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Evidence Narratives: Storytelling from Anecdote to Evidence

Effectiveness of information and communication technology (ICT) interventions is notoriously difficult to measure.  Intended beneficiaries face interconnected challenges that defy simple causality models and fragmented solutions.  In the most compelling examples, ICT programs reinforce and complement, sometimes in very subtle ways, a variety of services. 

In underserved communities that require many inputs to improve the socio-economic landscape, how can the impact of ICT be appraised? What is the best way to discover and describe what is actually going on?  Further, can a body of research be assembled that can illuminate deeper, unrecognized patterns?  How does the design of research shape and impose a reality onto the “stuff” that’s happening on the ground?

Evidence narratives are a storytelling methodology being developed by the CIS that profiles people that have benefited from ICT. The stories pay careful attention to relevant, hyper-local detail of the people, organizations and communities in which ICT programs are embedded in order to reveal more general lessons. The goal is to describe the impact of ICT training on “typical” trainees, rather than a “poster-child” who would have succeeded without ICT training.  An evidence narrative should capture the rhetorical and explanatory power of an in-depth, concrete, and contextualized case within a framework that is conscious of representativeness and generalizability. 

By explicitly orienting success stories toward representativeness, evidence narratives humanize beneficiaries and bring to life richly detailed, concrete lessons for practitioners, researchers and donors. Everybody remembers and responds to heartwarming stories.  But for those committed to understanding and affecting social change, heartwarming stories are valuable to the degree their lessons can be applied and acted upon.  
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This multi-year longitudinal research will produce stories, a methodology and a toolkit of resources to evaluate, improve and promote community ICT programs.  Taken as a whole, this series should provide engaging evidence of impact that respects and highlights local innovation and begins to knit together a body of knowledge that can illustrate general lessons.

Methodology

This research attempts to understand wider ICT program lessons by exploring individual cases in great detail.  We want to find examples of success and interrogate them from the perspective of “evidence.”  The project presumes that the important elements of any “success” story hinge on the individuals, programs and communities and the chaotic interaction between the many variables that affect success. Understanding ICT interventions is best be achieved by careful observation, intentional questioning and coherent storytelling that folds in new, unanticipated data. While the stories rhetorically feature individual beneficiaries, they are useful because they analyze program design choices and community dynamics.  They are case studies of programs and communities as much as they are of individuals.


These narratives are called “evidence” because data collection, analysis and story construction continuously returns to the question of “How generally true is this claim?”  Or, rather, “in what circumstances are these claims true?” And, “what insights are revealed that may apply in other contexts?”  In some cases, we have found amazing tales of individuals that seemed “too good to be true,” but by digging deeper the examples became more persuasive.  Anecdotes became more powerful as it became clear that they were not isolated instances of impact, but rather bell weathers of broader trends.  By locating a story within a context of representativeness, the project moves storytelling from anecdote to evidence.
Evidence Narrative research attempts to understand and describe the impact ICT programs in the context of individual trainees (or personal communities if “individual” is culturally inaccurate), the NGO that delivers training and access, and wider communities.  The methodology is open ended in the sense that we seek evidence of impact of any kind, especially emergent unanticipated effects of ICT.  It is delimited in the sense that the larger series of stories is particularly interested in the connection between ICT programs and economic advancement: jobs, employability, entrepreneurship, etc.  
To contribute to the larger trajectory of the research series, four landscape themes should be addressed (economic, social, technological and discovery) that cut across agency (individual, NGO, community).  Two sets of questions (individuals and organizations) are included in the toolkit to serve as starting points.

Eleven other ideas for researchers using this methodology:

1.  Follow your nose

Discovery is an essential aspect of this methodology.  Researchers should sniff out clues that subject individuals and communities find significant, as well as important factors that may be taken for granted.  The researcher’s judgment is crucial for detecting the relevant, significant evidence of impact.  This is why the sample questions (see accompanying documents) should spark inquiry, not define it. 

2.  Triangulate

Confidence in claims of representativeness requires interrogation from multiple reference points. Researchers should interview multiple people from the same and varied roles (students, teachers, administrators, community members, etc.) to get the “full” story and construct representative cases.  It is not evidence because someone says it and someone else repeats it; it constitutes evidence if the description resonates with the body of consciously sampled data.

3.  Look beyond the first example
NGOs, especially effective fundraisers, are good at presenting “poster children” to donors, media, and guests.  While the “poster child” may be a representative of local challenges and solutions, they may not be.  In fact, they may be presented because they are special; they may possess exceptional charisma or an education that makes their circumstances different in an important way from their peers.  Generally, researchers should hear the story of the first person presented and then triangulate by interviewing other beneficiaries to gauge how that person is unique or typical.

4.  Give permission to tell the truth

Recognizing that the NGO has incentive (or perceives incentive) to put their “best face” forward should inform research beyond merely selecting a subject.  In fact, in this research we have found examples of people in nearly every role (students, teachers, administrators) that wanted to tell the official, optimistic story.  One strategy for minimizing this bias is for researchers to ask questions and give examples from other organizations (including ones own university perhaps) to illustrate “how it really is” and then ask/say “I bet that doesn’t happen here.”  Interviewees should feel permission to tell the real story.

5.  Visit unannounced (eventually)
The difference in understanding generated by an official escort versus an unannounced solo visit can be quite pronounced.  I knew that my in-laws and I really trusted each other when I showed up at my wife’s mother’s home early one morning before she had showered, applied makeup or combed her hair.  This is not to say that the “fixed up” person is not real.  Rather, seeing both sides helps to know someone.  This should not be a burden on the organization; it’s not a pop quiz.  But when trust exists, an unannounced visit can dramatically reduce the odds of a completely staged experience.  Mission accomplished.
6.  Think falsifiable and verifiable

We want to understand feelings.  We want to understand facts.  Welcome broad claims, but ask follow-up questions to probe verifiability.





7. Practice consistency in questions for interviewees

Use similar question threads when appropriate for trainees, trainers, employers.  Consistency in questioning will produce, consistency in answers.  This is especially useful if you are asking the right questions.  Experiment with questions and threads to find the right combinations.

8.  Get the before and after story

What it was like?  What happened?  What it’s like now?

9.  Balance sampling methods

The use of purposive sampling is inevitable, and desirable.  Try to balance it with cluster sampling in the classroom for purposes of evaluating generalizability.
10.  Use internal program evaluation and measures

Does the program monitor progress of its graduates? Have they conducted their own research?  What do they know and how do they know it?  Gather and analyze any data they have collected that they are willing to share.

11.  Gather artifacts

Any media, curricula, pictures, brochures that describe the program or the organization are valuable.  Use these in your analysis as points of triangulation and exhibits for your stories.  Pictures and videos are also gold.  There will be a memo dedicated to use of multimedia in this toolkit.
Expected Outputs and Deliverables

The stories and underlying data will be presented online and offline.  They will be incorporated into the CIS digital mapping platform. Examples of Evidence Narratives and the components described below can be found at http://cis.washington.edu/ictd.
Researchers contributing to this series should deliver the following outputs:
1. Story Title

2. 1 paragraph abstract/summary
3. Short author biography
4. Keywords (geography, program type, target group, etc.)

5. Story (5-10 pages)

6. 5-10 high resolution (print quality) photos that illustrate story themes with captions. 
7. 3-5 block quotes (These should be powerful quotations from the narrative that will be seen by people who skim, but might not read.  They are words of the researcher or an interviewee that capture an important idea.  They will be in a larger font and more noticeable than the normal text.)   
8. 3 short audio/video clips.  (Optional. Assuming you use a video camera.)
9. 3 Suggestions for relevant local events, publications, blogs, audiences and opportunities to feature these stories.  
10. “Remarkability” Statement. A one paragraph, blog-style (slightly less formal than the abstract) statement describing what is remarkable about the organization, the impact or the subject.  Why is it special?  Why is it effective?  
For comments, suggestions or more information, please contact:

Joe Sullivan

Center for Information & Society

University of Washington

http://cis.washington.edu/edu
jcs23@u.washington.edu
Ethnographic Sensibility for Marginalized Groups





Listen without interruption.


Provide validity to beneficiaries’ voice.


Create equal trust by disclosing as well as receiving information.


Test ideas by asking several follow-up questions from different angles.


Don’t rush.


Don’t lecture.


Don’t dominate verbally, non-verbally, or with your attitude.


Practice active listening.


Welcome uncertainty.


Pursue threads seemingly off-topic.


Avoid making judgments about an interviewee’s situation.


Sit with the interview subject at their level (if on the floor, then on the floor).








