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Guidance on developing Stories of Change to show Cedar Outcomes 

 
 
 
Introduction 

 
The focus of this guidance is how to produce stories of change or outcome focused case 
studies that are useful evidence for both ongoing learning and evaluation purposes.  As part 
of the evaluation of the Cedar programme, local projects will need to gather fuller qualitative 

evidence of the impact of the programme.   This guidance will assist projects to develop 
appropriate stories of change to provide such evidence as part of their self-evaluation 
approach.  Whilst not essential, some projects may also have the resources to develop 
fuller or further stories using external evaluation support.   
 
We hope that projects will share their stories to enable the Cedar National Project to build a 

national bank of evidence of the impact of Cedar for children, young people and mothers 
and for professionals and agencies.  The annual December Evaluation Forum will be an 
opportunity to share stories and other evidence.  
 
Stories of change are short written accounts that help to communicate the important 
changes that have happened as a result of your activities. They describe the nature of the 
work being done, the changes that happen as a result and the challenges along the way.  
They may draw on feedback and accounts from group participants, coordinators and co-
facilitators, LAG members and others.   We envisage that they will build on Cedar Snaps by 
developing fuller accounts focusing more directly on whether or not outcomes have been 
achieved.  
 
Q:  What are stories of change for? 
 
A:  Stories of change or case studies are used for varied purposes and so can be written in 
different styles; for example, they could be for publicity, training or evaluation purposes.  
Here we are looking for stories to be a useful form of qualitative evidence, to complement 

statistical information and Cedar Snaps.  These stories will help to communicate the 
richness and quality of the work more fully and make sense of the progress, results and 
challenges encountered.  They should demonstrate a fair, balanced and reflective view of 
the outcomes achieved, so that they can be a valuable source of learning as the 
programme progresses and useful in demonstrating Cedar outcomes to funders and 
commissioners.    
 
 



2 
 

Q:  What should they be about?  
 
A:  Stories of change can be written about any aspect of the Cedar programme.  Whilst 
many will focus on outcomes for children, young people and mothers, they should also look 
at the professional and agency outcomes.  Ideally, they will address the specific outcomes 
that projects are working towards and demonstrate whether or not those outcomes have 
been achieved and the factors that are helping or hindering that success.   
 
Q: How do we decide which stories we need? 
A:  Gathering and writing stories offers a chance to take a closer look at your work; the 
practicalities, challenges and successes.  So for example, one could focus on the story for 
an individual child or family or Cedar group, whether or not it is unique or a commonly 
shared story.   Another might focus on a particular professional or agency or on the 
experience of the LAG.  You could decide to have a story on a theme – perhaps something 
that keeps cropping up or which you think might provide some valuable insights worth 
sharing.  Examples might be mother-child relationships, safety planning or assessments.  
Each story should have a clear specific focus, but as a set, stories of change should ‘bring 
the project to life’ for the reader.  In making your selection, think about what will best show 
your efforts to achieve the main outcomes you are working towards, even if you think that 
they haven’t been achieved or that it is too early to judge.   
 
Q:  How should these stories be analysed? 
A:  A good way to analyse the stories of change would be to share them as a set at a Local 
Advisory Group alongside other evidence such a Post Group Reviews, Cedar Snaps and 
statistics; all this data can be analysed collectively using the Full Cycle Inquiry process by 

being shared as part of the observation stage of the cycle.  Annual Evaluation Forums will 
also be a chance to share and analyse stories across the Cedar programme.  
 
Q:  How many do we need? 
A:  There isn’t a fixed number and more is not necessarily better.  It will depend on the 
decisions you take about the range of topics you wish to cover and the stage of the project.   
For guidance, 3-6 stories in a year should be sufficient to cover the range of outcomes.   
 
Q:  When should we produce stories of change? 
A:  Think about suitable stories of change throughout your work.  Participant feedback and 
Cedar Snaps might flag up some potential stories.   The Post Group Review process may 
also highlight possibilities.  It could be standing item on the LAG meeting agenda, so that 
people are encouraged to propose suitable topics or individuals.  Stories involving Cedar 
group participants should only be gathered after the 12 week programme has ended.   
 
Q:  Who should write the stories of change? 
A:  Anyone can write a story and this guidance contains some useful tips.  Writing a story 
will mean pulling together data from different sources, drawing on monitoring data, group 
participant feedback and individual testimony and group discussions to create a clear 
account.  Stories will need a lead ‘author’.  Who does this might depend on the focus of the 
story; for example, a children’s group coordinator might develop one of a family; a LAG 
member might offer to draft one about a co-facilitator or could interview a mother.  In all 
cases, stories should be shared with those who are the ‘subjects’ so that they can comment 
and agree a final version.  People who are the focus of a story may wish to write or record it 
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for themselves or have good ideas for getting the messages across.   It may also be 
possible to encourage peer interviewing amongst professionals, mothers or young people.  
If you do have access to someone who has research or writing skills they may be able to 
assist you.  Sharing your draft stories with a friendly but critical reader will also help to 
improve the quality. 
 
Q:  Won’t this take up too much time? 
A:  It will be best to produce stories as you go along, rather than attempting to write them all 
at once.   If you work in this way, you will have a full set from which to select those most 
useful for an annual report or evaluation report.  This approach makes the best use of what 
you already know and do.  Once you start to think about possible stories as you go about 
your work, you will be in a better position to find and pull together the information you need, 
without taking the time to brief someone else who has less knowledge of the work.  You will 
then be able to make more use of the stories for learning as the work proceeds and so get 
better value from them.   
 
Q:  What other advice do you have about writing?  
A:  In terms of length, 400-800 words should be enough for most purposes.  The style 
should be as clear as possible.  The Plain English Campaign website provides advice on 
clear writing.  They work well if written in the first person.  You can add in statistics or 
images if they help to communicate your message.   
 
Q:  Are there some basic ethical rules we should follow? 
A:  As a general rule, stories of Cedar group participants should be anonymous with no 
details that may inadvertently reveal the identity of the people involved.  Stories of 
professionals, agencies or local Cedar projects need not necessarily be anonymous: in 
such cases, writers should secure the explicit permission of those involved with agreement 
about how the story will be used.   
 
Q:  Are images a good way to get the message across? 
A:  Images and other formats are certainly useful to help make messages more accessible, 
but they need to match the core message and focus of the story and there will need to be a 
balance of images and explanatory text.  Similar ethical considerations apply to the choice 
of images.     
 
Q:  Can I get further advice? 
A:  See the Cedar website for existing examples of stories of change.  The Cedar Stories of 
Practice may also be helpful and we have provided a small number of annotated examples 
to guide you in developing new stories.  Further examples will be added.  The Cedar 
National Project can provide further support and advice including feedback on drafts and 
telephone advice to get you started.  Just get in touch. 
 
We are proposing to hold a practical story workshop on Friday 11 October 2013 when we 
hope that projects will bring along draft stories to develop further. 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/
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Further practical guidance 

 

 
This section provides checklists of questions to ask and guidance in developing stories of 
change.  
 
1.  Selecting stories 
To help discussion and selection of suitable stories, consider: 
 

What do we know about what children, 

young people, mothers and others value 

about Cedar? 

What are we confident about that seems 

important to our success?  

What are we doing that feels important to 

share because it is innovative or has been 

crucial for our project? 

What has surprised us? 

 

Is anything happening here which is at 

odds with our expectations or what the 

statistics suggest?  

What do we think is unique to our project? 

What has been a big challenge that we 

have found ways to tackle? 

Who have we not managed to attract or 

retain either as group participant, facilitators 

or LAG members? 

What are we struggling with? 

 
2. Structuring stories 
These headings can be used to help structure stories.  Whilst they follow a chronological 
order, it will be possible to vary this to make sure the material is interesting to the reader.   
 
1. In the beginning:   

Think about who is likely to be 

interested in this story 

Outline the context or situation  

 Introduce the main people in the story 

Briefly describe how things were at the 

starting point 

 

2. Along the way: 

Describe the activities, events or 

examples that are most relevant 

Highlight any insights or ‘ah-ha’ 

moments 

 

3. By now/in the end: 

Say what happened as a result 

Describe any limitations or 

challenges to progress 

Show how the subjects of the story 

interpret or explain how things are  

Show any different perspectives, 

interpretations or limitations of what is 

known 
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3. Twelve Steps to Good Quality  
 
This checklist covers context, content, clarity, credibility and trustworthiness.  Attention to all 
these factors will help to ensure good quality stories of change. 
 
Context 1) Set the scene by giving sufficient information about the project and the 

context it is working in, but don’t go into lots of detail. 
 

Content 2) Ensure that the content is understandable to someone not familiar with 
the project.  Be concise without extensive ‘backstory’ or description.  

 
3) Write in plain language without jargon.   
 
4) Use personal, emotional and humorous elements to help readers to 

understand what taking part has meant to those involved. 

 
5) Use some direct quotes; shorten them if necessary but don’t ‘tidy-up’ 

the language. 
 
6) Be wary of being either over dramatic or reducing content to a list of 

bullet points; be honest about the messiness. 
 

Clarity of 
relevance to 
outcomes 
 

7) Make sure stories are relevant to the specific outcomes of the project 
but also do justice to the particular experience of the people involved. 

 
8) Check that the main messages are clear and give a sense of the 

learning and the journey involved. 
 
9) Help the reader to make their own informed judgement about what has 

taken place; detailed insights and subject explanations will assist them. 
 

Credibility and 
trustworthiness  

10) Check that each story is believable and credible.  Make sure the voice 
of the people who are central to the story comes across.  Collaborate 
with the ‘subjects’ to enhance the credibility and trustworthiness.   
 

11) Strengthen credibility by blending the voices of Cedar group 
participants with other perspectives and data. 

 
12) Put together a set of stories of change that cover a comprehensive 

range of the desired outcomes of the project and including the highs 
and lows of the experience. 

 


