
Learning from incidents 
SenseMaker® methodology 

!

Simple reporting, 
complex analysis 

!

Building a human sensor 
network
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What we’re skipping 
today ...
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Prejudice in Georgia

Building a national 
culture of 

entrepreneurship

Risk and resilience

Exploiting opportunities

Mental health perceptions

Lessons learned

The gaming 
of Twitter

Gender attitudes in 
rural RwandaFamily reactions 

to bereavement

Innovation in hi-tech 
manufacturing 
environments

Bangladeshi 
latrines

Cross-silo information sharing

Non-causal systems

Distributed cognition
Stereotypes and 

archetypes

The problems of using 
measures as targets

Impact assessment

Identity, Intention, 
Intelligence



The process

• Copy the following two triangles - translating into your 
language
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The lesson in this story applies to the

Present

FuturePast

What kind of justice is in your story?

Revenge

Deterrence, stopping othersReconciliation



The process

• Copy the following two triangles - translating into your 
language 

• Which of the following three pictures strikes you? 
• Think of the story/fragment that the picture makes you think of 
• Make a couple of notes of the story 
• Then, thinking of that story, put a mark on the  triangles
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in this people are enjoying the ride of an elephant. 
they are very happy and they seems to be tourist . i 
would also like to ride on an elephant. 



the way these children are play with one another the same 
way the pakistani goverment is playing with the pushtuns of 
NWFP talib is only a name and its a game of the 
goverment .civilians are dying who are neither on the side of 
the taliban or of the goverment . if you want opnion then 
Islamic laws should be implimented in pakistan as soon as 
possible to run the systam of the goverment efficiently and al 
the terrorism and corruption would end in a very short time 



this girl in the picture is very prety i would like to marry a girl like this 

this pic shows us a young girl 
smoking which can be the result of 

bad gathering or frustration

this is a girl she is smoking a cigerate 
and she is in jeans and shirt thats not a 
good dress for women  she seems to be a 
corrupt woman



حمامة الحرية  
 بتفكرنى بالحرية وهى عبارة عن حمامة الحرية شوفت زيها على النت
 ماكنتش بحرك كان مكتوب تحتها حمامة الحرية والحرية يستحقها كل

انسان وهى غريزة فى الانسان والحيوان
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What type of justice is shown in your story?

Deterrence, stop other 
people doing the same

Restorative, reconciling

Get your own back, revenge



DeterrenceRestorative, 
reconciling

Revenge



1895  stories

DeterrenceRestorative, 
reconciling

Revenge
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Overall what were you satisfied with?

Care and compassion of staff

Professional expertise Speed and efficiency 
of service



No answer: 84
Total answers: 1176

126 

265

44

178

127

32

294

Overall what were you satisfied 
with?

Care and compassion of staff

Professional 
expertise

Speed and 
efficiency of service



sensemaker fundamentals

• Ethnographic principles 
• Self-signification of micro-narratives 
• Emergent sense-making and action development



The ideas behind 
narrative research

• Mass gathering of meaningful material 
• Minimal hypothesis 
• Expert interpretation is good place to start, but there are 

significant pitfalls 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Listened to a girl

Made 
decisions for 

a girl

Allowed a girl to 
make her own 

decisions

T3 About adults - adults make decisions for girls



In most stories adults 
made decisions for girls; 
in a very few stories 
adults listened to girls 
while making decisions. !
The only example of 
indexing that suggests 
that adults listened to a 
girl is related to Story 4.

Listened to a girl

Made 
decisions for 

a girl

Allowed a girl to 
make her own 

decisions

T3 About adults - adults make decisions for girls



Obedient

Independent Vulnerable

T4 About girl - Mostly indexed toward Obedient and 
Vulnerable



The stories were largely 
indexed to indicate a 
balance between 
Obedient and 
Vulnerable, or 
Vulnerable  !
There is one example 
from Story 2 and one 
from Story 6 indexed 
toward Independent

Obedient

Independent Vulnerable

T4 About girl - Mostly indexed toward Obedient and 
Vulnerable



The ideas behind 
narrative research

• Mass gathering of meaningful material 
• Minimal hypothesis 
• Expert interpretation is good place to start, but there are 

significant pitfalls 
• Meaning is not in the content
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SenseMaker   Suite®“Red shirt” is an assessment 
of life expectancy, not a 
statement about fashion
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Their patterns, 
our patterns
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the way these children are play with one another the same 
way the pakistani goverment is playing with the pushtuns of 
NWFP talib is only a name and its a game of the 
goverment .civilians are dying who are neither on the side of 
the taliban or of the goverment . if you want opnion then 
Islamic laws should be implimented in pakistan as soon as 
possible to run the systam of the goverment efficiently and al 
the terrorism and corruption would end in a very short time 
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Design framework

 

Build and test tools

Decision-making and reporting

Collection
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Design framework
Design prompt Design triads, etc Design collection

 Test and translate - paper version

Build and test website, paper and code for iOS/Android app

Build and test tools

Collection



Whatever makes sense
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Theory in the 
field

Modulator 
TESTS

Beliefs & 
hypotheses

Demographic 
data

Images, icons & 
symbols

Limited option 
questions

TRIADS

DYADS

Multi-choice 
questions There are a growing body of 

signifier libraries that can be 
modified

In addition we collect the story 
NAME, key words and free text 
fields

Designing signifiers
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This speaker had…

Poor presentation 
skills

Excellent 
presentation skills
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This speaker’s strengths were…

Relevant information

Good presentation skillsClear message



In the story, why might people hesitate to speak up?

Personal 
confidence

Social norm

Communications 
skills



In the story, why might people hesitate to speak up?

29

170
50

10

56

Personal confidence

Social norm

Communications 
skills

No answer: 182
Total answers: 370
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Communication skills 
problems is associated 
with resistance from 
within the household, 
but negatively with 

resistance from other 
villagers.



In the story, the village had

Far too few 
hygienic 
latrines

Far too many 
hygienic 
latrines



Mapping dispositions



• Building a human sensor network for generic purpose 
• Available for triggering in specific situations 
• Use then to develop actions without disclosing the 

problem 
- “More examples like these, fewer like those”

38



Download “SenseMaker” app:  
Activity code to explore:  PRIMEText 
!
Tony Quinlan, Cognitive Edge 
e: tony@narrate.co.uk
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