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Introduction

I believe in the power of stories. I have spent much of my career listening to people tell their stories in focus groups and individual interviews. People’s stories have made me laugh, made me cry, made me angry, and kept me awake. Quantitative data have never once led me to shed a tear or spend a sleepless night. Numbers may appeal to my head, but they don’t grab my heart. I believe that if you want people to do something with your research findings, you have to snatch their attention, and one way to do that is through stories.

But I found that my research and evaluation colleagues viewed stories with suspicion and skepticism. Researchers are looking for truth. And for some, the word “story” connotes fairy tales, fiction, and monster fibs. They asked questions like: Is the story true? Is it based on sound evidence? Is the story typical? What does the story represent? Is bias present?  
Researchers are expected to be skeptical. Researchers are taught to look below the surface and examine the way the data were obtained. Process is critical. The process of gathering the story and the statements about the nature of the story are of great interest. Data must be gathered in a systematic and verifiable manner. Researchers must be concerned with concepts of truthfulness, verification, representativeness, and confidentiality. 
This publication highlights ways that researchers can use stories, while maintaining defensible research processes.   
I will use “researcher” to identify both those working on research and evaluation efforts.
What is a story?

The word “story” is confusing and ambiguous. Before we go further, we need to clear this up. I am talking about a particular kind of story, with certain characteristics. I am not talking about fairy tales or monster fibs fabricated for story-telling contests. I am talking about individuals’ stories about their experiences that help us learn, discover and understand.

For me, a story has several characteristics. A story draws you in, holds your attention, and progresses toward an end. A story has flow and movement. A story and a description are two very different things. Occasionally people think that a description is a story. But it’s not! To illustrate, let’s compare a description to a story.
A story versus a description

This story originally appeared in the Proceedings, the magazine of the Naval Institute.

	Story

	Two battleships assigned to the training squadron had been at sea on maneuvers in heavy weather for several days. I was serving on the lead battleship and was on watch on the bridge as night fell. The visibility was poor with patchy fog, so the captain remained on the bridge keeping an eye on all activities.

Shortly after dark, the lookout on the wing of the bridge reported, "Light, bearing directly in front of the battleship."

"Is it steady or moving astern?" the captain called out.

Lookout replied, "Steady, captain," which meant we were on a dangerous collision course with that ship.

The captain then called to the signalman, "Signal that ship: We are on a collision course, advise you change course 20 degrees."

Back came a signal, "Advisable for you to change course 20 degrees."

The captain said, "Send, I'm a captain, change course 20 degrees."

"I'm a seaman second class," came the reply. "You had better change course 20 degrees."

By that time, the captain was furious. He spat out, "Send, I'm a battleship. Change course 20 degrees."

Back came the flashing light, "I'm a lighthouse."

We changed course.


Now here is a description of the same story.

	Description

	Two battleships were at sea in heavy weather with poor visibility. One ship saw a light approaching and sent a signal that they were on collision course and requested that the other ship change course. A return message said the battleship should change course because the light was from a lighthouse. The battleship changed course. 




Notice the differences. The story describes an individual’s experience. It contains tension, uncertainty, and surprise. It uses dialog, and contains a plot that holds your attention. The story unfolds. It helps us understand what happened. By contrast the description merely recites the facts. The description doesn’t hold our attention. It isn’t memorable.
Core ingredients of a story
If you study story, you will learn that there are a number of identifiable structures and plots for stories. Here is the classic structure that I think is most helpful to researchers and evaluators:

· The story is about, or revolves around, a person

· Who is in a setting—a specific time and place

· The person has a goal, problem, concern, or struggle

· Things happen 

· The person is successful, achieves goal, solves problem (or not)

Donald Miller, an author who studies story, offers a variation that includes an additional element—a guide who helps the protagonist or main character. His formula includes:

· A character who wants something 

· Has a problem (usually both an external problem and an internal—emotional—problem)

· Meets a guide who understands (e.g., a person, a group, a book)
· Who gives the main character a plan

· And calls the main character to action

· That action either results in success or failure

Action catches our attention and keeps us engaged
A story has unfolding action. The main character (the hero or protagonist) faces a dilemma and you get a sense of how the hero feels about this situation. The problem is resolved in some manner. It might be through the help of another person such as a coach or a guide, or it might be through hard work or effort, or through an inspirational, transformative encounter. The unfolding action describes a problem and how the hero deals with the situation.  

What is a research story?

Stories used for research have subtle but important differences from stories used in entertainment, literature, or every-day conversation. But these differences are often undetectable when one hears the story. 
What makes research stories different is how they were obtained. It is the process of gathering that is critical. This process is called disciplined inquiry. 

Disciplined inquiry means that the researcher follows predetermined steps and adheres to established social science traditions when gathering data. Think about how the research interview differs from a conversation with a friend. Or how the researcher doing observation differs from anyone else who sees an event. There are important differences. 
The researcher is prepared, follows established rules in gathering data, documents the data, and uses deliberate and transparent steps to make sense out of that data. It is like the difference between the average automobile driver and the professional pilot. The driver jumps into the seat, starts the engine, shifts into gear, and drives off in seconds. By contrast, the professional pilot follows a prescribed checklist that is verified by a co-pilot. This process takes time and is deliberate and precise. The same is true about gathering stories for research. They are gathered in a precise, disciplined manner that takes time. As a result, the listener is able to have greater confidence in these stories.


Disciplined inquiry is not a recipe, but more of a guide. It may not be done the same way each time because situations vary. With disciplined inquiry, the researcher will: 
1. Have a plan, including a research question and story themes that guides the study
2. Be prepared to gather data

3. Capture and document data carefully  

4. Systematically handle the data

5. Verify the accuracy of the data

6. Seek insights about representativeness of the story
7. Present the findings effectively  

The research story differs from other stories in that the researcher is attentive to issues of representativeness,  confidentiality and verification.
What does the story represent? The researcher gives thought to what statements can be made about the story. Is the story typical? Does it happen often? Or is it an example of a rare event? This can be a difficult question to answer and the researcher might consult supporting data, or seek insights from the storyteller or experts on the topic.
When conducting story research the researcher may need multiple levels of confidentiality. The traditional off-the-record and on-the-record categories are not sufficiently nuanced.  You might consider the following levels:  

· Level 1:  Report story and reveal source
· Level 2:  Report story without revealing source
· Level 3:  Report general concept, but not the story or source
· Level 4:  Don’t report story, concept or source
The researcher seeks verification that the written story is an accurate reflection of the oral story.  In most instances the details of the story are given to a writer who then prepares the story. 
How researchers use stories
Stories have great potential for researcher and evaluators. In both research and evaluation there is an emphasis on using data to present results, uncover mysteries, and understand complexity. Stories are valuable because they provide insights not contained in the columns of numbers, graphs, or tables.  Stories give us the logic and emotion behind numbers. They help us make sense out of complex data.
Researchers and evaluators use stories to:
· Help us understand people and events

· Help us interpret other data

· Communicate emotions

· Make findings more memorable

· Make us care

Researchers also use stories:

· As an intervention to change behavior. Researchers are examining the use of stories to motivate patients to change behaviors and adopt healthy habits.

· As an early indicators of problems that have not yet surfaced in quantitative data. (For example, the unintended consequences of HIPPA regulations on patients and family members.)

· To identify anomalies, outliers, and unusual data for potential scientific breakthroughs.
· Within a variety of qualitative strategies including narrative inquiry, grounded theory, case studies, phenomenology, etc.

Evaluators tend to use stories to focus on practical solutions to immediate problems. Evaluators use stories to:
· Describe program success or variations of success
· Understand organizational development and human resource issues

· Illustrate organizational mission or values

· Identify problems areas for customers, staff and leadership

Researchers and evaluators approach stories in a similar way

Evaluators and researchers use the story as evidence to illustrate or support a finding or discovery. By contrast the storyteller, the novelist, and the comedian use stories for different purposes. They are less concerned about the origin, authenticity or representativeness of the story. They are less concerned about whether the story is true. What is important is that the story is entertaining. The researcher is also concerned about the message and, in addition, the process of gathering the story is of critical importance. 
Finding the story

When searching for stories you will need a plan of action, a clear idea of what you are looking for, several interviewing strategies and the help of others. Alert others and invite them to listen for stories that match items on your list.

Begin with a plan

Be clear about what you are looking for. Put it in writing to ensure clarity. You might prepare a research question that describes the type of story you seek. Or you might use a theme, which is shortened version of the research question. The plan should also identify the target audience and the strategies for obtaining the stories. 
Locating people with stories

Identify the types or categories of people who are likely to have stories that fit your theme. Are they likely to have had certain experiences with work, community or family? Make a list of the social, demographic or experience characteristics that the storytellers are likely to possess. One of the most useful strategies is to invite knowledgeable locals to reflect on the screening characteristics and then suggest names of individuals who might have relevant experiences.

Interviewing strategies for capturing stories

Most stories emerge from either individual or small group interviews. The most successful collection occurs when the interviewer follows a conversational pattern. If you ask someone for a story there is a good chance you will get a blank look. For many, it is a daunting request. Make it simpler. There are several actions you can take to help them remember. Consider these tips:
· Don’t ask for a story. Instead ask someone to tell about their experience. “Tell me about a time when . . . ”

· Let people be comfortable and relaxed

· Food and beverages help

· Avoid times when people feel pressure or are anxious

· Take your time. Don’t be afraid of "dead ends"

· Let people listen to stories of others. A small group session of 3-4 might help spur memories and sharing

· Show interest, smile and make eye contact

· Use questions like:  Tell me about . . ., What happened next?, How did you feel?

Enlist the help of others
Getting help from others multiplies your ability to obtain stories. Invite colleagues or team members to help with the search. Let them know what they should do when they hear a story that has potential. For example, they might mention that a colleague is looking for stories of this type. And then ask if it is OK to pass along the story. And then they may be contacted for more information. 

Be ready when you hear a story

Be ready for action when a story is heard. Inform colleagues or story listeners what they should do when they hear a story. Memory will fade and action should be taken quickly. Here are several suggestions:

1. Jot down the key details in a notepad for later follow up

2. Ask if it is OK to pass along the story to a colleague who will get a few more details 

3. Share the details with a story writer who prepares a written version of the story. Often the story writer needs to get additional details from the storyteller
4. The story is written down and shared back with the storyteller for verification
5. A video of the story could be considered

Listening for the story

As you listen to the story pay particular attention to key features that are essential to stories.  Be alert to descriptions that might be expanded into a story. This is where careful listening comes into play. As you are listening you might sense that the description actually contains a story. Then you need to  seek more insight from the storyteller and asks about what was said, how the action unfolded, how people felt as the action was taking place and weaves this together into a story.

Listen for a problem or conflict

When you are searching for stories it is important to have a firm grasp of what you are looking for. One of the first clues is that you hear about some type of problem, conflict or situation that causes concern. Conflicts or problems are a core element of many stories. 

The best stories have more . . .

Several factors make stories even more appealing, such as:

· Dialogue – There is conversation with quotes

· Details – There is sufficient description for you to visualize the setting

· Emotions – Along the way feelings are described

· Suspense, surprise or humor – These add delight and make a story more memorable

· Key message –  A point is revealed and emphasized (may or not be necessary

As an interviewer, ask questions that will help you get this kind of information:

· Tell me about the problem. What made it difficult?

· Tell me more about that day. 

· How did you feel when X happened?

· What did you say? How did she react?

· Who or what helped you along the way?

Writing the story

When the story is first told there is a good chance that it will come out in bits and pieces that need assembly. This task falls to someone we call the story writer.  The story writer listens to the oral story, reviews the notes on the story and creates the written story. In some situations the storyteller might take on the role of the story writer. 

Remember the core ingredients

The task of writing the story requires skill in presenting a cogent account that holds the attention of the listener and accurately reflects the experiences of the storyteller. The writer often follows the standard story plot (person, setting, problem, action, resolution) that includes elements that hold the attention of the listener (dialog, suspense, description, etc.)  

Verification of the story
The written story is presented back to the storyteller and asked to review and revise as needed and then to confirm that the written story is an accurate rendition. At this point the researcher asks the storyteller for permission to share the story with others.  
Telling the story

It takes skill to tell an effective story.  Researchers bring expertise in research design and professional storytellers have skills in story presentation. We need to blend both of these disciplines as the story is presented. Here are suggestions that may be helpful to you:

Timing is important
· Determining when to tell the story

· Should the story be told at this time to this group?

· Does it fit the situation? (serious / humorous, confidential)

· Determining the length of the story

Visualize before you begin
· Mentally assemble the pieces of the story before you begin
· How will it end?  Have a clear idea of how to conclude the story. Make it crisp, clear and memorable. Is there a moral to the story: Do you say what it is? Or do you let them suggest a moral?

· How will it begin? Your first few words set the stage. Rehearse this part.

Before you begin

Stories are more effective if you give the audience some subtle small clues before you begin. If the story is longer than a few minutes you might want to indicate that it is a longer story. Get your audience ready but don’t give away too much. Make it sound interesting, provocative, and insightful. Here are some examples:

· “Here is a story of how it really works.”

· “Here is something I learned when listening to our customers”

· “Here is an example of how we do our work”

· “Here is a story that illustrates our research findings”

· “Some skills are of great importance to new employees. Let me tell you about John Smith.”

· “Do you know what it takes to get through college today? Let me tell you about Jane Doe.” 

Important presentation skills

Storytelling professionals offer several suggestions regarding pauses, repetition and practicing.

· Pause for emphasis. It creates anticipation and lets listener reflect.

· Repeat. Recognize the power of repeating. Storyteller often will repeat key words, phrases or sentences for emphasis. 

· Practice telling the story. Some suggest the rule of 3. Tell the story to yourself 3 times. Tell it in front of a mirror 3 times. Tell it to a friend 3 times. And then you will be ready to share it with others.  

Analyzing the story

Analysis can vary depending on the nature of your study, the number of stories, and your research goals. When gathering a series of stories the emphasis is typically on identifying trends and patterns. But you may also be interested in the extremes.

· Group similar stories together
· Step back and look for patterns
· Look for extremes
· Describe the patterns in writing
· Seek verification of the patterns from research colleagues
· Compare results to other research findings
· Be mindful of credibility
· Authenticity - Truth

· Representativeness and Sampling

· How you describe your process of disciplined inquiry
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