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1. Background 
The study used SenseMaker® as a narrative collection and signification framework – say 

something about:  

(a) why (rationale) we decided to use the narrative-based SenseMaker® approach – i.e. what 

makes this a different and worthwhile approach to have considered and used – make mention 

of the fact that this approach works with peoples’ lived experiences of a particular situation and 

not just their opinions (contrast it to normal surveys + questionnaires)  

(b) this being a pilot study  given the limited resources and time available to us, we only 

managed to work with 8 / 10 municipalities. Still, we managed to collect more than 1000 short 

stories from … 

2. Methodology 
The approach is founded on the assumption that individuals and societies make sense of the 

world through the assemblage of fragmented narratives and that in probing for narratives 

around a given topic, valuable insights can be gained into underlying values and attitudes 

(Deprez et. al. 2012; Kurtz 2014). Through a combination of narrative sharing and self-

signification by respondents, the process produces a blend of qualitative and quantitative data 

well suited to the analysis of complex social phenomenon (Lynam & Fletcher 2015).  

In essence, the SenseMaker® approach consists of an iterative four phased process, guided by 

three key guiding principles, namely: co-design; self-signification; distributed cognition and 

learning – which can be illustrated as follows: 

 

The power of the SenseMaker approach lies in its application as a narrative pattern-detection 

software system capable of making sense of multiple individual narratives on scales which 

elucidate values and attitudes at a more collective – community and societal – levels (Deprez et 

al. 2012). In our case, using individual perceptions toward work in the informal economy to 

create a bigger picture of the social values and skills gaps common to workers in this sector.  

Informal economy entrepreneurs were asked to share a short personal story based on the 

following prompt, namely to describe a positive moment that took their business forward, or a 

negative experience that held their business back. Each respondent was then asked to self-

signify their story based on a set of three triads, six dyads and six multiple-choice questions. This 

self-signification provided a more objective means through which trends in the narratives could 



be classified by providing a plausible alternative to researchers coding narratives retrospectively 

(Lynam & Fletcher 2015). Three demographic questions were also included. Data was processed 

using SenseMaker Analyst®. 

A target population of traders of all ages was selected from eight sites, each from a municipality, 

across rural and urban areas. A non-probability based, convenience sampling approach was used 

in each of the three regions. The majority of interviews were conducted at home or in places of 

learning. Data was collected on tablets, and smartphones using SenseMaker Collector® and local 

fieldworkers were recruited in each location to provide first-language support to respondents. 

In total, 10 teams of field workers undertook 20 days of interviews between during January and 

February 2020. One thousand two hundred (1200) traders responded to the story prompt and 

completed the signification framework across the sample sites. 

3. The Process 
Describe the process actually followed in this study to date, by mentioning the following steps in 

the process: 

(i) Initiating the process with two co-designing training workshops held on 21 Jan and 10 Feb 

2020; mention who attended these workshops  street vendors + municipal officials – all of 

whom were key in co-designing the signification framework; 

(ii) Finalizing the signification framework on 22 Jan (as per Annexure “A”); 

(iii) Training workshops for field workers at municipal level (who, dates, times etc.); 

(iv) Field experiences with actual collecting of stories in 8 – 10 municipalities (dates, times etc.) 

  



4. Sample size 
Total number of stories = 1165 

Total number of municipalities and stories / municipality 

 

5. Respondent demographic profile 

5.1 Gender:  

54% of respondents are male, and 45% female 



 

  



5.2 Language: 
Say something about the distribution of all the official languages in SA covered in this pilot study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3 Economic Sector: 

607 of the respondents are within the services sector, followed by retail with 341. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5.4 Years in the Sector 

410 respondents are newly entrants with 1 – 4 years in the informal business or economy, 

while 371 are in the sector between 5 – 10 years. 

  



6. Key Insights 
Based on the questionnaire used for this study (see Annexure “A”), below are just a sample of 

the kind of qualitative insights that can be extracted from the survey results: 

6.1 Motivated by a desire to… 

From the trade it can be concluded that participants are motivated to make a good living as well 

to help their community. Combining these two complementary motivations is key for figuring 

out the way forward in terms of context-relevant training and other interventions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



6.2 Regard work in the informal economy as… 

Although there is an even spread as to why participants enter into the informal economy, 

the majority  see it as a means of survival in hard times, but it also interesting to note that 

they consider it as an exciting career path: 

 

  



6.3 Experience the municipality as… 

The majority of the respondents consider the municipality absent, even though some 

experience the municipality as supportive: 

  



6.4 Levels of satisfaction with financial support… 

The majority of the respondents expressed that they needed more financial support from 

the municipality. A significant number did not consider the question as not applicable to 

them: 

  



6.5 Levels of satisfaction with infrastructure is… 

The majority expressed that they need more support for infrastructure and allocating 

trading space: 

 

  



6.6 Levels of satisfaction with Safety and Security… 

Most of the respondents expressed that they need more support from the municipality 

regarding safety and security:  

 

  



6.7 Level of satisfaction with link(s) to the formal economy… 

Respondents require the municipality’s support in linking the informal economy with the 

formal economy: 

 

  

 

 



6.8 Levels of satisfaction with information and communication received… 

It is clear that respondents need more information and communication from the 

municipality: 

  

 



6.9 The Best Way to Learn is… 

It is clear that respondents would like to receive on the job training: 

 

  

 



6.9 New Skills Training Needed… 

Three priority new skills areas have been identified which the respondents would like to 

acquire, i.e. (1) Identifying new opportunities, (2) Marketing, and (3) Financial 

Management: 

 

 

  



6.10 Who Needs to Hear My Story… 

Respondents identified the following groups of people who should hear their 

stories:  (1) People in my neighbourhood and (2) Municipalities following by (3) 

community media and journalists: 

 

 

 

  



7 Conclusion / Recommendations 
Say something about the following considerations for a possible way forward: 

(a) Based on our experience of collecting 1165 stories over a six week period, give estimated time 

period it may take to cover the remainder of the (256) municipalities – NB: acknowledge that 

these are only estimates based on our experience having worked with limited resources and, 

therefore, be careful not to over-promise here; 

(b) Mention that the above key insights are just a few examples that we have decided upon for 

illustrative purposes – in other words, merely to illustrate the richness of kind of actionable 

insights that can be extracted from the narrative data made available by the SM approach – 

however, it is also possible to use SM as a dashboard facility for working with the narrative 

data in real-time – as it becomes available – the significance of doing this is that we do not 

have to wait for the completion of the whole study (only in 1-2-3 years’ time) before taking any 

actions – e.g. one would be able to start providing context-relevant on-the-job training 

programmes upon completion of the SM process at municipal level – in other words, using SM 

as a dashboard can serve two purposes at the same time: (i) monitoring for progress made of 

the broader project involving all the municipalities by on-going comparison of the similarities 

and differences between the relevant municipalities, and (ii) taking appropriate data-driven 

action during the unfolding SM process at municipal level 
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