories to tell to each other.
– 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).

• You found that people have more stories to tell to those who make the decisions.
– 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).

• You found that people have more stories to tell to those who are learning.
– 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
A narrative orientation is useful when sensemaking reveals a need to help newcomersunderstand your community or organization better: its history, culture, and unwritten rules.Working with the stories you have collected, you can create a story-based experience thatwill welcome newcomers and help them learn how to fit in and contribute.
Narrative orientations don’t have to be fancy. A sheet of paper with “the ten storiesyou need to hear as you join our community” can be as useful as a documentary withhigh production values. What is important is that the stories represent real experiencesrecounted by real people, not engineered fantasies of what you want people to think aboutyour community or organization.
Here’s an example of a narrative orientation in the process of being built. It’s from a website that provides news related to the legal profession.

[We] will be hosting an “Unofficial Orientation to Law School” [over video chat].This three-part series will help [new law students] navigate the application processand the first year of school and hopefully steer them towards an actual lawyer job,without the crippling debt. Confirmed guest panelists for the Hangouts includeprofessors from [two law schools], [law firm] hiring partners and associates, andcurrent law students.
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We are looking for help from those of you who have already cleared the majorhurdles of a legal career: by getting into law school, by succeeding academically,and by landing a job. We are looking for three categories of stories:
1. What was your law school application strategy? Did you retake [the entranceexam]? How did you decide where to apply? How did you choose which schoolto attend? Did/do you plan to transfer?
2. What was your strategy for academic success? Did you join a study group? Didyou buy commercial outlines or [textbooks]? Did you use a tutor or coach?
3. How did you find a job? [Interviewing?] Networking with student groups?Random luck?
So this goes out to all the success stories out there in Lawland: Share your storieswith us. (Your stories may be used in the hangouts anonymously, or with thesubmittor’s permission.)

If the people who set this up were to ask me for advice, I would suggest that they includestories of failure as well as success. And not just from lawyers! Also from people whowanted to be lawyers but gave up trying. Telling half the story isn’t even half as useful asgathering every perspective on the endeavor.
The goal of a narrative orientation is not to sell anything to anyone. It is to prepare peopleto participate. To do that people need to know the peaks and valleys of the landscape.
You can build a narrative orientation in a sensemaking workshop. Once people have spentenough time with your collected stories, give them this instruction:

Thinking back through all of the stories you worked with today, choose a few storiesthat every newcomer needs to hear to understand [us, our group, our family, ourcommunity, our organization]. Consider our weaknesses and faults as well as ourstrengths and successes. Think about:
• 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: how we work and live together; what we do and don’t do; what happenswhen we break the rules
• 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 obstaclesthat lie in our way

A dramatic action
Sometimes PNI projects uncover needs that are too deep to be addressed by any amountof talking. Only action will make a difference.
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You can change the stories people tell in your community or organization by carrying out a
dramatic 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.
The idea of making stories happen is nothing new. I first encountered it in the work of AlanWilkins, who in a 1984 paper called “Organizational Stories as Symbols that Control theOrganization” described how managers who want to create organizational change throughstorytelling cannot simply rely on telling stories. They should also (or instead) make storieshappen by taking what Wilkins called “dramatic action in the name of values.” (I like to callit “dramatic action based on values,” because “in the name of” still sounds a bit fake.)
Wilkins tells this story:

[M]ost employees at one company I researched have been told the story abouthow the company avoided a mass layoff in the early 1970s when almost every othercompany in the industry was forced to lay off employees in large numbers. Topmanagement chose to avoid a layoff of 10 percent of their employees by askingeveryone in the company, including themselves, to take a ten percent cut in salaryand come to work only nine out of ten days. This experience became known as the“nine-day fortnight” by some and is apparently used as a script for the future of thecompany.
In 1974 the company was again confronted with a drop in orders, and it went tothe “nine-day fortnight” scheme for a short period. When other companies inthe industry began layoffs, the old-timers used this story to quiet the anxiety ofconcerned newcomers. . . . Employees occasionally tell [this] story to communicatethat this is the “company with a heart.” Everyone I talked to in the company knewthe story, which is used both as a symbol and a script.

Now that’s an effective narrative intervention. Those managers could have told a beauti-fully crafted story about the poor economy and their sad need to lay off employees. Butinstead they took an action, and the stories people told about that action strengthenedthe organization for years to come.
The dangers of dramatic action

Making stories happen is not without danger. One danger lies in making stories happenwithout knowing it. When soldiers descend to the ground in helicopters, they often ridewith their booted feet hanging off the sides. When U.S. soldiers first went to Afghanistan,this innocent practice generated many local stories, because showing the soles of your feetis considered a deeply offensive (and usually deliberate) insult in most Arab countries. Soonthe military started training soldiers about this and other insults, but the stories remained.
Similarly, at one point Israelis were offended by a photograph of U.S. President Obamatalking on the phone with Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu—with the soles of his feetprominently displayed on his desk. In both cases the dramatic actions were inadvertent,but they made stories happen nonetheless.
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Backflow and dramatic action

Like viruses that lie dormant for years, stories you make happen can come back to bite youlong after you have forgotten them. Sometimes they can turn into what I call “backflow”stories. A backflow story is one of my favorite kinds of story to read or see, but livingthrough one can be unpleasant. In a backflow story, the very last part of the story flowsback over the previous parts and changes them into something different than what theywere.
Say a person runs for political office. Everything seems to be in order. They have built theircareer slowly and carefully, making many friends and few enemies. They have masteredthe art of public discourse and built a deep understanding of policy. They are well lovedfor prominent actions that have helped many people. Many good stories have been toldabout them. Their story seems destined to continue with their taking on the mantle ofpublic authority.
But then something happens that not only derails their political future, but retroactivelychanges the perceived story of everything that happened in the past. Now the fact thatthey led their high school debating group seems sinister instead of stately. Different storiesstart to come out, about how they kicked a neighbor’s dog, or didn’t show up for a job, orsnapped at a customer. In the end the whole story gets rewritten, from start to finish, andthey are a different person than they were—possibly even to themselves.
That sounds scary, but the good thing is that positive backflow works the same way. Formerheads of state sometimes create positive backflow by devoting the remainder of their livesto earning their place in history.
How to find dramatic actions

At the end of the chapter on sensemaking, I talked about all the things participants mightlist in your wrapping-up activity (page 320). One of those things was “ideas.” Among thoseideas will be some actions your group, family, organization, or community could take.Among those actions, some will be dramatic, meaning that they will cause new stories toflow around them. Among those dramatic actions, some will cause stories to flow backinto the past, helping to heal old wounds. If this sounds like something your project needs,plan to draw out ideas for action in your sensemaking workshop(s).
Beware of fake dramatic action

I want to make a special warning about publicity stunts as dramatic actions, because whenI say “make stories happen” it may seem that I am talking about this. I am not.
Publicity stunts have two inherent problems, one for each word. The first is that a publicitystunt is done to get publicity. This may work for a time, but it will eventually fail. Peoplehave a lot of ways of talking about the gap betweenwhat people do andwhat they say—notwalking the talk, not leading by example, do what I say not what I do, and on and on. Andit’s very easy to let your real intent slip out.
The second problem with publicity stunts is with the “stunt” part of it. By making youraction deliberately exciting or provoking, you run the risk of the story-of-the-story takingover and becoming the story that happens. Nobody cares what a talking dog has to say.
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The fact that the dog is talking is the story that happens. Nobody asks about the story thedog was trying to tell.
This often happens when somebody wants to tell the world a story, finds it difficult tobe heard because they are not in a position of power or authority, isn’t willing to buildan audience slowly and patiently, and grasps at an extreme way of telling their story,perhaps using the power of voyeurism (always a sure bet). Stunts provide only a temporaryspectacle to a public that rushes off to the next shiny thing without ever noticing what thestunt-maker had been trying to say.
Effective dramatic actions

Sowhat is an organization or community to do if theywant tomake a positive story happen?How about this? Do good stuff. It’s amazing how refreshing that is nowadays. In a worldwhere everybody is spinning, standing still stands out.
Find things you can do in which your community’s or organization’s values are apparent.Make sure they are big enough to get noticed, but be careful not to artificially expandthem. Find them, then do them, and don’t make too big a to-do about it. Make sure yourvalues soak all the way through the action and aren’t just painted on the top of it. Peoplewill notice, because they are looking for it. They are hungry for it. And they will tell thestories for you.

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

Here’s one more example of a dramatic action. I buy most of my clothes from the Land’sEnd company. I like their clothes and their policies, but I also remember a dramatic actionthey took decades ago. When I was in graduate school, one of the students I knew lived ina rented house that burned to the ground. He lost every single thing he owned. Anotherstudent sent a letter to Land’s End saying how this guy and all of us loved their clothes,and could they send him a few shirts to help him out.
Land’s End didn’t send a few shirts. They sent a huge box filled with clothes, a whole newwardrobe. We guessed that the clothes they sent would have cost at least several hundreddollars. Given the fact that our graduate-school stipends at that time came to a whoppingeight thousand dollars a year, and we lived on expensive Long Island, this was incredibly
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memorable. I can still remember how exciting it was when the huge box came and the guyopened it.
Even more amazingly, Land’s End didn’t seek to publicize the incident. They didn’t makethe poor guy do a commercial. They just helped him out. The very fact that they didn’t seekto publicize what they did proved to us that they must do this sort of thing all the time. I’lljust bet that everybody who knew about that incident (and it was dozens of people) hastold the story of it many times. I just told it to you. That’s what I mean by dramatic actionbased on values.
It’s not that hard to find opportunities to make positive stories happen. Just listen. Listeningto stories about needs and fears and beliefs is a great way to find opportunities to takedramatic action based on values. But you can’t find such opportunities by asking people totell you “success stories.” You need to find out things you aren’t sure you want to know,like why people don’t trust you, why they choose others over you, what they think yourvalues are, and what nasty rumors they have heard about you.
Doing this requires a degree of self-awareness, honesty, and courage that is not alwaysavailable at every level of every organization or in every part of every community. Andthen, when you find out what dramatic actions you could take based on values, it requiresanother layer of courage to actually do them, because some of them require you to giveup some control or safety or freedom. But the rewards can be great.

And then I said, 
“I’m a common 

man, just like you!”
Is that who I 

think it is, doing 
what I think 
he’s doing?

It is, and I don’t 
see any cameras 

either.

Oh yeah, 
sure. He’s a 

common 
man.

I’m gonna 
go tell 

somebody.

Do you 
believe any 

of that?

I’ve got 
stuff to 

do.

Lettuce, 
corn…

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.
Simulations can help people learn to do complicated yet dangerous procedures in safety.Adding stories to simulation engages people in the learning task and helps them rememberwhat they learned afterwards. There is a large academic literature on the creation ofnarrative simulations for education and training in a variety of applications. Search forthe terms “serious play” or “serious games,” the “gamification” of learning, and “case-
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based” or “story-based” simulation to find out how to create participatory narrative trainingexperiences.
An example is the STAR-LITE simulation created to help students learn about laboratorysafety. Says the STAR-LITE web site:

Work with your colleagues (some humanoid, some not) to complete quests in a lab.The STAR-LITE laboratory can be chaotic and safety violations will occur. You willmake critical safety decisions to ensure that you and your colleagues work safelyin a lab. STAR-LITE (Safe Techniques Advance Research—Laboratory InteractiveTraining Environment) is an innovative and groundbreaking method to learn aboutlaboratory safety techniques.
My husband and son went through the STAR-LITE simulator together. The combinationof silly alien blob-people and true-to-life laboratory safety procedures helped my sonlearn important facts about laboratory safety in a memorable way. STAR-LITE might seemlike your typical educational resource, but it is more like a PNI intervention than youmight think. The simulation was developed in memory of a young woman who died aftercontracting a deadly virus in a laboratory. Thus the impetus to develop STAR-LITE grew outof sensemaking about real events within a community of research scientists.
I can tell you about another narrative training simulation that had an impact on my work.When I worked at IBM (at the turn of the last century), I met several people who workedwith stories. One of these peoplewas Peter Orton. Peter came to IBMafterwriting televisionscreenplays and studying narratology. One of the things he created for IBM was a narrativetraining simulation whose goal was to help people develop better management skills.
When I heard about Peter’s simulation, I wanted to try it, mainly because I was eager tolearn about all possible uses of stories. In the simulation, you took on the role of a managerin charge of several employees. At that time I had never tried to manage anybody, but Iwas pretty sure I knew how. I didn’t know how. I failed to make the right choices over andover. One employee needed encouragement and I didn’t give it; another needed moreautonomy and I micro-managed them; another neededmy support in a dispute and I didn’tnotice until it was too late to help.
I learned something unique and irreplaceable by playing that little game: that managingpeople isn’t as simple as I thought it was. I don’t think I would have come to that realizationas fully if I had read about management in a book. That’s what narrative simulations arebest at: giving people new experiences that overturn what they think they know.
How to build a narrative simulation

Start by choosing an overall skill you want to help people learn, like “Putting safety first” or“Mastering time management.” Make sure the skill is well represented in the stories youcollected in your project.
Next, invite 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 four hours. Prepare to recordthe workshop so you can capture any new stories people tell.
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Starting out

Minutes Who What to do
3-5 You Introduce the stories and the overall skill you want to support.
2-5 You Create groups of 3-5 people. Give each group a set of story cards.

If you can, create small groups with varying levels of experiencewith respect to the overall skill you chose. One way to do this is toask people to sort themselves into three groups with low, medium,and high experience with the skill, then ask them to form groupswith one person from each experience-level group.
Pulling out stories

Minutes Who What to do
30+ Smallgroups Read the stories, together or separately, quietly or aloud.Choose 30+ stories that speak to the heart of the overallskill. If you think of any experiences of your own thatconnect to the stories you are reading, go ahead and tellthem. Write the names of the stories you chose (old andnew) 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 madea difference in the story—by being present or absent. Forexample, someone might have:

• asked a clarifying question (or didn’t)
• built a contingency plan for a likely time crunch (or didn’t)
• verified that a machine was switched off before touchinga belt (or didn’t)
• half-solved a problem (or didn’t)
Write the skills on a different sticky-note color than you usedfor the story names.

10+ Smallgroups Now set aside your stories and cluster the skills you wrotedown. Place like with like until you have 5-10 skill clusters.Give the clusters names.
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Writing scenarios

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

20+ Smallgroups Go back to your previously selected stories and choose 10+stories that exemplify the presence or absence of that skillcluster 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+ stories you chose (and/or told), build a fictionalscenario that has this structure:
• You are in this situation
• This challenge arises
• You have this choice to make
– You do this in response, and this good outcome happensas a result
– You do this in response, and this neutral or intermediate
outcome happens

– You do this in response, and this bad outcome happens
Write each of these nine scenario elements on a separatesticky note.Mix up the order of the response-outcome pairsso it’s not obvious which is best. Hide each outcome underits response.
Write using the second person and the present tense: you
have a big meeting today, you get up late, you go over your
presentation one more time, and so on.
If you have extra time, choose another skill cluster and buildanother scenario.
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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:

• Reading the situation, challenge, and choice
• Choosing one of the three responses
• Revealing the outcome under the response (by picking itup or moving it)
• Reading and reacting to the outcome
• (Optionally) Choosing one or two more responses; reveal-ing the outcome(s); talking about it

10+ Smallgroups Presenters: return to your group and tell them how thesimulation worked. Everyone: talk about what you could doto improve it. Improve it as much as 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.

Finishing up

Minutes Who What to do
20+ Everyonetogether Talk about what just happened. Talk about how people canstay involved as you prepare the simulation for wider use.
10 You Capture the scenarios people built and the stories they usedto build them.

After the workshop

You might only need one workshop like this to build a simulation, but you can also mergethe results from two or three such workshops.
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When your full set of narrative scenarios is ready, use them to create a learning experience.For example, you could:
• make the scenarios available (for just-in-time learning) in a menu of learning needs
• intermingle the scenarios with other information (such as how-to articles)
• build the scenarios into sessions in a training course
• post a link to a new scenario in each monthly newsletter
• hold a series of workshops in which groups play and discuss each scenario
In physical space, you can print a choose-your-own-adventure story that asks readers tochoose responses by turning to specific pages. With a clever, attractive, and engagingdesign, such a learning tool could be informative and compelling, especially if you illustrateeach response-outcome pair with some interesting real-life stories.
Online, you can build a website that uses video vignettes to introduce each scenario,with response buttons and outcome revelations. If that’s too ambitious, a slide set withconditionally visible items or pages will also work fine.
No matter what kind of simulation you build, test it by watching people use it and talkingto them about it. Provide opportunities for feedback as people use the simulation. You canalso give them the opportunity to tell a story about their experience playing the simulation,and the opportunity to read or hear stories left behind by other people who played thesimulation.
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What happens in a PNI project after the stories have been collected, sensemaking work-shops have been held, and decisions have been made? People go back to what they hadbeen doing before the project started, which includes telling and listening to stories. Butthe stories people tell after a PNI project are never the same as the stories people toldbefore it. This is why I include the return of stories within the scope of PNI. It’s a naturalpart of what happens when you start the PNI wheel rolling.
Why support the return phase?

The return phase of a PNI project is like the follow-through phase of a tennis swing. Eventhough your racket is no longer touching the ball, so to speak, you need to keep your eyeon what is happening as your project comes to a close.
In tennis, attention to follow-through impacts a player’s game in two ways:
1. It creates a positive backflow effect on the entire swing. If you plan—or even expect—to pull back your arm after you hit the tennis ball, you will hit the ball differently thanyou would if you planned to act as if you were still in contact with it. Even thinkingabout when you will pull back can disrupt the racket’s impact on the ball. It is best toswing in a fluid motion before, during, and after impact.
2. It protects the player’s health. Abruptly stopping the arm’s motion can injure the arm’smuscles, tendons, and ligaments, especially if it’s done hundreds of times 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 the459
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moment 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.
Let’s explore each of these metaphors more fully, because each of them also connects toan aspect of stories and story sharing.
Backflow effects in story sharing and PNI projects
The idea of working backwards in time reminds me of a backflow story. That’s my name fora story whose ending flows back to change the parts of the story that came before it. Thestory sets up an expectation of a certain state of affairs, then upsets that state of affairs ina way that recasts the story—backwards—in a new light. You could say it begins as onestory, then splits itself into two stories: the one it appeared to be before the revelationthat changed it, and the one it became after the moment of revelation.
The stories we tell in our everyday conversations often flow back on themselves as wemake evaluation statements that explain why we are telling the stories and what theymean to us. For example, halfway through a story that seems to be about my dog, you mayrealize that it’s not about my dog at all but about my relationship with my son. The storyhas split itself into two stories: the one before you saw its meaning and the one after.
The best literary backflow story I’ve ever read is ThomasMann’s novel TheMagic Mountain.Its moment of revelation, which takes place on its last few pages, ripples backward tochange everything that came before it. (Mann famously recommended that readers of hisbook read it twice, because it is a different book the second time you read it.)
These are some reasons to support the return phase that connect to the idea of backflow:
• Risk management. There is a return phase in every PNI project, whether you support itor not. If you don’t support the return phase, what happens during it will be entirelyout of your control. I don’t mean to imply that the return of stories will ever be entirelyunder your control even if you do support the return phase. But the more involved youare in the return phase, the greater the influence you will have on how it plays out.
• Closure. Even well-planned PNI projects can expose painful emotions. Your project maybring people into contention, and it may bring memories people want to keep hiddeninto the spotlight. This is not because PNI methods are flawed; it is because these arethe sorts of issues narrative methods handle well. After the sensemaking phase of yourproject is over, people may feel a need to bring the emotional level of the discussionback down to a normal, calm, everyday level. The return phase is a time of resolutionand closure, a return to safety, the dénouement of the project. By supporting it, you can
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help people process what happened and find closure. If people don’t find closure, thelack of it will ripple back and affect their memories of the rest of the project.
• Listening. In every PNI project, people should feel that their voices have been heard.Even after your sensemaking workshops are over, some people might not feel that yourproject has adequately listened to their experiences. I’ve said elsewhere that a goodindicator of a successful PNI project is gratitude. If you’ve finished your workshops andhave not yet heard people thank you or the project for the chance to speak out, use thereturn phase of your project to improve on the situation. Give people a voice to speakout once more about the project and the topic it explores.
• Memory. The best projects remain in the collective memory of the community ororganization long after they have been completed. Supporting the return phase will helppeople remember your project by talking about it after its visible, official parts are over.If you don’t support the return phase, memories of your project may fade faster thanyou would like, changing the story people tell themselves about what happened.
• Your own skills. Listening to the people who participated in your project (and to thosewho didn’t) in its return phase will help you see your project with new eyes. This will helpyou develop your facilitation skills better than if you relied only on your own reflectionsabout the project. It may not be fun to hear people talk about what went wrong ina project you threw yourself into, but your next project will surely benefit from theexperience. If you don’t talk to people during the return phase of your project, yourmemories of its earlier phases may become misaligned with what happened to others,causing you to plan badly in the future.
Health-related effects in story sharing and PNI projects
Now let’s talk about the second tennis metaphor I mentioned above: that attention tofollow-through preserves the physical health of your tennis arm, and in the case of PNI,the narrative health of your community or organization.
Again, the metaphor reminds me of something that happens in stories. When people aresharing stories in conversation, the stories don’t end abruptly when the events of the storyend (see page 29). Instead, each story ends with a ritual (the coda) in which the storytellerand audience negotiate the return of the conversation to its usual rhythm.
Similarly, the return phase of a PNI project involves negotiation among the people whoinitiated, funded, and carried out the project (probably you and some others), thosewho participated but did not provide the project’s central force, and those who did notparticipate in the project but still belong to the community.
These are some reasons to support the return phase that connect to the narrative healthof your community or organization:
• Better ideas. By the time you have finished your sensemaking workshops, you mighthave come up with some ideas for PNI projects you’d like to conduct in the future. That’sgreat, but there may be even better ideas for a new project out there in the community.After all, you aren’t the only one who experienced the project’s events. In fact, you maybe in the worst position to come up with new ideas, because you were so enmeshed in
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supporting the project that you couldn’t see the forest for the trees. By supporting thereturn phase of your project, you can tap in to the ideas of everyone in the community.
• A common language. A common outcome of sensemaking is a set of short-hand ref-
erences: phrases or story summaries people use to refer to complex understandingsabout the community or organization, like “This is just like harnessing the ostrich.” Storyreferences are full of meaning to people inside the community and meaningless topeople outside it. Sometimes these references survive far longer than the project itself,coming up in conversations years later. Supporting the return phase can help buddingstory references grow and spread, and this can help your community build on the workyou’ve done instead of falling back to talking in the old ways.

• Early warning. Your project will undoubtedly open up some issues for ongoing sense-making. By observing what happens during return, you can continue to monitor thesituation and detect emerging problems before they grow larger.
• Crowdsourcing. You could think of the return phase as a very long after-party for yourproject. The momentum you created by organizing your project activities will promptpeople to keep working together on the issues discussed in the project, if at a lowerintensity. By supporting the return phase, you can build on that energy.

How return happens
What happens during the return phase of a PNI project? These are some observations Ihave made about three aspects of the return phase: dynamics, rights and responsibilities,and sensemaking.
The dynamics of return
My first set of observations has to do how participants typically react to the return phase.
Silence. When a project’s sensemaking phase is over, there is often a sort of silent time,when people need to reflect quietly on what happened during the project, or not reflect atall but let the project “sit on the back burner” as they do other things.
This is similar to the silence that happens when people are sharing stories, those lulls inthe conversation when people are thinking quietly about what has been said. When youare collecting stories, it’s best to let these silences happen and not rush to end them. Thesame goes for the return phase of projects. People might need a little time—a week ortwo, maybe—before they are ready to talk about the project.
Face saving. Sensemaking workshops can be retroactively stressful. People can get sweptup in collective energy as they step outside of their comfort zones and do things they wouldnormally avoid. Afterwards, people sometimes feel overexposed or embarrassed by whatthey said and did in the heat of the moment, even if it led to useful outcomes.
Recovery. If your project succeeded in finding new solutions to important problems, peoplemight need some time to recover from the solutions. If your project has explored difficultemotions, there might be a backlash in which people refuse to participate in solutions,attack your methods or intent, deny the utility of solutions they themselves helped to
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create, or just don’t want to talk about the problems (or solutions) at all. This does notalways mean they think the project was a mistake or the solutions won’t work. It mightmean they need some time and space to recover their balance.
Waves. Participation in the return phase might start out strong, then die down as peoplethink through the implications of the solutions they discussed. Or people might withdrawat first, but return with energy as they get excited about positive change. Expect to seesome waves of rising and falling interest during the return phase.
You can find out what is happening by periodically asking people about the project andseeing how (and if) they respond. When you find a wave of rising interest, the time mightbe right to engage people in talking about new projects or envisioned solutions.
The rights and responsibilities of return
This next set of observations has to do with rights: who has responsibility for what, whoowes what to whom, who owns what.
Promises. Unlike extractive research, participatory action research makes promises to thepeople who are involved in it. Once you’ve made a promise of participation, you can’tjust cut it off when the main part of the project is over. People will expect to be informedas the project winds down, and they will expect to have the opportunity to participate,even if they don’t expect to use it. Even something as simple as providing a way to appendcomments to your project report will help people stay involved.
Ownership. The return phase belongs to the people, and only the people can decide whatwill happen in it. You can observe and support the return phase, but you cannot control it.If you try to control it, you will create another intervention phase, which will be followedby another return phase you cannot control. An intervention is like a call, and the returnphase is like an echo. Try as you might, you cannot create or control an echo. You can onlycall again.
Perceptions. How a project plays out and what it means in the long term is bound to differto different people. If you could ask everyone in your community or organization aboutyour project, you might find a variety of opinions on its impact, from ground-breaking totrivial to harmful. You can’t change how people see your project, but you can find out howthey see it, and you can use that information to plan your next steps. Sometimes what youlearn about how a project has been perceived can be as useful as the stories you collected.
Sensemaking during return
My final set of observations has to do with how people make sense of a PNI project as itrecedes into memory.
Stories. As people move further away in time from the main events of your project, it willbecome a story to them. It will become less detailed, and it will conform to a universal plotshape. Some events will be highlighted, and others will be sidelined or forgotten. The storywill develop an overall theme, which may be expressed as a catch-phrase or slogan.
All of this is as it should be. A story is what you want people to remember, because a PNIproject is above all else something that happens. It’s not a fact or opinion or evidence or
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proof. It’s a story. We started out; we made plans; we tried this; we encountered theseobstacles; we succeeded; we failed; wewere surprised; we changed; we learned; we arrivedat a new place.
References. If your project has had an impact on your community or organization, therewill be some changes to the way people talk about its topic. Terms that came up during yoursensemaking workshops will bounce around afterwards, and you will hear them in placesand times far removed from the project. Eventually these references will be repeated somany times that people will only need to mention them for everyone to know what theymean.
Wishes. When a project is over, participants often communicate a feeling of disappoint-ment or letdown. This usually happens because they experienced something during theproject that they don’t usually have in their work or home lives, and they wish they couldhave more of it.
Here are some examples of wishes I’ve seen people express when a project has ended:
• This project was so interesting! I looked forward to every activity. I’d like to do anotherproject like it, maybe about ___ or ___.
• I liked reflecting on my experiences with ___. I would like to do that some more.
• It was great to have the opportunity to compare my experiences of ___ with those ofothers. I’d like to go further with that.
• I’ve had a brief glimpse of what life is like for ___, and I would like to learn more.
• I feel connected to ___ in a way I never felt before. I would like to strengthen thoseconnections even further.
• It was nice to feel like part of the solution to the problem of ___. If you work on it again,I’d like to participate.
• I was so glad to finally have a chance to tell someone about my experiences with ___. Ifelt heard for the first time. I have more to say, if anyone would like to hear it.
When you hear your participants express a wish that some aspect in your project willcontinue (or return) in the future, you’ve found energy for participation in future projects.
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Supporting return in your community or organization
In the previous phases of your PNI project, you were the driving force that kept the projectmoving. You asked people to share stories and invited them to make sense of thingstogether. The return phase is different. Now it’s time to let your participants do the asking.
People might say You can 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. I know a lotabout the topic.

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.
The sensemaking workshop wasexcellent, but it ended too soon.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 keep theconversation going. Is there somekind of story-sharing space I canjoin?

Yes, we set one up in the project. Here’s how youcan join it. (Or, here are some ideas for setting upa story-sharing space. We would be happy to talkabout them with you.)
I want to do projects like thismyself. How do you do this work? We would be glad to answer your questions abouthow we carried out the project. Also, here is someinformation about participatory narrative inquiry.
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Supporting return with your sponsors
PNI projects are often authorized and/or funded by sponsors of some kind: a funding group,an executive office, a council, a board, or another body of people in charge. If you havereceived permission to conduct your project from one of those groups of people, you willneed to make sure that they are informed and satisfied during the return phase of yourproject. You will need them to understand what happened, approve of what you did, andhopefully support you as you think about future projects.
What if you have nobody to answer to but yourself? It’s still a good idea to prepare toinform and satisfy yourself, in your role as the person in charge. Present the project toyourself so you can improve your own confidence in what you’ve done.
They might say You can 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.
What about the data?What are the trends?Can we see them?

These are the patterns our participants chose to work within our sensemaking workshops, and this is what happenedwhen they did. If you would like to participate in theproject, we can facilitate a special sensemaking workshopjust for you. We’d love to include your perspectives.
Did the project succeed?Was it worth doing? Here are some of the things our project participants saidabout the project and its impact for them. Here are someof the things we learned as we carried it out.
Can I just seeeverything? Absolutely. Here is an archive of our entire project.
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You might be surprised by the “What about the data” line in the table above. When youtalk to your sponsors, draw their attention to the sensemaking that took place in yourproject, not the patterns that catalyzed it.
Do not present catalytic patterns to your sponsors as if they were analytical results. If youdo, you will invite them to attack your methods and expertise. Even if you explain that thepatterns cannot prove anything (because they rest on a mountain of complex perceptionsabout stories and intent and social negotiation), if you do not explain how the patterns
were used in sensemaking, your sponsors will take them as proof—or as a failed attemptat proof.
The one situation in which it is appropriate to present catalytic patterns to your sponsorsis when they are engaged in sensemaking of their own. This is actually an excellent idea. Ifyou can involve “the powers that be” in sensemaking, you won’t be presenting them withanalytical results. You’ll be including them in the project.
Why not hold a sponsor meeting that is also a sensemaking workshop? It will certainly addanother dimension of perspective to your project. I’ve tried this, and I have to tell you that“powers that be” are often pleasantly surprised to be included in, and not just informedabout, participatory projects.

This is our 
strongest 

result.
I don’t see how 

that proves 
anything.

Now it’s time to 
compare the 
two timelines.

I know.
This is 

fascinating.

That’s a general rule in participatory work. Don’t assume that anyone wants to be left outof participation. They might not admit it, to you or to themselves, but most people wantto be included in some way, even if they are too important to be bothered.
Supporting return in your PNI practice

The last form of support I want to mention is for yourself and your project team.
Celebrate your project

You worked hard on your project. If it turned out wonderfully, celebrate your success. Dosomething special to mark your accomplishment. Doing so will help you sustain your effortin the most difficult parts of the next project. If your project didn’t turn out well, it’s even
more important to reward your hard work. Sure, you made some mistakes. You can seethem clearly in retrospect. But you worked hard, you did your best, and you learned.
In story work, it is entirely possible to do your best and still fail to satisfy people. That’swhy I say it is high input, high risk, and high output. You will not always succeed. I haven’t,
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and while I still cringe at the memory of projects that failed to satisfy, I value the lessons Ilearned as a result. You will too.
If you are working in a team, make sure everyone participates in your celebration. Have aparty, go out to dinner, do something together. What if you were not a productive team?What if you argued the whole way through? It’s still important to end the project as a team,if you can. You all tried to work together, even if you failed. Finish the story of your projecttogether. If you don’t celebrate the end of your project together, it will be harder to makesense of what happened and learn from it later on. Even if it’s awkward, celebrate the endof the project together.
Gather perspectives on your project

When you finish a project, you are in danger of believing you know what happened in it.You don’t. You can’t possibly know how your project appeared to everyone involved (anduninvolved) in it. If you think your project has been a resounding success, you’re wrong.If you think it has been a dismal failure, you’re wrong. Every project succeeds and everyproject fails. If you don’t know where your project has succeeded and where it has failed,you don’t know what happened.
Ground truth your project as it winds down. Climb off your satellite and walk around on theground of perception. If you don’t, you run the risk of creating a rift between perceptionand reality that will cause you to make errors of misalignment in future projects (and worse,
you won’t know why).
In a perfect world, every PNI project would have an echo that collected stories about howthe project went, and that echo would have an echo, and so on ad infinitum. But in thereal world, that would be ridiculous as well as impossible. You have other things to do, andso does everybody else. So what can you do to find out what happened in your projectwithout burdening everyone with another formal story collection?
Give people some time to process the project’s events—days or weeks, depending on theduration of the project. Wait until talk about the project has died down and people havegone back to their normal routines. Then ask some of the people who participated in theproject to tell you what happened from their perspective. If your project was small, ask afew people. If it was larger, ask more, say ten. You don’t have to do this formally; just startconversations and get an idea of what people are thinking. Ask questions like this:
• What surprised you about this project?
• What moments of the project were best and worst for you?
• What’s different for you now than it was before the project started?
• Was there a particular story you heard during the project that meant a lot to you?
• Have you heard any of the project’s stories being passed around?
• Have you heard any rumors about the project?
• Is there anything about the project that you’d like to keep going?
• Is there anything you wish hadn’t happened during the project?
• Is there anything you think I should know about the project?
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Don’t ask all of these questions; just choose a few that you think will be useful. You don’thave to record the responses. Just take notes on what people say.
Involving the uninvolved. In addition to asking participants questions, find some peoplewho didn’t participate in the project and ask them what happened in it.
In some ways, asking non-participants about your project is even more important thanasking your participants about it. There are many special-reality bubbles you can developas you go through a project. You can have your own bubble; your team can have one;your team and your funding or steering group can have one. A bubble might containeveryone who participated in the project in any way. And finally, there can even be abubble enveloping everyone who even knows that the project exists. You’ve got to break
all of those bubbles to find out what really happened in your project.

You
Your 
team
Your team
and funders

Your team
and funders 
and participants

Everyone who 
knows
about your project

Everyone in your 
community or 
organization

The most direct way to hear from the uninvolved is to simply engage them in conversation.Say to them: “Have you heard about the project that has been going on? (if yes) What doyou think of it? (if no, describe it, then ask) What do you think of that?”
Don’t let on that you spearheaded the project. Just ask as if you had a tiny role in it. Ifpeople know the project was your baby they won’t answer honestly. Try to gather as manyresponses from non-participants as you do from participants. Draw your sample from the
entire community or organization, not just from those who took part.
If you think it will be difficult to ask people who were not interested in your project to talkto you about it, you can find other ways to ask. Place several carefully-chosen stories orsensemaking constructions in several locations in a public place, then note how much dirt
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is left in front of each one as people stop to look at it. Or write mini-reports with varioussignificant project results on them, and leave them on a table in a public place. Vary thecontents of the reports, then wait a week and count how many of each type are left. Youcan do all of this online as well, by putting things on the web and observing click patterns.

The timeline is 
getting a lot of 

attention.

References and wishes. As you gather stories and reactions (from participants and non-participants), listen for references to things (stories, patterns, themes) that seem to matterto people. You are likely to hear the same references from different people. When you heara reference that seems important to the person who is saying it, note it down. Keep a listof these references, and look for patterns in them. Also, if you can, listen to conversationsabout your topic. See if you hear any of the references on your list being mentioned. Whichreferences are mentioned, and how? Do they come up everywhere, or only in some placesor with some people? And if not, what are people talking about?
Also be on the lookout for expressions of wishes. Listen to see if you hear people missinganything or wishing they could have anything back. If they say something like, “I’ve neverheard so much about how people see our community as I did on that day,” that’s a wish.What do the wishes tell you? What do people hunger for? Where is there energy waitingto be released? What does that tell you about what sorts of projects people might want tobe part of in the future?
Using what you have heard. After you have heard a variety of stories, references, andwishes about your project, use them to revise and widen the story you tell yourself aboutthe project. You might find out that some of your participants didn’t enjoy or value theproject as much as you thought they did. You might find out that there are non-participantswho saw the project as a problem, not a solution. You might find out that some non-participants would have participated if the project had been set up differently. Use thereturn phase of your project to open your own eyes about what happened so you can learnand prepare for future story work.
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If you are working in a team, ask everyone in the team to gather stories, references, andwishes from participants and non-participants. Ask them to take notes on what they findout. Then get together as a team and reviewwhat everyone has found. Youmight evenwantto use sensemaking methods to map out what you have found, for example by clusteringperceptions or building a landscape. Talk together about what surprised you in what youheard. Develop your group’s story of what happened during the project, considering allpoints of view.
Reflect on and record your project

Now that you have celebrated your effort, and now that you have listened to the full storyof your project, it’s time to make sense of it all, reflect on what you’ve learned, and wrapup the project so you can move on to new things. Here are some things to ponder:
• Reflect on what you’ve learned about stories. What have you learned from the storiesyou heard in this project? Pull out some stories that taught you things. What surprisedyou about them? What did they teach you? How can you use that going forward?
• Reflect on what you’ve learned about facilitation. Think back over every interactionwith your participants. What were the high and low points in your facilitation? Whatsurprised you? What moments will you remember for a long time?
• Reflect on what you’ve learned about project planning. Did your plan turn out the wayyou thought it would? Did any of your plans fall apart? Did you ever discover a newopportunity you could not have seen coming? What does this project make you want todo differently in projects you might do in the future?
• Reflect on your PNI practice. How did this project challenge the way you do PNI? Didyou get stuck on any obstacles? Did you find skills you didn’t know you had? Did you tryany experiments? What happened? Did you get any new ideas? How will the way youdo PNI change after this project?
• Reflect on ideas that came up in the project. Write a list of ten follow-on projects you’dlove to do, if you had the time and help and participation.
• Reflect on your community or organization. What do you know about it now that youdidn’t know before your project started? What about its culture, or unwritten rules, orstrengths and weaknesses, is newly apparent to you? How will this knowledge impactany future projects you might do?
If you are working alone, set aside some time to reflect, review your notes, and write upsome new ones. If you are working in a team, plan a meeting (or extend the meeting whereyou go over what you heard from people) for a final wrap-up.
While you ponder all of these things, write down what you think. Please write things down.Even one page of noteswill seem like it’s writtenwith golden inkmonths or years later. You’dbe amazed by how easy it is to forget, in a matter of months, so much useful informationabout a project that has wound down. Take notes on your dilemmas and discoveries, andsomeday you’ll be ready to write your own book about PNI.





AppendixA

Further Reading: Your PNI Bookshelf

To choose the set of 14 books listed here, I asked myself a question: if one of my readersdecided to provide themselves with a PNI support library, within a reasonable budget,what would they need in that library to improve their PNI skills and projects? To decide,I took all of my books off my shelves, sorted them into topics, and evaluated the bookswithin each topic, considering the value, relevance, utility, clarity, and cost of each book.
Books on story fundamentals

Narrative: A Critical Linguistic Introduction

Author Michael Toolan, academic narratologist
Audience College students, mostly
Style Academic, though more approachable than many such works
Length 272 pages
Citation Toolan, M. 1988. Narrative: A Critical Linguistic Introduction. London:Routledge.

Why you might want to read it

Toolan’s book is like a Gray’s Anatomy of stories, illuminating in painstaking detail theinternal structures of narrative and how they join together. All relevant ideas on storyform are covered, going back thousands of years. Surprisingly in a narratology textbook, asection on stories in society includes some elements of story phenomenon such as story inconversation (though not in as much detail as in books dedicated to that topic).
Story in cognitive function is not much considered here, but the deficiency can be remediedby reading some function-oriented works in addition. Overall, however, this is an excellentreference work for those looking to understand more about narrative form.473
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An example quote

In at least implicitly seeking and being granted rights to a lengthy verbal contribution,narrators assert their authority to tell, to take up the role of knower, or entertainer,or producer. . . . Any narrator then is ordinarily granted, as a rebuttable presumption,a level of trust and authority which is also a granting or asserting of power. But thistrust, power and authority can be exploited or abused. . . .
Story: Substance, Structure, Style and the Principles of Screenwriting

Author Robert McKee, screenwriting guru
Audience Aspiring screenwriters
Style Clear; authoritative; confident, perhaps a little too confident, but useful
Length 480 pages
Citation McKee, R. 1997. Story: Substance, Structure, Style and the Principles of

Screenwriting. New York: HarperCollins.
Why you might want to read it

If Toolan’s narratology textbook is the Gray’s Anatomy of stories, McKee’s Story is The Way
Things Work. Story takes stories apart and tells you how to put them back together againin ways that convey powerful, memorable messages. Much of what is in Story is intuitivelyobvious, but only after you have read it. Some have criticized McKee for repackaging whatAristotle said about story form, but he admits this; and even if he does repackage theobvious, it works. It’s impossible to deny the utility of this book to anyone who wants tounderstand how stories work.
An example quote

“Event” means change. If the streets outside your window are dry, but after a napyou see they’re wet, you assume an event has taken place, called rain. The world’schanged from dry to wet. You cannot, however, build a film out of nothing butchanges in weather—although there are those who have tried. Story Events aremeaningful, not trivial. To make change meaningful it must, to begin with, happento a character. If you see someone drenched in a downpour, this has somewhatmore meaning than a damp street. . . .
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Tell Me a Story: Narrative and Intelligence

Author Roger Schank, cognitive scientist
Audience General public
Style Clear; authoritative yet accessible
Length 254 pages
Citation Schank, R. 1995. Tell Me a Story: Narrative and Intelligence. Evanston,Illinois: Northwestern University Press.

Why you might want to read it

This is a wide-ranging introduction to stories from the consistent point of view of cognitivefunction. If this were the only book you ever planned to read about stories I would notrecommend it, because the cognitive-science slant is strong and limiting. But if you read italong with books that consider story as form and phenomenon, Schank’s book has muchto tell you about the way people think about stories.
An example quote

When people learn to speak, they learn what each word means because they haveheard the stories connected to these words first. Children learn complex wordsbecause these words are used to describe situations that they have observed ortaken part in. When children are told that they have been “inconsiderate,” theyhave no idea what that word means. They only know what they have done. In orderto learn that word, they must construct a story that describes their own actions tothemselves. Then, when they hear the word again, they must compare the formerstory with the new story that is unfolding before them. So they learn the skeletonstory that underlies the word “inconsiderate” by comparing the two versions. . . .
The understanding process, however, involves constantly misunderstanding oneanother to the extent that the words we use refer to skeleton stories that we don’tquite agree upon. Consequently, my version of “inconsiderate” is probably differentfrom yours.

Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions

Author Gary Klein, decision making expert
Audience General public
Style Friendly; persuasive; anecdotal
Length 348 pages
Citation Klein, G. 1999. Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions. Cambridge,Massachusetts: MIT Press.
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Why you might want to read it

This book is not actually about stories; it is about how people make decisions. Gary Kleinstarted a field of inquiry called naturalistic decision making, which examines how peoplemake decisions in real life, as opposed to how they ought to make decisions, or how theymake them in artificial laboratory conditions. In his research, Klein set out to find out howpeople in time-critical situations, such as firefighters in burning buildings, decide what todo next. He thought he would find out that expert decision makers draw up lists of optionsand compare them, as previous decision-making theory said they ought. But he found, tohis surprise, that the most experienced experts essentially told themselves stories aboutprevious experiences.
What got me excited about this book when I first read it was that Klein didn’t go lookingfor stories: they came looking for him. While Schank’s book starts with stories and looksfor manifestations and applications, Klein’s book comes from the opposite direction. Takentogether, the two books give you a pretty good idea of how stories help us think.
An example quote

Before we did this study, we believed that novices impulsively jumped at the firstoption they could think of, whereas experts carefully deliberated about the meritsof different courses of action. Now it seemed that it was the experts who couldgenerate a single course of action, while novices needed to compare differentapproaches.
Story, Performance, and Event

Author Richard Bauman, folklorist
Audience Folklorists
Style Academic, but with many examples taken from the field that provideillumination
Length 144 pages
Citation Bauman, R. 1986. Story, Performance, and Event: Contextual Studies of

Oral Narrative. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press.
Why you might want to read it

Unlike the narratologists and screenwriters and cognitive scientists cited above, in thislittle book Bauman explores stories as embodied contextual aspects of “deeply situatedhuman behavior.” Through the careful examination of several long, complex, and fascinatingexamples of situated story exchange, Bauman explores the lives of stories in human society.He dives deep into the paradoxical ambiguities of story exchange; he speaks of truth,lies, and expectation; he destroys any possible conception of stories as “disembodiedsuperorganic stuff” by showing them living and breathing. There is a joy in the complexityof situated storytelling here that infects you with an eagerness to hear and work with



Books on story fundamentals 477

stories yourself. This is not a reference work about story as phenomenon; it is more like anexercise in listening to stories and making sense of the way they move around in people.
An example quote

Whenwe juxtapose the personal narrative and the tall tale, actually two dimensionsof “lying” become apparent. First, the unusual but not impossible events of theformer are transformed into the exaggeratedly implausible events of the latter. Thustall tales are lies, insofar as what they report as having happened either did nothappen or could not have happened. There is more, though. The tall tale presentedabove is told in the third person, which distances it somewhat from the narrator,and contrasts with the characteristic use of the first-person voice in the personalnarrative.
Memory, Identity, Community: The Idea of Narrative in the Human
Sciences

Editors Lewis and Sandra Hinchman, Professors of Government
Authors Academics from a wide range of fields from political science to socialscience to psychology to philosophy to law
Audience Academics of all kinds
Style Varied, but mostly academic and complex
Length 328 pages
Citation Hinchman, L. P. and Hinchman, S. K. (Eds.) 1997.Memory, Identity,

Community: The Idea of Narrative in the Human Sciences. Albany, NewYork: State University of New York Press.
Why you might want to read it

This edited volume contains fifteen thought-provoking essays and papers about storiesin use. Of all the books on my shelves, this one wins the sticky-note prize, with over 50passages marked as noteworthy. Here you will find Stephen Crites’ seminal work “TheNarrative Quality of Experience,” W. Lance Bennett’s exploration of storytelling in criminaltrials, and chapters by Alasdair MacIntyre and Walter Fisher that summarize the majorpoints of their important longer works.
I think one of the reasons this book is so valuable to the person studying stories is thatnone of the authors represented in this book study only stories. Each comes at narrativefrom a different oblique perspective.
Some example quotes

From David Carr’s chapter “Narrative and the Real World: An Argument for Continuity”:
I am the subject of a life-story which is constantly being told and retold in theprocess of being lived. I am also the principal teller of this tale, and belong as well
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to the audience to which it is told. The ethical-practical problem of self-identityand self-coherence may be seen as the problem of unifying these three roles.
From Edward Bruner’s chapter “Ethnography as Narrative”):

Narrative structures organize and give meaning to experience, but there are alwaysfeelings and lived experiences not fully encompassed by the dominant story. Onlyafter the new narrative becomes dominant is there a reexamination of the past,a rediscovery of old texts, and a recreation of the new heroes of liberation andresistance. The new story articulates what had been only dimly perceived, authenti-cates previous feelings, legitimizes new actions, and aligns individual consciousnesswith a larger social movement.
FromWalter Fisher’s chapter “Narration, Reason, and Community”:

The point I would stress is that embedded in some local narratives are narrativeswith potential universal application. For instance, in the example MacIntyre citesof protesters arguing past one another, they also participate in a story about howdispute in a democratic society should be conducted. The basic plot line of thisstory is respect for the dignity and worth of all people. Acting in accord with thisstory would transform the dispute into dialogue. And, it should be noted, this story,regarding the dignity and worth of all people, like other metanarratives, began as alocal narrative.
Conversational Narrative: Storytelling in Everyday Talk

Author Neal Norrick, linguist
Audience The book says it “aims to advance narrative theory” so I think the audienceis mainly academic
Style Authoritative yet personable, and absolutely full of examples
Length 245 pages
Citation Norrick, N. 2000. Conversational Narrative: Storytelling in Everyday Talk.Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company.

Why you might want to read it

This is the best work I’ve found on stories as they are actually told, retold, and negotiatedin conversation. Norrick pulls together all of the relevant research in the area and addsin his own extensive (and fascinating) research. The detailed examples provide plentifulinsights into the way people tell stories. They also make you want to go out and recordsome conversations yourself so you can start looking deeply into them like Norrick does.
An example quote

Further, tellability is tangled up with the notion of telling rights. . . . After all, apotential teller must assure listeners not only that a story counts as tellable, but
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also that she or he is the proper one to tell it. Telling rights depend in large part onknowledge of the events related. . . . A narrator with first-hand experience of anevent will generally have a better claim to storytelling rights regarding the eventthan another participant who learned about the event only from the accounts ofothers. . . . Storytelling rights depend on many contextual factors beside the matterof who has knowledge of the events reported.
Books on story work

The Oral History Reader

Editors Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, oral historians
Authors Lots of oral historians
Audience Students and oral history practitioners
Style Thorough; dense; careful but readable
Length 496 pages
Citation Perks, R., Thomson, A. (Eds.) 1998. The Oral History Reader. London:Routledge.

Why you might want to read it

Several well-respected textbooks on oral history exist, but this anthology of importantwritings (past and present) gives the most “bang for the buck” in terms of bringing togethermany voices on the topic. I said above thatMemory, Identity, Community won the sticky-note prize on my bookshelf, but when I counted the notes in this volume, the total cameout nearly identical.
There are a few important balances covered in this book. First, approaches are includedfrom around the world, not just from one dominant culture. Second, theoretical conceptand practical advice are counterposed. Third, a balance is struck between oral history ashistorical documentation, as participatory sensemaking, and as political movement.
The most important thing I think you will get from this book (and possibly more than fromany other in this list) is what it’s like to collect stories from people for a reason.
Some example quotes

From Alessandro Portelli’s chapter “What makes oral history different”:
The importance of oral testimony may lie not in its adherence to fact, but ratherin its departure from it, as imagination, symbolism, and desire emerge. Therefore,there are no ‘false’ oral sources. Once we have checked their factual credibility . . .the diversity of oral history consists in the fact that ‘wrong’ statements are stillpsychologically ‘true’ and that this truth may be equally as important as factuallyreliable accounts.
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From Hugo Slim’s and Paul Thompson’s chapter “Ways of listening”:
. . . the interview form has a tendency to put unnatural pressure on people to findready answers, to be concise and to summarise a variety of complex experiencesand intricate knowledge. It may also mean that researchers and interviewers un-wittingly violate local communication norms relating to turn-taking, the order oftopics for discussion or various rituals attached to storytelling. In some societies,individual interviews are considered dangerously intimate encounters. In others,the recounting of group history can be a sacred ritual and certain people must beconsidered before others. Sometimes a number of clearly prescribed topics shouldbe used to start proceedings, while other topics may be taboo, or should not beintroduced until a particular level of intimacy and trust has been achieved.

From Shaun Nethercott’s and Neil Leighton’s chapter “Out of the archives and onto thestage”:
From these same voices we learned that the strike was not a monolith. It was hatedand loved, endured and created, exciting and painful, foolish and wise. It was thestrategicmanoeuverings of the leaders, themanipulation and counter-manipulationof the press, the boredom of those who stayed in the plant, the endless drudgeryof those who ran the strike kitchen and rounded up picket lines. It was young wiveswith little kids wondering how they were going to eat with no money coming in. Itwas blacks joining the union despite the protests of some whites. It was womenusing blackjacks and breaking windows, defying the police. It was unlooked-forvictory, and crashing defeat. It was all those things and then some. It just dependedon where you happened to be.

Narrative Therapy in Practice: The Archaeology of Hope

Editors Gerald Monk, John Winslade, Kathie Crocket and David Epston, all familyand community therapists
Authors Generally more of the same
Audience Mainly family and community therapists looking for help adding narrativemethods to their practices
Style Friendly; full of examples; practical
Length 352 pages
Citation Monk, G. et al. 1997. (Eds.) Narrative Therapy in Practice: The Archaeology

of Hope. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Why you might want to read it

In the introduction to Narrative Therapy in Practice, the editors describes its topic as “thenarrative approach to therapy.” This tells you that the book is centered not in narrativebut in therapy (it could have said “the therapeutic use of narrative”). You may not be all
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that interested in becoming a therapist who uses narrative; but put that aside. This bookhas much to teach you, not about stories, but about dealing with people telling stories,and people not knowing they are allowed to tell stories, and people not wanting to tellstories, and people not knowing what their stories mean, and people wanting you to telltheir stories for them. I am no therapist, but I found in this book several almost uncannyparallels with my own experiences in helping people tell their stories.
For example, the authors explore power relationships that develop in interview settings,where people attempt to perform for whatever authority they think the interviewer rep-resents. They talk about the importance of careful wording of questions to control themessages contained therein (empowerment, not belittlement; hope, not helplessness).They talk about the paradoxical nature of participation: how it liberates but can be difficultto achieve in people long accustomed to being prodded for information. So while this bookwon’t tell you all that much about stories per se, it will definitely help you improve yourskills at helping people work with their own stories.
An example quote

Curiosity can be seen as one safeguard against the use of counselor expertise tosteer the client in the direction that the counselor deems appropriate. . . . Genuinecuriosity opens space for the client and the counselor to observe what is takingplace in greater breadth and depth. It is a specific kind of curiosity giving rise toquestions that highlight new possibilities or directions for the client to consider. . . .An attitude of curiosity allows the counselor to live with confusion and ambiguityand to avoid moving too quickly to a therapeutic fix. . . . [In our therapist training]We have found that people need practice in being curious. Some people find thisapproach natural to them, whereas others feel initially very uncomfortable. Wegive participants in our workshops plenty of practice in being respectfully curiousand persistent.
Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences

Author Catherine Kohler Reissman, sociologist
Audience Sociologists and college students
Style Very readable actually, probably because of the many detailed examples
Length 264 pages
Citation Kohler Reissman, C. 2007. Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences.Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications.

Why you might want to read it

As you may have noticed, I have an irrational bias when it comes to narrative inquiry. I ownseveral books on the subject, but they are the abject losers in the sticky-note contest, not asingle one of them well-marked, well-thumbed, or even thumbed. They are, however, thewinners in the times-thrown-down-in-disgust contest. I hate it when narrative analysts call
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people “informants.” I hate it when they consider themselves more competent to interpretpeople’s stories than the people themselves. I hate it when storytellers are never given thechance to see or talk about or think about the stories they tell.
However, having said that, it is impossible to deny the fact that narrative analysts havedeveloped some very useful ways of looking at the stories people tell in great detail. Thereis no doubt that including these methods in a participatory practice can be enabling toeveryone involved. So if you want to do participatory narrative inquiry, it will definitely helpyour practice to read a book on extractive narrative inquiry, even if you end up throwing itdown a few times in the process.
I chose this particular book to represent the field of narrative analysis for a few reasons.
1. The writing is perfectly readable for the non-academic. It is based on a lecture course,so it has been time-tested.
2. The quantity and variety of examples described, based on real research projects, iscommendable. Very little in this book speaks in the abstract. In fact, you could say it’sa book of stories about working with stories.
3. Kohler Reissman covers four ways of working with stories (thematic analysis, structuralanalysis, dialogic/performance analysis, and visual narrative analysis) that all lendthemselves to useful inclusion in participatory work.
4. Kohler Reissman’s tone is much less arch than some of the other books I’ve read onnarrative analysis. Even though she does call people “informants” she does so withmore respect than I find in some other places. If you take care to keep an open mind,you should find these methods useful in your own PNI work, as means of supportingcollective sensemaking around stories and storytelling.
An example quote

Stories don’t fall from the sky (or emerge from the innermost “self”); they arecomposed and received in contexts—interactional, historical, institutional, anddiscursive—to name a few. Stories are social artifacts, telling us as much aboutsociety and culture as they do about a person or group. How do these contexts enterinto storytelling? How is a story coproduced in a complex choreography—in spacesbetween teller and listener, speaker and setting, text and reader, and history andculture? Dialogic/performance analysis attempts to deal with these questions. . . .As a kind of hybrid form, the approach pushes the boundaries of what is and is notincluded in narrative analysis.
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Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research

Authors John W. Creswell and Vicki L. Plano Clark, researchers (and researchers ofresearch)
Audience College students and research practitioners
Style Methodical; well-organized; practical; perhaps a bit dry, but enablingnonetheless
Length 488 pages
Citation Creswell, J. W. and Plano Clark, V. L. 2011. Designing and Conducting Mixed

Methods Research. Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications.
Why you might want to read it

If you do not plan on including narrative catalysis in your PNI practice, this book willprobably be overly detailed for your needs, and you can just look up “mixed methodsresearch” on the internet to get a quick idea of the topic. However, if you do want to addthe depth catalysis brings to sensemaking, this book will help you understand why and howa mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches gives catalysis its power to supportsensemaking.
The highlight of the book is a typology of approaches to mixing qualitative and quantitativedata in research designs, including a detailed example of a study of each type. I spent along time trying to figure out where narrative catalysis fits in Creswell and Plano Clark’stypology of mixed methods approaches, and I never arrived at a satisfactory answer.
• Sometimes I think PNI best fits the “convergent parallel” approach,where “the researcheruses concurrent timing to implement the quantitative and qualitative strands duringthe same phase of the research process, prioritizes the methods equally, and keepsthe strands independent during analysis and then mixes the results during the overallinterpretation.” That sounds almost right, but it doesn’t adequately represent the tacking-back-and-forth nature of the use of both “strands” of information during catalysis. Thetwo strands are most definitely not kept “independent during analysis,” but neither arethey entirely intermingled either.
• Another intriguing possibility is the “embedded” research design, in which one stranddominates the research, obviously in this case the qualitative strand, being the storiesthemselves. You could argue that the stories in any PNI project dominate questionsasked about them and patterns in the answers to those questions.
• However, the “transformative” design is also appealing: there theway inwhich qualitativeand quantitative data come together are not determined by a simple rule of mixingbut by the role of a “theoretical perspective” that “shapes” the approach. I take thisstatement to mean that the researcher combines the two strands in whatever way bestfits the goals and principles of the research. So a transformative design may be the best
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categorization of narrative catalysis. It blends qualitative and quantitative data in a waythat best supports the creation of thought-provoking materials to support sensemaking.
Transformative mixed-methods research is a pigeonhole I can live in; but if you want toexplore this topic, why not read the book and see what sort of mixing you want to use?
An example quote

One might argue that quantitative research is weak in understanding the context orsetting in which people talk. Also, the voices of participants are not directly heardin quantitative research. Further, quantitative researchers are in the background,and their own personal biases and interpretation are seldom discussed. Qualitativeresearch makes up for these weaknesses. On the other hand, qualitative researchis seen as deficient because of the personal interpretations made by the researcher,the ensuing bias created by this, and the difficulty in generalizing findings to a largegroup because of the limited number of persons studied. Quantitative research, itis argued, does not have these weaknesses. Thus, the combination of strengths ofone approach makes up for the weaknesses of the other approach.
The Applied Theatre Reader

Editors Tim Prentki and Sheila Preston, experts in “theatre for development”
Authors Artists, dramatists, teachers, activists, and researchers
Audience Primarily practitioners of applied theatre in community settings
Style Varied, from theoretical to practical to personal
Length 400 pages
Citation Prentki, T. and Preston, S. (Eds.). 2008. The Applied Theatre Reader.London: Routledge.

Why you might want to read it

Books that call themselves “readers” are supposed to bring together everything the editorsthink people need to read on a topic. This book does the job well. It includes portions ofmust-read works such as those by Augusto Boal (from “Theatre of the Oppressed”) andPaulo Friere (from “Pedagogy of the Oppressed”). It provides a broad overview of thetheory and practice of applied theatre today, covering examples of projects in locationsfrom health clinics to prisons to war zones. And the book addresses some of the thorniestissues in applied theatre, those of power and voice. For example, a chapter by AnandaBreed declares, “Participation may be used for liberation, but can also become a tool forimprisonment and persecution.” Food for thought!
You may or may not be interested in pursuing theatrical means in your story work to theextent that some of the authors in this book have. I can imagine that some of my readersmight consider this book a little too far “out there” for their own story practice, especially ifthey come from a more scientific field such as qualitative research or narrative inquiry. But
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don’t let the puppets and masks put you off! All participatory work must address the sameissues, whether the work entails high drama or quiet conversation. You will find much tosupport your story work here.
Some example quotes

From Adrian Jacksons’s chapter “Provoking intervention”:
The theatremust provoke, if the target is truly tomove people beyond the normativeconventions which keep the spectator passive, the citizen obedient. Of course ifyou simply provoke, you run the risk of meaningless outrage—the question is whatyou do with that provocation and the resulting release of energy. You also have toseduce, by the power of the narrative and the quality of the theatrical experience.Seduction and provocation in equal measure.

From bell hooks’ chapter “Choosing the margin as a space of radical openness”:
Often this speech about the “Other” annihilates, erases: “No need to hear yourvoice when I can talk about you better than you can speak about yourself. No needto hear your voice. Only tell me about your pain. I want to know your story. Andthen I will tell it back to you in a new way. Tell it back to you in such a way that ithas become mine, my own. Re-writing you, I write myself anew. I am still author,authority.”

From Sarah Thornton’s chapter “The complexity and challenge of participation”:
In terms of local participation, the first, key challenge was overcoming the bar-riers of scepticism and entrenched suspicion. Having lived through a myriad ofunsuccessful short-term interventions, having explained their stories to a host ofprofessional consultants and been offered empty promises, having built relation-ships with agency representatives only to have staff change and find themselvesback at square one, local people were unsurprisingly wary of taking the time andtrouble to expose themselves again. . . . In the face of justifiable scepticism therewas little to do but accept it, respect it, and maintain contact with those who ar-ticulated these feelings in the hope that over time (but probably not during thelifetime of this project) [we] could earn people’s trust.

Do It Yourself Social Research

Author Yoland Wadsworth, action researcher and consultant
Audience Pretty much everybody
Style Exceptionally accessible and clear
Length 128 pages
Citation Wadsworth, Y. 2011. Do It Yourself Social Research (Third Edition). Sydney,Australia: Allen & Unwin.
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Why you might want to read it

If you have never done a “research project” in your life, Wadsworth’s book will ease yourpath. Every step of a participatory action research project is laid out with perfect clarity,using everyday words, concrete examples, and witty cartoons. If most of the other booksin this list have left you feeling overwhelmed, this book will not. Ifmy book overwhelmsyou, take Do It Yourself Social Research with you into a quiet corner, then come back andsee if what I have written makes more sense to you.
If you have much experience conducting research, maybe toomuch, this book will servenot as a guide but as a reminder: of what participation means; of what people need toknow about research so they can participate as co-researchers; of what you may not betelling people that they need to know; of the kinds of jargon and assumptions you might beusing (perhaps without knowing it) that create barriers to participation; of how to demolishthose barriers so everyone in your project can work together. If you feel you don’t need tobe told how to do research “yourself,” read this book anyway. It will help you share “your”research with everyone involved and avoid hoarding knowledge or plans or goals.
An example quote

Most often the researchers or commissioners of research tend to ‘study down’(the anthropologist Laura Nader’s term, 1972)—that is, more powerful people orresearchers on behalf of more powerful people go and study less powerful people(typically the recipients of professional human services). In most cases the effect(even if unintended) is to suppress or distort the voices of the less empoweredand results in decisions being made for and about those people on imperfectinput. . . . For these purposes you will need to attend carefully to how to convert‘studying down’ to self-study, or studying ‘across’ and even ‘up’. You may even needa research design which carefully gives a separate voice to parties with differentvalues, interests, degrees of power so they can be heard and responded to, and soon.
Participatory Workshops: A Sourcebook of 21 Sets of Ideas & Activities

Author Robert Chambers, development practitioner and scholar
Audience Anyone who wants to work with people in participatory groups
Style Disarming; funny; spare; enticing
Length 224 pages
Citation Chambers, R. 2002. Participatory Workshops: A Sourcebook of 21 Sets of

Ideas & Activities. London: Earthscan.
Why you might want to read it

In terms of experience helping people in groups do things together, Robert Chambers is agiant. His book doesn’t try to tell you everything he knows about facilitating participatory
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groups, which is even better proof that he knows what he is doing. Instead, Participatory
Workshops pokes and prods you into thinking for yourself with 21 lists of 21 items: questions,ideas, activities, mistakes. The tone throughout the book is provocative, witty, insightful,and motivating. But don’t let the jokes fool you: there is much anyone can learn from thisbook. It is not the kind of book you sit down and read once; it is the kind you keep comingback to over and over, because each time you come back (after more experience workingwith groups) it will teach you new things. Like a multifaceted jewel, it reflects the lightdifferently each time you look at it.
An example quote

In the workshop process itself, sometimes things being wrong or going wrongmakesthe best things happen. You are forced to improvise. Instead of showing slides, youdemonstrate on the floor. Instead ofmaking a presentation, you facilitate somethingmore participatory. Disasters and difficulties are anyway for enjoying. The scopethey offer for learning is generous. Treasure them. The worse they are, the betterstories they will be for later.

Grounding your understandings in stories
To complete your PNI bookshelf, I suggest you add two more books:
1. a book of folk tales from a culture you know well
2. a book of folk tales from a culture you do not know well
By “from a culture you know well” I mean that includes at least a few stories you alreadyknew from childhood. Avoid collections created around a theme, and try to find collectionsgathered from real people. Looking at my own bookshelf, some examples of “other culture”collections I have read are Russian, Slovak, Dutch, Irish, Indian, Pakistani, Arab, Egyptian,West African, Yoruba, Japanese, Chinese, Tibetan, Hmong, Australian, Italian, Israeli, Jewish,Greek, Native North American, Native Latin American, Chilean. Books I consider to be “frommy own culture” are “American” (Johnny Appleseed, Davy Crockett, Brer Rabbit, and thelike), and European (Grimm and Andersen).
I’m not saying you should read thismany books of folk tales, but the more you read thebetter you will understand stories. You can read all you like about theory, but folk tales arethe horse’s mouth.
If you want to go even further than these 16 books, take a look at the Bibliography appendix(in this book and in the other books in theWorking with Stories series). If I found a bookuseful enough to reference it or quote from it, I must think it’s worth reading. So you canconsider these bibliographies expanded lists for further reading.
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