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This article shares an innovative, community-centered method for research, sensemaking, and 

innovation in social services that has been used by communities and agencies in six states. ‘Our 

Tomorrows’ is a framework for capturing real-time signals while stimulating community-based 

solutions to complex problems. The method includes three components that establish an ongoing 

feedback loop between citizens and decision makers: intensive narrative data collection with web-

based tools, community sensemaking workshops, and community action labs. This article covers the 

principles and methodology of the approach, then walks through an example of its application and 

outcomes in an early childhood program. Since its inception, Our Tomorrows has leveraged 

distributed ethnography data tools to listen to over 10,000 voices from across the country and put the 

everyday experiences of individuals and families at the center of local programs, policies, and systems. 

Introduction 

The Center for Public Partnerships is housed within the Achievement and 

Assessment Institute at the University of Kansas. We are a multi-disciplinary staff of 

over 100 researchers, data scientists, strategic planners, and communications experts 

serving the broad mission of optimizing the well-being of children, youth, and 

families. We partner with state agencies, non-profit organizations, and community 

organizations to provide strategic leadership and support, research and evaluation, 

and data management services. 

As change-makers and systems-builders, we recognize that our work is built on 

the foundation of daily lived experience. In 2019, we launched the Our Tomorrows 

project to elevate the nuance and texture of daily interactions with systems and each 

other and mobilize local voices as a human sensor network. Rooted in complexity 

theory (Snowden and Boone 2007), Our Tomorrows seeks to capture real-time 

signals of changing dynamics in the ways families get the social supports they need 

while stimulating community-based solutions to “wicked problems” (Zivkovic 2021) 

at all levels of our social systems. Since its inception, the Our Tomorrows project has 

leveraged distributed ethnography (Joshi et al. 2023) data tools (such as SenseMaker 

and Sprying.io) to listen to nearly 10,000 voices from across the country, putting the 
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everyday, real experiences of individuals and families at the center of local programs, 

policies, and systems. 

Through this important work we have witnessed real ground up change in 

practice. By leveraging the active sensemaking approach and distributive 

ethnographic practices, participants in each of the Our Tomorrows frameworks 

(constructed with rigorous community input) share their stories of thriving or just 

surviving and then make sense of those experiences in their own words and ways, 

gathering rich data, both on participants’ experiences and, crucially, what those 

experiences mean to them. Patterns from these responses and their associated stories 

are then returned to communities through collaborative sensemaking sessions where 

community participants deepen collective understanding of experiential patterns, 

helping generate solutions and come together over the ancestral practice of shared 

storytelling. In the almost ten years that we have been practicing the active 

sensemaking approach, we have seen individuals, families, community leaders, 

funders, and state representatives come together at the change making table to 

uncover the “unknown unknowns” and create real solutions that address the things 

that most impact the daily lives of citizens. Whether recognizing the cost of living in 

a pandemic without access to technology or reliable Internet, the barriers of 

providing licensed in-home childcare as a home renter or identifying the ways that 

current programmatic requirements exclude historically oppressed and vulnerable 

families, our community sensemaking approach has agitated complacent systems and 

uncovered needed changes that can be addressed today. 

Context 

We are located in Kansas and have strong partnerships and do community-based 

work across the state. Kansas is the second most rural state in the country. In our 

rural and frontier areas, we have communities struggling with aging populations, out-

migration to urban areas, increasing poverty, and disinvestment. Our urban areas 

face ongoing challenges with housing costs and food insecurity (All In For Kansas 

Kids 2024). The political environment is traditionally conservative and skeptical of 

social services, but there is also a history of leadership on children’s issues. Kansas 

was the first state in the nation to establish a Children’s Cabinet in 1980, and one of 

few states to devote Tobacco Master Settlement dollars to services to children 

through the establishment of the Children’s Initiatives Fund in 1999. 

We have been working as a university partner providing evaluation and strategic 

support to social service organizations and state agencies for 20 years. We believe 

strongly in the importance of good data and empirical investigation to support 
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thoughtful decision-making, and in the urgent need to make transformational 

systems change to support thriving families and communities. We also have a front 

seat to the dynamics that prevent standard evaluation practices and contexts from 

supporting the radical change our current circumstances demand. Survey fatigue is 

real. Vulnerable populations are weary of extractive techniques without feedback 

loops. Individuals struggle to envision innovations that are vastly different from the 

status quo. Imagination to change the system is often low. It takes time to develop 

trust and foster imagination that leads to ideation and action, and most evaluation 

efforts do not make space for that time or that kind of thinking. Abductive reasoning 

is not common in applied settings in which conclusive reports are the norm. 

Provocative questions make partners uncomfortable and are outside the expectations 

and experience of public servants. Incorporating liberating structures and futures 

thinking into sensemaking texts is essential to change participant mindset to a more 

generative state that focuses on a markedly different future. 

We are always on the lookout for opportunities to address these tensions and try 

new strategies to support systems change, frequently drawing on the tools provided 

by complexity theory and foresight methods. We began experimenting with 

sensemaking tools with the goal of bridging the gap between abstract understandings 

of how to effect change and our commitment to the knowledge and wisdom of 

individuals and communities and locally driven solutions. 

The first project in 2015 was Lemonade for Life, a training program for home 

visitors and other family support professionals to understand what Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) were; to learn about their own ACES and how these 

might be affecting their work; and to talk about ACEs with families they serve. 

ACEs are stressful or traumatic events that occur before a person is 18 years of age 

and include abuse, neglect, household dysfunction., exposure to violence, substance 

use, disorder and others (Centers for Disease Control 2021). We searched for 

innovative evaluation techniques other than typically used quantitative surveys or 

qualitative interviews to better understand how individuals’ own ACEs and their 

understanding of them interacted with how they were building relationships with 

families. Several web searches and discussions led us to the Cyenfin Framework 

(Snowden 2007) and SenseMaker understand complex social problems. We piloted 

the tool with several early cohorts participating in the early phases of Lemonade for 

Life and found the method to be promising to understand nuances during 

sensemaking sessions. 

 In 2019, the State of Kansas received a Preschool Development Grant to 

conduct a needs assessment and craft a strategic plan for the early childhood system. 
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The goal of the project was to better align across the system by putting the needs and 

experiences of young children and their families at the center. This focus demanded 

a new approach to identifying and understanding the lived experience of families 

with young children as they navigate their daily lives and the systems intended to 

serve them. Responding to this need, the grant leadership team of state agencies 

decided to harness the power of Our Tomorrows’ innovative Community 

Sensemaking Approach to map families’ lived experiences and create policies and 

programming adaptive to families’ needs. From a complexity perspective, the 

overarching goal was to developing a ‘human sensor network,’ embedding citizen 

feedback loops and sensemaking processes into governance, and complexity-

informed intervention via portfolios of safe-to-fail probes. To do this, the Our 

Tomorrows project rolled out in three phases: 

1. An intensive story collection effort to gather experiences from families across 

Kansas 

2. Community Sensemaking Workshops to make sense of the stories and the 

patterns that emerged 

3. Community Action Labs to test out small-scale innovations designed to 

address identified needs of families 

Methods 

The Our Tomorrows Project  

Our Tomorrows is a narrative-based data collection project. We primarily utilize 

data platforms like SenseMaker and Sprying.io which can support collection of 

multifaceted data in the form of open text boxes, triads, sliders, and traditional 

multiple-choice formats. We have also developed paper versions of the framework to 

facilitate story collection during in-person group settings. 

Frameworks are built around open-ended prompts inviting respondents to share 

a short story relevant to a topic or theme. One such prompt that Our Tomorrows 

has fielded for many years is: “Remember a time when you felt like your family or 

another family you know was thriving, or just surviving. Share an experience that 

describes what was happening at that time in the family.” Respondents are then 

given a series of triads which allow them to characterize the story they just shared. 

Examples:  

● “In the experience you shared, views on raising a family were shaped by: a) 

Personal experience b) Friends and family c) Tradition”;  
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● “In the experience you shared, who should have been responsible for making 

sure that kids thrived? a) The family b) Friends and community c) 

government.”  

Respondents can code their story anywhere within a triangle, allowing them to 

indicate which of the three phrases apply and to what extent each is a factor, 

depending on the placement. Frameworks can also include more traditional survey 

items, providing both qualitative and quantitative data for each observation. 

 
Image 1. Triad question from Our Tomorrows sensemaking survey, 2018. Credit: University of Kansas Center for 

Public Partnerships and Research. 

Story Collection  

State leaders, including a new Governor and leadership of the Kansas Children’s 

Cabinet and Trust Fund, Kansas Department of Health and Environment, Kansas 

Department for Children and Families, and Kansas State Department of Education, 

aligned to call for statewide participation in the Our Tomorrows project. With this 

backing, the Our Tomorrows project created a network of story collectors that 

contributed to a statewide story bank that decision-makers could draw on to better 

understand the lived experience of Kansans. Citizen Journalist Training provided 

organizations an understanding of the story collection method, and the Our 
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Tomorrows team co-developed story collection strategies with each partner. Families 

submitted their stories online, on paper, and through interviews conducted by 

Citizen Journalists. This ambitious effort collected 2,279 stories from all 105 Kansas 

counties, capturing experiences of families in frontier, rural, and urban communities. 

Analysis and Community Sensemaking  

A core principle of the Our Tomorrows project is the importance of returning 

data to the people that shared it. Our goal is to establish a feedback loop between 

story sharing, sensemaking, and resulting actions. After our initial period of intensive 

story collection, we returned anonymous stories were then returned to communities, 

families, service providers, and other early childhood stakeholders at fourteen 

Community Sensemaking Workshops. This phase engages community members and 

partner organizations to uncover insights with the explicit goal of taking action. 

To prepare for community sensemaking, the Our Tomorrows team conducted 

an initial review and analysis of the dataset. We developed the Sensemaking Analysis 

and Visualization Dashboard (SAVVY), which helped us identify patterns emerging 

from families’ experiences. Quantitative data gathered through series of triangles, 

sliders, a resource canvas, and multiple-choice questions provided self-signification 

to each narrative. When aggregated, this self-signification uncovered patterns around 

four themes: Bright Spots, Disruptors, Unmet Needs, and Unheard Voices. 

The Our Tomorrows team developed Community Sensemaking Guides based on 

patterns in the data for each of the six regions in Kansas. The Guides were intended 

to orient participants to the project and their community’s data to enable deep 

conversations and prompt ideas for action. They included a description of Kansas 

Early Childhood Systems Building, an interpretation guide, summary data describing 

respondents and narratives, and initial patterns in the four thematic areas. We also 

compiled Story Packs for each region with groups of stories that share a similar 

signification in the framework. For example, a Story Pack could be all stories from a 

particular region where individuals selected the “Thoughtful Planning” section of a 

triad when characterizing how decisions were made. 

The two-hour Community Sensemaking workshops were built around 

interpreting the Story Packs. Participants reviewed the Story Packs and sorted them 

into thematic categories rooted in the ways respondents interpreted their own 

stories, identifying emerging patterns in the conditions under which families thrive. 

Discussion focused on surprises, expectations, and ways to take action. 
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Community Action  

In the final phase of the project, we launched Community Action Labs to 

support local initiatives that were quick, local, and inexpensive (up to $2,000). 

Community Action Labs created a structure for communities to test innovative ideas 

to address family needs as uncovered by the Our Tomorrows process, encouraging 

adaptive, localized strategies and a culture of experimentation to make progress on 

shared goals. In this spirit, we established the following principles to guide 

Community Action Labs:  

● Big ideas start with small ripples. 

● Anyone can take action and make a difference. 

● Stories and families’ experiences fuel action. 

● Locals know best. 

● There are many paths to our shared destination. 

The Our Tomorrows innovation was inspired by a partnership with the 

Observatory of Public Sector Innovations (OPSI) Anticipatory Innovation 

Governance Program and the Cynefin Centre for Applied Complexity. Our 

Tomorrows consulted with OPSI and the Institute for the Future on developing 

Community Action Labs to incorporate Facets of Innovation and futures and 

foresight methodologies. As a result, each Community Action Lab Actionable 

application was categorized along the Facets to provide insight on the disposition to 

innovation across the state. Our Tomorrows has laid groundwork to introduce 

anticipatory innovation to state decision-makers while providing avenues at the 

community level for immediate participation. The Cynefin Centre for Applied 

Complexity consists of a network of SenseMaker practitioners that have provided 

valuable guidance on story collection management and sensemaking workshop 

facilitation. 

Impact 

The Our Tomorrows Community Sensemaking Approach is an innovative 

application of complexity-informed methods toward citizen engagement in four 

ways: 

1. It is the first instance of an ongoing sensemaking feedback loop between 

citizens and decision-makers across an entire early childhood system. 

2. Every person is empowered to act according to their skillset and level of 

authority by asking themselves, “What can I do tomorrow to create more 
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stories like the ones I want to see and fewer like the ones I don’t?” This 

“fractal engagement” puts problem-solving power in the hands of 

communities, not just high-level decision-makers. 

3. Sensemaking data is returned to communities for analysis and action 

planning in a comprehensible and accessible way through Community 

Sensemaking Workshops. 

4. Community Action Labs crowdsourced a portfolio of safe-to-fail 

experiments for complexity-informed intervention strategy through small 

grants. 

Measuring impact from sensemaking work is challenging given the emphasis on 

local level community-based conversations and solutions. Thanks to the Our 

Tomorrows development of direct-to-community Action Labs and facilitation of 

community sensemaking sessions, the Center for Public Partnerships and Research 

has observed and documented several key areas of impact from the evolution of its 

active sensemaking work over the past eight years. These critical impacts include the 

use of sensemaking data for systems alignment and policy reform, investment in 

community organizations and members for safe-to-fail solutions, an increase in 

diverse community member participation and youth engagement, and active 

participation and support from state government agencies and policymakers. 

The Our Tomorrows Story Bank provides a de-politicized lens for discussions 

about core issues that often devolve into partisan debates, like health care. By 

framing dialogue with stories of thriving or surviving, people across the political 

spectrum can think about problems from the perspective of families. Then, they can 

think about what they have the capacity to change. This work has prompted Kansas 

state agencies and early childhood stakeholders to use SenseMaker data for systems 

alignment, workforce development, adaptive program management, and building 

political will for systemic reforms. Specifically, five (5) state agencies with high-level 

decision-makers that are interested in complexity-informed intervention strategies, 

innovation, and futures methodologies. 

Community members across the state participated in Community Action Labs to 

test innovative ideas developed through the sensemaking process, with investment in 

these micro-grants from the Kansas Children’s Cabinet and Trust Fund. In total, 

forty-six (46) individuals or organizations proposed local solutions for Community 

Action Labs, doubling the expected response. The Labs allowed them to safely take a 

risk on new ideas without jeopardizing pre-existing funding, relationships, or 

organizational boundaries. Overall, all stakeholders have learned to apply complexity 

principles and embed SenseMaker into their day-to-day operations along the way. 
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Finally, Our Tomorrows resulted in youth engagement and new dialogue on 

deep cultural issues. One citizen journalist was a 13-year-old who went door-to-door 

asking people to “make their community a better place” by sharing a story. Upon 

hearing of this effort, a state legislator unexpectedly and emotionally shared the 

youth’s story at a state meeting. This was a pivotal moment that led to an increased 

commitment from state leadership to center family experiences to inform decision-

making. The youth was then invited to join a panel and share his hopes for his 

community and has been an inspiration for others across the state. Whether 

recognizing the cost of living in a pandemic without access to technology or reliable 

Internet, the barriers of providing licensed in-home childcare as a home renter or 

identifying the ways that current programmatic requirements exclude historically 

oppressed and vulnerable families, our community sensemaking approach has 

agitated complacent systems and uncovered needed changes that can be addressed 

today. 

Lessons Learned  

Challenges and Fails 

The tension between meeting community partners ‘where they were’ and 

adopting new methods for community engagement styles was a constant challenge. 

Although there was universal interest in trying something new, people were unsure 

how to begin or were stuck in old ways of working. To address this problem, Our 

Tomorrows pursued the ‘adjacent possible’ by breaking down big ideas into 

manageable steps. Emerging goals of state leadership, feedback from community 

partners, and technical infrastructure challenges required abrupt pivots and creative 

solutions at scale without time for testing. Our Tomorrows communicated vision, 

principles, and introduced new vocabulary to maintain coherence and provide 

stability amidst this uncertainty. 

Conditions for Success 

Open-minded leadership and adequate infrastructure for grassroots participation 

were the most important conditions for success. The support of the Governor’s 

Office and state agency leaders resulted in a statewide commitment to the 

SenseMaking process that spread to elected officials, state boards, advisory groups, 

and advocacy organizations. With this support from the top, Our Tomorrows began 

an intensive partner on-boarding process to build local capacity for story collection, 
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sensemaking, and Community Action Labs. The strong relationship with local 

partners created a bottom-up demand for the Community Sensemaking Approach 

that increased leadership’s investment in the innovation. This dialectic introduced the 

trust and stability to the process needed for sustainable change. 

Replication 

The Community Sensemaking Approach can be replicated by organizations, 

agencies, or governments that seek to use citizens’ experiences to drive complexity-

informed change. With appropriate capacity and onboarding, ‘sensemaking’ 

organizations can adopt the SenseMaker tools, data visualization infrastructure, and 

strategy developed by Our Tomorrows to bolster community listening and social 

innovation. Our Tomorrows partners are replicating the approach locally by 

integrating community feedback loops into their day-to-day organizational practices. 

We have discussed a direct replication of Our Tomorrows in other states that have 

received federal grants to strengthen their early childhood systems. We are also 

exploring a social innovation platform collaboration with the Agirre Lehendakaria 

Center in the Basque Country (Spain) and sharing our approach with the members of 

the Cynefin Centre for Applied Complexity. 

Lessons Learned 

Implementing the Community Sensemaking Approach requires that practitioners 

play a leadership role to get others to join in a shared struggle to solve a complex 

problem. Lessons learned were: 

1) People need to understand the why, how, and what of a process to feel secure 

enough to take an innovative risk. “Breadcrumbing” is an approach we developed to 

educate partners about innovative ways of doing things without overwhelming them 

with jargon and academic language. We introduced the ‘Why’ of the Community 

Sensemaking Approach. Then participants experienced the ‘How’ by completing 

program activities. Through guided reflection afterwards, we provided the language 

of the innovation to describe the ‘What.’ This staged process introduces complexity 

concepts in a consumable and respectful manner. 

2) Survey fatigue is real. Vulnerable populations are weary of extractive 

techniques without feedback loops. Integrating story collection into routine activities 

and going to where people are is essential. Additionally, communication strategies 

must be adjusted based on the audience. The statewide project required that we use 

top-down and bottom-up approaches to establish feedback loops. In response, we 

developed “fractal knowledge management” techniques to share the same ideas in a 
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variety of ways to provide coherence across the system while not overwhelming 

people who had less shared context. 

3) The project team must use complexity techniques to deliver the project and be 

an exemplar for others. For example, Our Tomorrows utilized the Cynefin 

framework for situational assessment and as a guide to adjust our practices 

accordingly. We began the Community Action Lab process with a long application 

like a request for proposals. After some confusion from our partners, we recognized 

that we were approaching the application as a ‘clear’ problem rather than a complex 

one. We adjusted our approach to reflect the heuristics for action in the complex 

domain and created a three-question application to probe for unexpected ideas. By 

loosening constraints, the Labs achieved greater engagement. In the end, this 

resulted in a locally-driven innovation portfolio that was an iterative process built on 

trust and supportive coaching. Individuals struggle to envision innovation that are 

vastly different from the status quo. Imagination and change the system is often low. 

It takes time to develop trust and foster imagination that leads to ideation and action. 

5) Abductive reasoning is not common in applied settings in which conclusive 

reports are the norm. Provocative questions make partners uncomfortable and are 

outside the expectations and experience of public servants. Funders are used to 

compliance models and to receiving reports with a set of (often expected) 

recommendations. Incorporating liberating structures and futures thinking into 

sensemaking texts needs is essential to change participant mindset to a more 

generative state that focuses on a markedly different future. 

 How the Project Has Evolved 

Over the past six years, the Our Tomorrows team at the Center for Public 

Partnerships and Research at the University of Kansas has co-created and tested an 

adapted framework focused on child and family wellbeing instead of the more 

traditional “child welfare” approach to prevention work. This framework, which 

started with the Our Tomorrows 2.0 framework in Kansas, has been workshopped 

in varying ways by communities and agency groups in Washington, San Diego, 

Minnesota, and in currently ongoing ways by additional Kansas child wellbeing 

programs in Kansas. Every additional community and state partner that utilized this 

framework had the opportunity to review, test, and adapt it to best meet the unique 

local needs. This iterative approach to framework design across communities, 

identities, and levels of government resulted in a socially validated survey framework 

that is helping leaders at all levels of the child and family wellbeing system better 

serve all families in communities across the country and is helping to center the 
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voices of “lived experience experts” in policy, funding, and programmatic decision-

making. 

Additionally, recent iterations of the active sensemaking model have led the way 

on the progression of action labs from micro-funded community grants to more 

policy-based action labs. Facilitated by the state of Minnesota’s MN StoryCollective 

project, policy-centered action labs bring together staff and leaders from multiple 

state and local agencies to discuss Minnesota’s sensemaking data and stories in order 

to convert their “a-ha” moments into quick action. By ensuring that action labs 

include the active participation of those who can make quick decisions, access 

funding, and change policies, Minnesota’s action lab model is using the active 

sensemaking approach to connect community issues to state level problem solvers 

for efficient, effective change. 

Our active sensemaking team has recently engaged in adaptive and emergent 

design principles to temporally expand its narrative prompting. More specifically, a 

current project in partnership with another KU research center team is seeking 

narrative responses about both past youthful experiences and current adult 

situations, drawing connections between the things we learn as children to the 

outcomes we may experience in our careers as adults. 

The CPPR team is exploring narrative prompting for the creation of future 

scenarios or stories—asking people to imagine possible futures in the year 2040. This 

approach is generating wider and more creative possibilities for our future and 

helping us understand the different ways people perceive of foresight planning, 

consider future possibilities, and balance the needs of today with the hopes of 

tomorrow. These innovative approaches to narrative prompting across generations 

and temporal states are indicative of a sea change in how we communicate with each 

other, understand our realities, and utilize core ethnographic and complex methods 

to make sense of what has happened, what is needed, and what is possible. 

About the Authors 

Jenny Flinders, MSed, leads research projects at the University of Kansas Center for Public 

Partnerships and Research, that center community voice in the policymaking process by leveraging 

complex sensemaking processes. She also leads indigenous community partnerships that seek to 

strengthen intergenerational wellbeing. She is a PhD candidate in Education Policy, currently 

researching how family choice discourse is leveraged for control across the education system. Contact 

at jflinders@ku.edu. 

Jacqueline Counts, MSW, PhD., is the Director University of Kansas Center for Public Partnerships 

and Research. She leads a multi-disciplinary team of social workers, social scientists, psychologists, 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 375

mailto:jflinders@ku.edu


 

 
 

sociologists, and other creative staff to come together to create a better world. She has been principal 

investigator on over 50 grants. She uses a complexity lens to understand wicked social problems and 

applies futures and foresight methods to transform systems. Contact at jcounts@ku.edu. 

Note 

We are grateful to Dr. Jessica Sprague-Jones for her exceptional writing support, which greatly 

enhanced the clarity and coherence of our case study. Her expertise and dedication have been 

instrumental in shaping the dissemination of our work. 

References Cited 

All In for Kansas Kids. 2024. Kansas early childhood system needs assessment. Prepared by the 

University of Kansas Center for Public Partnerships and Research on behalf of the Kansas Children’s 

Cabinet and Trust Fund. https://kschildrenscabinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Needs-

Assessment-2024.pdf 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2021. Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). 

Retrieved from https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html 

Joshi, Deepa, Anna Panagiotou, Meera Bisht, Upandha Udalagama, and Alexandra Schindler. 2023. 

“Digital Ethnography? Our Experiences in the Use of Sensemaker for Understanding Gendered 

Climate Vulnerabilities amongst Marginalized Agrarian Communities.” Sustainability 15, no. 9: 7196. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su15097196 

Snowden, David J., and M. E. Boone. 2007. “A Leader's Framework for Decision Making.” Harvard 

Business Review 85, no. 11: 68. https://doi.org/10.3390/su15097196 

Zivkovic, Sharon. 2021. “A Practitioner Tool for Developing and Measuring the Results of 

Interventions.” Journal of Strategic Innovation and Sustainability 16, no. 1. 

https://doi.org/10.33423/jsis.v16i1.4183 

 

2024 EPIC Proceedings 376

mailto:jcounts@ku.edu
https://kschildrenscabinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Needs-Assessment-2024.pdf
https://kschildrenscabinet.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Needs-Assessment-2024.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15097196
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15097196
https://doi.org/10.33423/jsis.v16i1.4183

	About EPIC
	Contents
	Papers
	Case Studies
	PechaKucha Abstracts

	Frontmatter
	Committees
	Sponsors
	Papers
	Case Studies
	PechaKucha
	Peer Review Manager
	Artistic Interventions
	Interactive Experiences
	Salons
	Graduate Colloquium
	Student Volunteers
	Accessibility
	Local
	Editorial Assistance

	Theme

	Papers
	AI Mental Models & Trust: The Promises and Perils of Interaction Design
	1. How Mental Models of AI Are Formed
	1.1 Cultural Narratives
	1.2 Prior Tech Experiences
	1.3 Social Cues

	2. Why Trust Matters for Mental Models of AI
	2.1 Predictability Is Necessary for Human-AI Trust, But It’s No Longer Sufficient
	2.2 Interaction Design Alone Can’t Bridge the Accountability Gap – We Need Real Costs

	Note
	References Cited

	Cybersafety in Conversation: Unifying People  and Policy
	Introduction
	Shifting Foundations: Evolving Concepts of Cybercrime
	Research Methodology for the Study of Digital Violence
	Finding 1: Platforms Are Failing to Regulate Hate Speech, and People Can Tell
	Finding 2: Retreating is Not the Answer
	Foundations at Risk: The Healthy Internet

	Why Violence Happens: Leader Conceptualizations of Security and Safety
	Research Methodology for Study of Cybersecurity Leaders
	Failures of Generation: The Very Narrow Definition of Safety and Security
	Myopias of Cyber Safety and Security Governance
	Frustrated Leaders: An Opportunity for Displacement and Generation

	Conclusion: Using Ethnography to Displace the Old “Cybersecurity” and “Cybersafety”
	Ethnographers Should Explore the Concept of “Value” in Online Security and Safety Policy Making
	Ethnographers should use their tools to help policymakers create a comprehensive, dynamic map of their ecosystem
	Organizations Should Define Value by Observing How It Gets Created in the Ecosystem
	The Ecosystem Approach to Cyber Safety in Practice

	Final Note: Ethnographers Deserve a Seat at Policy Tables
	About the Authors
	References Cited

	Decolonizing LLMs: An Ethnographic Framework for AI in African Contexts
	Introduction
	A Global and African Overview of Cultural Awareness in LLM Research
	Paper Organization

	Africa’s Techno-linguistic Terrain, Agency, and Innovation with LLMs
	(De)colonizing Language
	Beyond Big Knowledge: Local Insights from Africa
	Research Example 1: Kiswahili Language Localization (2023)
	Research Example 2: isiZulu Language Localization (2023/2024)
	Research Example 3: Survey of African UX Researchers’ Perspectives on LLMs (2024)
	Untranslated words
	Incorrect translations
	Kiswahili Performance

	Research Takeaways

	Framework for Ethnographic LLM Research in Africa
	Research Planning
	1. Identify Assumptions and Research Team Positionality
	2. Co-Design to Empower Local Voices
	3. Recruiting & Informing Participants

	Research Execution
	4. Grounded Input (Data Collection), Grounded Output (Synthesis)
	5. Create Research Artifacts, Socialize Them, and Drive Impact


	Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	Democratization and Research: Can Ethnography Save Itself?
	Confronting the Rise of Democratization
	A (Shortish) History of the Democratization of Research and the Opening up of Knowledge Practices
	The Problem Space: A Reflection on the State of Democratized Research in the Author’s Organization
	Using Ethnography to Understand the Needs and Values Underlying Democratization
	Using the Lens of Risk to Deliver Impact with Care
	Risk to the Product and End Users
	Risk to the Research Practice
	Risk to Participants
	Risk to the Organization
	Putting it all Together: Leveraging Risk in Decision Making

	Conclusion: Can Ethnography Save Itself?
	About the Author
	Notes
	References Cited

	Designing AI to Think with Us, Not for Us
	Introduction
	Why GenAI Needs Ethnography
	Designing GenAI Systems: Current Approaches and Challenges
	Foundational Challenge: Problem-first Versus Solution-first Framing
	New Foundations: The Problem-Solution Symbiosis Framework
	Tool 1: Build Intuition About GenAI System Capabilities
	Tool 2: Stakeholder Ecosystem Mapping to Understand Problem Space
	Tool 3: The Cognitive Offloading Matrix to Identify Which – If Any – Tasks to Offload to GenAI

	General Discussion
	Conclusion
	About the Author
	Notes
	References Cited

	Displacing the Mind to the Body: Combining Methodologies to Address Socio-Ecological Crises
	1. Introduction
	2. Conceptual Foundations of the Combined Methodology
	3. Applying the Combined Methodology
	4. Applying the Combined Methodology—A Success Story
	6. Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Note
	References

	Estimating the Return on Ethnographic Investment: Finding More Human(e) Ways to Measure Our Impact
	Introduction
	Reflection on Habitat Charlotte Communities
	Why Traditional ROI Doesn’t Work
	Myth 1: Outcomes Can Be Measured in Dollars and Cents
	Myth 2: Impact Can Be Seen Fairly Quickly
	Myth 3: Insights are Directly Correlated to Business Outcomes

	The Value of Investing in Ethnography
	Foundation: Webs of Significance
	Foundation: Time Is about More than Length of Engagement
	Foundation: Liminality and Transformation

	Framework for Evaluating Ethnographic Impact
	Conclusion
	About the Author
	Notes
	References Cited

	Ethnographers as Intermediaries: Plurality as a Double-Edged Sword in Web3
	Introduction
	Plurality but out of Focus
	Plurality of Projects and Products
	Plurality of Tokenomic Designs
	Tokenomics: Novel Assets and a Driving Force for Plurality
	Tokenomics Enables Plurality
	Plurality of Tokenomic Designs

	Plurality of Communities and Ecosystems

	The User in Focus
	Separating Noise from Impact
	Conclusions
	About the Authors
	Notes

	Ethnographic Perspectives on AI Chatbots in Customer Support
	1. Introduction
	1.1 Customer Service as a Study Site for Organizational Ethnography

	2. Study Design
	2.1. Using Mixed Methods to Set a Baseline
	2.2. Interviews & Observation

	3. Guiding Principles
	3.1. Support Engineer Privacy
	3.2. Transparency
	3.3. Reduce Bias

	4. Outcomes
	4.1 Efficiency
	4.2. Empathy
	4.3. Beyond Interviews

	About the Authors
	Notes

	Experts in the Loop: Why Humans Will Not Be Displaced by Machines when there Is “No Right Answer”
	“No Right Answers” as the Contested Space for Displacement
	A Multidisciplinary Approach to Understanding Expertise
	New Foundations for Human Expertise
	Curating Knowledge
	Curating Knowledge: Implications for AI Systems
	Personalizing Interactions
	Personalizing Interactions: Implications for AI Systems
	Offering a Perspective
	Offering a Perspective: Implications for AI Systems
	Generalizing the Framework to Other Domains: Implications for Design and Engineering
	Knowledge: Deliver “Personalized Information” Not “Personal Insights”
	Interaction: Provide “Infinite Iteration” Not “Meaningful Conversation”
	Perspective: Share “Aggregated Opinions” Not “Authentic Beliefs”

	Conclusion: Exploring the Space between “Autonomous Agent” and “Extended Self”
	About the Authors
	References Cited

	“I Pick My Poison”: Agency and Addiction in the Age of Subscriptions
	The Subscription Economy
	The Three Phases in the Subscription Economy
	The New Business Model
	The Agencement Model of the Market
	The Problem of (E)Valuation: Framing and Overflowing
	Subscriber Fatigue or a New Form of Customer Agency?

	Methodology
	The Problem with Willingness-to-Pay
	Subscriptions as Complex Attachments
	Subscriptions Are Recognised as Business Models That Leverage Customers’ Passivity
	The 4 Factors
	1. Desired effects
	2. Temporality
	3. Affordability
	4. Engagement

	Evaluating Subscriptions Requires Calculative Agencies and Calculative Tools
	Pick Your Poison

	Adopt and Adapt: Reframing Willingness to Pay
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	Quit Playing Language Games with My Heart; or, Conversational AI and Knowledge Sharing
	1. Introduction
	2. From Rigid Rules to Dynamic Conversations
	3. Learning a Language Via Two Varieties of Knowledge
	4. Language Games at The Heart of Our Intentions
	5. Designing AI Chatbots to Deepen Conversation
	References Cited

	Seeing It from Other Eyes: How First-Person Data Reshapes the Role of the Applied Ethnographer
	Introduction: The Potential of First-Person Data
	There are Four Objectives to This Paper
	Overview of Wearables and First-Person Data in Research
	Precursors and Parallels to First-Person Data as Ethnographic Data: Experimentation with Positioning, Point of View, and Media Across Anthropological Practice
	Fieldwork’s Inauguration Was about ‘Being There’ to Collect a New Form of Data about Human Experience—and the Role of the Ethnographer was Partly to Provide a First-Person Point of View
	Despite Text’s Predominance for Presenting Ethnographic Findings, Emerging Media Technologies Have Been Vital Tools for Capturing Ethnographic Data and Experimenting with Perspective
	From Ethnomusicology to Anthropology Composed of Sounds, Sensory Data Beyond the Visual Has Been a Powerful Medium for Tapping into and Capturing Emotions, Affect, and Memory

	Seeing the World from Someone Else’s Perspective: Overview of First-Person Data Collection and Analysis
	Study: Internal States during Goal-Oriented Tasks
	Study: Detecting and Encoding Personal History Information That People Find Most Meaningful
	What First-Person Data Looks and Feels Like
	Core Tenets for an Ethnographic Approach to First-Person Data
	Tenet 1: Collect and Triangulate First-Person Data with Traditional Ethnographic Methods
	Foundational interview
	Rapport-Building Embedded with Tech Support
	Digital & Physical Tours and Artifacts
	Fieldnotes

	Tenet 2: Encourage participant self-reflection at different timescales
	Self-Narration
	Diaries

	Tenet 3: Co-interpret first-person data alongside the participant
	Co-Summarization


	Benefits of First-Person Data Capture
	Benefit 1: Access to Aspects of Participants’ Lives Unobservable through Traditional Methods
	Benefit 2: Gaining Longitudinal Insights by Seeing Lives Unfold in Real Time
	Benefit 3: More Participatory Research
	Benefit 4: Centering and Attuning Researchers to Participants’ Contexts
	Benefit 5: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Data at Scale
	Summary of Benefits

	Risks of First-Person Data Capture
	Risk 1: Potential for Perceived Objectivity and Reification of Participants’ Lives
	Risk 2: Defaulting to an Individualistic View of the World
	Risk 3: Privacy and Consent Concerns

	A New Role for the Applied Ethnographer: First-Person Data Allows Access to New Aspects of Human Experience, but Embracing It Means Ethnographic Practices and Roles Will Require Change
	Expanding Ethnographic Tool Kits to Get at Previously Inaccessible Dimensions of Human Experience
	Reconfiguring Anthropology’s Role Relative to the Social and Behavioral Sciences
	Elevating Applied Ethnographers’ Role Relative to Data Science and Engineering
	This Requires Revamping the Applied Ethnographer’s Skills, Learning New Tools, and Reorienting to Their Subjects of Study

	Conclusion
	Redefining What Applied Ethnography Can Be
	Expanding the Role of the Applied Ethnographer
	Broader Challenges and the Need for Critical Engagement
	Call to Action

	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	What’s Going on with Strategic Research in Big Tech?
	Introduction
	Section 1: What Is Going on in the Market Landscape?
	From Startups to Incumbents
	High Interest Rates and Reduced Cash for Investments
	Financial Pressures of Shareholders
	The Rise of Data Science

	Section 2: How Has Our Discipline Responded?
	Section 3: What Is Strategy?
	Section 4: The Challenges to Success
	Organizational Barriers
	An Orientation toward Humans before Business

	Section 5: A Strategy for Strategic Ethnographic Research
	1. What Should Our Winning Aspiration Be?
	2. Where Should We Play?
	Where to Play if You Are in a Position to Choose Your Team
	Where To Play If You Are in a Mature Product Organization

	3. How Will We Win?
	Integrate Many Types of Data to Connect the Dots
	Turn Your Ethnographic Sensibilities inward, toward the Organization

	4. What capabilities must be in place?
	Commercial Acumen
	Understanding of User Engagement Metrics
	Ethnographic Sensibility


	Section 6: The Promise of Strategic Ethnographic Research
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited

	Why Don’t We Post (Like We Used To)?: Multidimensional Context Collapse and Teenagers’ Generative Responses to the Original Paradigm of Social Media
	Introduction
	The Evolution of Social Media
	Social Networking’s Early Years: New and Extended Forms of Social Connectivity (2004–2009)
	From Social Networking to Social Media: Mobile, Ubiquitous Access to Visual Content Creation and Distribution (2010–2014)
	Algorithmic Social Media: Personalized Feeds and the Rise of Influencer Culture (2015–2019)
	Viral Social Media: Remixing Drives New Forms of Visibility and Influencer Practice (2020–Present)

	An Ethnographic Study of The Emerging Paradigm of Social Media for Today’s Generation of Teen Participants
	Methodology
	A Framework for Multidimensional Context Collapse
	Context Collapse Dimension #1: Flattening of Audiences
	The Flattening of Audiences Online Leads Teen Participants to Manage Audiences
	Context Collapse Dimension #2: Distortion of Time
	The Distortion of Time Leads Teen Participants to Hack Time
	Context Collapse Dimension #3: Instability of Meaning
	The Instability of Meaning Leads Teen Participants to Play with Meaning
	Context Collapse Dimension #4: Conflicting Purposes of Platforms
	The Conflicting Purposes of Platforms Leads Teen Participants to Engage Intentionally with Platforms

	Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Notes
	References Cited


	Case Studies
	Collaborative Generation: Making Sense of Today’s Stories to Catalyze a Thriving Tomorrow for All
	Introduction
	Context
	Methods
	The Our Tomorrows Project
	Story Collection
	Analysis and Community Sensemaking
	Community Action

	Impact
	Lessons Learned
	Challenges and Fails
	Conditions for Success
	Replication
	Lessons Learned

	How the Project Has Evolved
	About the Authors
	Note
	References Cited

	Foundations of Practice: An Ethnographic Exploration of Software Documentation and its Cultural Implications for an Agile Startup
	Transforming Culture: Remesh’s Journey to Comprehensive Software Documentation Practices
	Building Structured Documentation Practices

	Software Documentation: A Scan of the Literature
	Exploring Documentation Practices at Remesh through Ethnographic Methods: Insights from Participant-Observation and Interviews
	Findings
	Value: Collaboration and Inclusivity
	Value: Learning and Development
	Value: Continuous Improvement and Adaptability
	Value: Responsibility and Accountability
	Value: Technical Excellence and Precision

	Recommendations
	Start with Clear, High-Level Documentation
	Use Design Review as a Standard Practice
	Tailor Documentation to the Audience
	Maintain and Update Documentation Regularly
	Document Test Plans and Processes
	Formalize Onboarding and Knowledge Sharing
	Leverage Post-Mortems and Retrospectives
	Encourage Collaborative Documentation Practices
	Prioritize Critical and Complex Areas for Documentation
	Eliminate Ineffective Documentation and Address Friction Points

	About the Authors
	References Cited

	Mother Tongue: The Role of Vernacular Knowledge in Chronic Illness and Healthcare
	Introduction
	Study Overview
	Disease Context
	Study Objective and Methodology

	Study Results: Negotiated Foundations
	Foundation 1: The Know-It-All Doctor Trope
	Foundation 2: Rigid Hierarchy of Evidence
	Foundation 3: Exclusive Information Channels

	Discussion
	About the Author
	References Cited

	The People Say: How We Built a Groundbreaking Public Research Platform to Catalyze Human-Centered Policymaking
	Introduction
	Project Context and Goals
	Current Challenges
	Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Focus on Priority Populations
	Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Capture the Lived Experiences of Older Adults
	Existing Datasets and Surveys Do Not Adequately Address the Urgent Need to Engage in System and Policy Changes Now


	Project Components
	Project Goals
	More Meaningful Input from Older Adults
	Thicker Data Analysis and Storytelling
	Broader Reach and Influence

	Project Activities
	Preparing for Research
	Sample Size
	Sample Selection
	Research Locations
	Inquiry Areas
	Research Recruiting

	Conducting Research
	Semi-Structured Interviews
	Cultural Probes
	Project Materials Reviews
	Research Compensation

	Building the Platform
	Taxonomy and Tagging
	Development and Testing

	Lessons Learned
	Unanticipated Challenges
	Recruitment Partners Could Not Substitute for Team Recruiting in-Person
	Data Collection Overwhelmed Data Processing
	Translation Was an Enormous Effort – and Robots Created Problems
	Habits From Non-Filmed Research Created Problems in Filmed Data
	Film Quality Undershot Our Aspirations
	The Ethics of Public Data Creates New Requirements
	As Always, Human Alignment Is the Most Challenging Work Product

	Unexpected Successes
	Outputs Blossomed Past Original Intentions
	Rich Media Is Super Compelling
	Listening Is Transformative

	What’s Next
	Longitudinal and Expanded Research with Older Adults
	Public Civic Research with Other Populations
	Extending the Platform to Other Civic Researchers

	Conclusion
	About the Authors
	Acknowledgments
	References Cited

	The Transformative Potential of Participatory Research in International Development Programming
	The Transformative Potential of Participatory Research in International Development Programming
	Context
	Conducting Formative Research on Social and Gender Norms with and for Adolescent Girls

	Background: The Influence of Social and Gender Norms on the Education of Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria
	Research Motivation
	Research Design and Methodology
	Capturing the Narratives of Adolescent Girls from Their Perspectives Using a Participatory Research Approach
	Facilitating Co-creation Workshops to Build SBC Strategy Drafts

	Findings
	Perspectives on Education from Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria
	Do You Think It’s Important for Girls to Go to School?
	Why Do You Think School Is Not Important for Girls?

	Perspectives of Community Stakeholders in Northern Nigeria on Education for Adolescent Girls
	Improving Education Access and Retention for Adolescent Girls in Northern Nigeria: The Girls’ Perspective

	Developing Intervention Strategies
	Prioritizing “How Might We” Questions for Brainstorming
	Enhancing Access to Education for Adolescent Girls: Interventions Suggested by the Girls
	1. Advocate the Importance of Educating Daughters Specifically to Fathers
	2. Ensure Access to Free Education

	Developing Social Behavioural Change (SBC) Strategy Drafts

	General Learnings from a Participatory Approach
	Experience and Learnings from the Field
	Planning Logistics Ahead of Time
	Involving Local Female Guides
	More Elaborate Consent Training for the Young Women on the Research Team

	Choosing When to Employ a Participatory Approach
	Considerations When Employing a Participatory Approach
	Provide Elaborate Training to the Stakeholders
	Avoid the Perception of “Tokenism”


	Moving Forward: The Impact
	About the Author
	Notes
	References


	Unveiling the Human Experience of Medicaid Renewals: Using a Data-Driven and Human Centered Design Approach to Improve Public Service Delivery
	Unveiling the Human Experience of Medicaid Renewals: Using a Data-Driven and Human Centered Design Approach to Improve Public Service Delivery
	Introduction
	Project Context
	The Impact of COVID on Medicaid
	Program History and Foundational Policies
	Framing the Problem: Policy, Meet Implementation
	Hypothesis

	Framing the Project Approach
	Examining Structural Foundations of Government Service Delivery
	An Introduction to USDS Values and Process
	Focusing on Addressing Administrative Burden
	Transitioning from Executive Order to Implementation


	Research Design and Methodology
	State Selection Criteria
	Rapid Response Framework
	Implementation through Hands-on Technical Assistance
	Creating Evidence-Driven Prioritization through Data Visualization

	Service Design Methodology
	Secondary Research and Heuristic Analyses
	Qualitative Research
	Synthesis and Service Design Mapping
	Facilitation and Group Convenings
	Implementation Support: Project Management, Applied Design, and More

	Impact of Direct Technical Assistance
	Common Manual Renewal Challenges
	Automatic Renewal Impact Numbers


	Discussion
	Changing Federal Foundations and Shifting Mental Paradigms
	Improving State Coordination with Community Organizations
	Leveraging Technical Expertise to Shift Paradigms and Change Mental Models
	Institutionalizing Implementation for Long Term Impact


	Conclusion
	Notes
	About the Authors
	References Cited



	PechaKucha Abstracts
	An Apprenticeship in Attention for a Time Between Worlds
	Forget Nature, Forget Humans: Redefining Our Approach toward Biodiversity
	Glitch in the Matrix: What Broken Screens Reveal About Digital Matter
	A History of EPIC in 20 Unwritten Proposals
	“How Can I Help You?” Exploring Empathy Work in Customer Support
	How to Avoid Path Dependency: Learnings from Neuroscience, Physics and Organizational Theory
	“If Today’s Problems Are So Urgent, Why Are We So Stuck?”
	Kites Rise Against the Wind: 20 Years of Research
	Sankofa; Look Back, Side-eye the Future
	Saving (Tattoo) Clients from Themselves


