
Narrative sensemaking: A new approach to improve the impact of 
LED projects  

Local Economic Development (LED) is one of the most commonly used 

approaches among Promoters of Private Sector Development. In Latin 

America, there have been a large number of successful initiatives for 

promoting industrial clusters and examples of improvements in the insertion 

of small producers into global value chains. However, there are only very 

few cases of good practices in territorial development that have been 

extended or replicated on a national or international scale. The question 

arises, then, as to how to scale up the local experience so that, taking 

advantage of the scarce resources of international cooperation, it is possible 

to achieve scale and have a significant effect on the development of the 

region. 

To delve deeper into this still under-researched field, the consulting firms Mesopartner and SISTME have 

proposed to add a new methodology called “Narrative Sensemaking” to better understand the different 

experiences of promotion and the impact on public policies achieved by Local and Regional Economic 

Development projects and programs. Narrative research has been developed to probe complex contexts where 

traditional research tools are not as effective. The specific method Mesopartner and SISTME are using is 

based on a methodology developed by the company Cognitive Edge. 

Since effects that allow scaling up in complex contexts are difficult to measure using conventional indicators, 

the intention is to collect narratives that describe both experiences of scaling-up as well as the factors that 

encourage or hinder them. Included in the research are experiences from other regions of the world in order 

for us to learn from them and understand the specificities of the situation in Latin America. 

What do we mean by narrative sensemaking? What is a narrative?  

Narrative sensemaking entails listening to the different voices from the community of LED practitioners, 

through the recounting of experiences (narrative) and their classification by the narrators themselves. Stories 

of failure also have their place here, since we usually learn a lot more from our failures than our successes.  

A distinctive feature of narrative sense-making when compared with conventional methodologies is 

disintermediation. This means basically cutting out the interpretation of consultants and allowing local actors 

to classify their narratives using categories or labels, also referred to as signifiers. Dyads or triads of 

distinctive terms are used to enable respondents to give their narratives and perceptions a quantitative 

framework. This produces a unique combination of objectivity, statistically rigorous figures, and a rich 

context provided by the anecdotal data. 

How do you participate in the LED narratives? 

 

The survey of LED narratives will be open until the end of October 2013. Anyone 

associated with the LED approach can participate, your contribution will help to explore and 

analyze the current reality in order to build the future of the LED approach in our region. 

Contribute and classify your own stories at: 
http://tinyurl.com/p2z8ol2  

 

http://www.mesopartner.com/
http://www.sistme.com/
http://tinyurl.com/p2z8ol2


What will happen to the narratives collected?  

Once the various narratives have been collected, an interpretation workshop will be organized. There the 

consultants will present the data in a friendly way and invite the client to play with the information and draw 

their own interpretation. It is hoped that this exercise will help to identify important factors connected to 

reaching scale as a result of the analysis of the patterns emerging from the capture of a large number of 

stories. These signs can help anticipate future trends and support decision-making about future strategies and 

interventions. In this way, narrative sensemaking complements the thematic study, which as a whole seeks to 

give guidance to the client in relation to LED issues over the coming years. 

With the results of the analysis, the client, other donors, governments and implementers of programs and/or 

policies that have an LED approach will be able to identify the factors that contributed to their expansion and 

replicability in larger-scale public policies, while respecting the complex framework that characterizes the 

subject area. 
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