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MSC - what is it?

» In small groups take 5 minutes to discuss what you
know about MSC




MSC - Background
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Form of qualitative, participatory M&E

Based on stories of change - Not indicators

About surfacing values about what is important
Originally developed in Bangladesh by Rick Davies (1996)
= “Evolutionary approach to organisational learning”

o Adapted by Jess Dart (1999)

= “The story approach”

= Now widely know as THE MOST SIGNIFICANT CHANGE
TECHNIQUE - common thread throughout the process
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Why Stories?

People tell stories naturally

People remember stories

Stories can carry difficult messages

Stories provide a ‘rich picture’ - unpack drivers of
change

Stories provide a basis for discussion




The basics of MSC
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%  Collect stories
%  Review & filter stories regularly (selection)
“»  Communicate the results of selection (feedback)
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Some theory behind
MSC




Evolutionary approach to Organisational
learning (Davies, 1996)

« In MSC stories provide a basis for dialogue
e Learning occurs from interactions with others

« Organisations that are able to learn are better placed to
adapt to a changing environment

Therefore,
» Dialogue used as a vehicle for change

« People invited to develop new shared ways of seeing and
acting.

« Understanding values helps focus direction of work
towards explicitly valued directions




“The story approach” (Dart, 1999)

» Constructivism: theory of knowledge that argues
that humans generate knowledge and meaning from
their experiences

o rejects the existence of a singular knowable reality

o our experience of the world is not direct, that our
perception of reality is mediated by what we bring to the
experience,

o our experience of reality is constructed




The “Story Approach” (Dart 2000)

» Essence of technique - construction of meaning

“When a beneficiary tells a story of change he/she
interacts with the world and draws meaning from
it and in telling the story meaning is constructed.
Then when reviewer read the story they construct
a further new meaning” (p.130)




» A constructivist approach to evaluation assumes
that

o there are many different ways of interpreting or
understanding the intent and impact of a policy or program
o to understand a policy or program the evaluator must

gather together those understandings from a diverse range
of sources.

o the truth of the situation is what the people who
experience it describe.




» The relationship between stories and meaning has
also been discussed by Widdershoven (2001) in his
article on ‘Dialogue in Evaluation”.

“people need stories in order to make sense of their situation;
yet they are not locked up in those stories. Strange and
unexpected experiences can open up the horizon of
expectations, and elicit new stories. Experiences are richer
than expectations, and can create room for new ways of
meaning making’. (p.256)




The Most Significant Change Technique (MSC)

Dart and Davies (2003) agree that they both now prefer and use
the term ‘Most Significant Change’ as this is central to the
technique:

« Move towards better understanding between all the various
project stakeholders as to what is occurring for the
beneficiaries/participants

« To explore and share various values and preferences of the
project stakeholders

e To gain a clearer understanding (as a group) of what is and is not
being achieved by the project and to clarify what they are really
trying to achieve, so that the project can move towards what is
desirable and move away from what is undesirable.




A CASE STUDY:

OSI TANATA,
BOUGAINVILLE, PNG




Osi Tanata

Background:

» Formerly Oxfam New Zealand Program

» Approx 8 staff (all local)

» Early years - importance of reconciliation

» Started with income generation projects

» Focus on community development & training

» 2004 began to use MSC, still using today




Impact of MSC - Osi Tanata

- Staff gained a whole new view of ‘impact’

- Stories more accurately reflected the ‘real’ value
of the project than the indicators (i.e. Income
generation)

- Process boosted their morale

- Helped develop a more fully shared vision
- Gave a voice to the beneficiaries




Story collection

“Looking back over the last few months, in your opinion, what
do you think was the most significant change that took place
?_s a ;eg)glt of the support/ training you received from Osi

anata:

Stories were collected:

» by Osi Tanata staff (some also collected by an external evaluator)
» from project beneficiaries

How:
» during an interview - usually informal i.e. under a tree

» Using a story collection guide




Two parts to the story:

» Descriptive
(describe change -before/after)

» Explanatory

(why significant to them/the community)




Story Selection

A similar question is then used by those who read the
stories which were collected

“From among all these significant changes, what do you think
was the most significant change of all?”

The stories are reviewed by:

o The Osi Tanata Staff (every 3 months)

o The Osi Tanata Board, and Oxfam New Zealand (every
year)




Exercise:

» Imagine you are members of the board of Osi
Tanata...

» Select the story you consider to be most
significant




Steps

d One person to read story 1 aloud

O After listening to the first story...stop and discuss what
are the key points and main outcomes in the story —
one person make notes

Repeat for next story
After you have heard all the stories

Individually think about which story you consider the
most significant and why

Share your choice and reasons with your group
Try to reach an agreement in your group on one story
Be prepared to feedback your selection and reasons
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Selection is a key tool of MSC!

» People don’t like it necessarily
» It puts people out of their comfort zone

» It's a technique to get people to enter into deeper
level of dialogue

» Its ensures people to really read the stories

» But its not about the choice - its about the dialogue!
[ts about surfacing values
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Understanding
selection




Selection structures

» Hierarchical

o Builds on existing structure, includes various levels of
selection e.g regional, national

» Flat

o Brings groups of people /stakeholders together e.g various
partners or distinct groups (parents, teachers, youth)
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22 A flatter structure




Selection in each group occurs independently, from among their own SC
stories, then at coordinating body from among selected stories

Group/partner 2
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Selection occurs in a workshop session from sets of stories

\.J Teams/groups
----- » Selected Stories

----- » Feedback on which story
selected and reasons why




What does MSC offer
for monitoring and
evaluation?




MSC within the program cycle

ﬁonitoring tends to be: \

Bon-going collection of information

(A~ Mprimarily for project management
BMtraditionally focused on activities &outputs

Evaluation tends to be:
Bdone less frequently than monitoring
B more indepth data collection
BMmore analytical - involves judgements of merit or/

worth




MSC within the program cycle

» How you choose to use MSC within the program cycle
depends on:

Your primary purpose for using it
UThe frequency with which you will implement the process

» Whichever approach you opt for it is important to
understand that MSC is not a standalone technique, but an
important addition to an M&E framework. It should fill the
gaps and complement your other methods.




The MSC Learning Loop
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Regular cycles: MSC for Monitoring
» Originally developed for monitoring
» Radical move from more traditional methods
» Referred to as ‘impact monitoring’
» Internal process

» Regular cycles of collection, selection and feedback
(i.e. quarterly)




Making monitoring meaningful

» The secrets to good, useful, effective monitoring

o Can be pointless and bureaucratic if doesn’t make sense to
program and field staff

o Especially if no feedback is received about the data

Therefore:

o Need to make monitoring meaningful to those delivering the
program and collecting the data - reflect on and use the data!

o MSC can provide insight into whether you are on track to
achieving important things - if not adapt your activities




The benefits of a regular cycle are that:

« it has greater potential to build capacity of staff
provides more immediate information about impact
Allows for earlier fine-tuning of activities
encourages more regular reflection

fosters ownership of M&E by staff

However, the resources and time required to implement MSC
on such a regular basis mean that it may not always be

practical to maintain short cycles (i.e. quarterly). However,

stories can still be collected over a year and selection can
form part of an annual reflection process.




Bringing an evaluation to life

» Stories can add depth and description to an evaluation

» Stories reflect the ‘lived experiences’ of those involved in
an initiative

» By incorporating a selection process at the end of the
evaluation, stories offer a meaningful way for a range of
stakeholders to engage with the data.

» Judgement of program is made by those more closely
involved an not the evaluator!

» Reflection on the stories can lead to insights on how to
adapt and improve the program - ownership of
recommendations




One off or strategic use: MSC for
Evaluation studies

» More recently, MSC has been successfully adapted for evaluation.
» MSC is used as part of a suite of data collection methods.

» A ‘significant change’ story may be captured as part of a more
extensive semi-structured interview.

» Stories are therefore more likely to be collected by evaluation
consultants, though project staff can also be involved if a more
participatory evaluation approach is being used.

» When MSC is being used for evaluation, selection and feedback
occur during a one off event such as an evaluation summit

involving broader stakeholder engagement.




The benefits of a one of use are:

» reflecting on the program at critical points in time allow
for more explicit refocusing

» alarger group of people can participate in the selection
process

» a shared understanding of the program can be achieved
across a broader stakeholder group

» Feedback happens immediately

» It adds ‘rich’ data to an evaluation




How does MSC add value?

MSC More traditional methods

» Inductive » Deductive

» Diversity of views » Indicators often determined
(participants and staff) by senior staff

» Context based » Program based

» Generates dialogue and » About ©&provingd
discussion reporting data

» Participatory analysis of data, Analysis by management
» Outer edges of experience , Central tendencies




‘sometimes we simply have to keep our eyes open and
look carefully at individual cases — not in the hope
of proving anything, but rather in the hope of
learning something!’

(Eysenck, 1976)




Benefits of using MSC

o To help clarify what you are trying to achieve

o For learning about what is working and what isn’t (so that
you can adapt the program)

o To understand what the community values

o To understand what your colleagues value

o To increase staff capacity in thinking about impact
o To engage stakeholders/strengthen relationships

o For promotion (PR), reporting, communication and
advocacy




Challenges of using MSC

» Understanding what it is and what it isn’t

> Role and purpose of selection - about dialogue and values

o Lack of representativeness of stories - outer edges of experience -
purposive sampling for best and worst

» Time and resources involved
o Building in time to do the selection
o Staff capacity to collect/document stories
> A nominated person to coordinate/manage the process

» Managing and using qualitative data

o Accommodating stories in existing reporting formats

o using all SC stories not just selected - Building in secondary analysis as part
of an evaluation study

o Developing communication tools i.e. Flyers with stories







MSC Training in Melbourne: 5t & 6t April

Two day workshop provides a sound introduction to
MSC including:

» Background and origins of the technique

» Purpose in monitoring and /or evaluation

» Practicalities of story collection, selection and
feedback

» Steps to design your own MSC process.
» Use of stories

» tadelaney@bigpond.com




