
Michigan Humanities Council Heritage Grants Program

“How-To” Guide for your Significant Changes Process

Overview of the Significant Changes Process
Significant Changes Process (SCP) is a participatory evaluation approach focused on stories of 
change generated by persons connected to a project or endeavor.  The stories told by project 
participants or audiences provide insight into the types of change occurring as a consequence 
of the project.  Most stories describe personal change experiences, but depending on the 
participants’ experiences and perspective on the program, stories may describe organizational 
changes, policy changes, or other social change. The process of determining which story or 
stories are “most significant” is an opportunity for decision-makers to connect with what’s 
happening through the project or program, and to discuss what they feel is most significant—
and why.  Review of significant change stories to identify the most significant can occur at 
several levels of an organization or effort.  For example, in the Heritage Grants program, 
individual grantees can review significant change stories authored by their participants and 
contacts, choose the most significant, and forward to the Michigan Humanities Council, which 
can then review significant change stories forwarded by many grantees and discuss which is 
most significant.  Although the process works to identify a “most significant” change, don’t 
let the title of the method fool you: one of the important consequences of the process is 
raising awareness of many outcomes and benefits of a program, and regardless of which is 
ultimately deemed “most” significant, awareness of them all will be heightened by the 
process. 

SCP doesn’t require formal training in evaluation—just an ability to follow a process and speak 
candidly with others about the consequences of a project.  It is also a flexible approach that 
can be used to uncover outcomes and benefits emerging from nearly any type of project or 
program.  Because it involves many people throughout an effort in discussions of what’s 
significant, it’s particularly useful in the early stages of a new effort, when it can help shape 
understanding of varied potential purposes and benefits of a program.  This makes the 
method a good fit for the Heritage Grants Program. 

The SCP process was developed by Rick Davies in 1996 as part of his doctoral dissertation on 
organizational learning in nongovernmental aid organizations.  At the time, he was seeking 
methods for evaluating a rural development program in Bangladesh.  A very useful guide on 
the process was authored by Davies and Jess Dart.  This 2005 publication is called, The ‘Most 
Significant Change’ (MSC) Technique: A Guide to its Use, and most of the information in this 
guide is derived from that larger manual, which can be downloaded from http://
mande.co.uk.  We have used a different name for the process—Significant Changes, as 
opposed to “Most” Significant Change—because we want to deemphasize ideas of competition 
and ranking for our purposes in using the process.


About This Guide

This guide describes seven steps for Heritage Grantees to take to implement an SCP process 
for their grants.  It discusses some of the primary variations in Heritage Grants that should be 
accounted for when designing your SCP process. 
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Seven Steps
The seven steps are: 

1. Choose who should be approached to share a significant change story.   
2. Draft a question for each group of participants you plan to approach that aligns with 

their program experience. 
3. Develop your data-collection plan. 
4. Assemble a review group. 
5. Distribute stories to reviewers. 
6. Conduct your review meeting. 
7. Process and write up results. 

Some grantees might already have an evaluation plan—for example, you might have another 
grant also supporting your project, and you might have developed an evaluation plan for 
another funder.  It’s entirely appropriate and likely to be advantageous to embed the SCP 
process into your existing project evaluation (as opposed to doing the SCP process as an add-
on to your evaluation plan).  To the extent that your evaluation plan includes opportunities 
for audience surveys and/or interviews with contributors and collaborators, you already have 
the space and tools to pursue the questions about change that are at the heart of the SCP 
process. 

Step 1: Decide Who You Will Approach to Ask for a Significant Change Story

In the first step of the process you need to decide who to ask about the significant change(s) 
they have experienced or observed as a consequence of your Heritage Grant.  This may 
include: 

● Staff/designers of the project 
● Program contributors and collaborators 
● Discussants 
● Observers or visitors 

Staff and program designers may experience change in their perspectives on issues of race 
and culture; change in their views of the humanities and history as a medium for the 
exploration of issues of race and culture; or changes in their ideas about their organizational 
mission or opportunities, to name a few possibilities.  

Program contributors and collaborators may be those providing critical content to your final 
grant-funded product—the history, experiences, and expressions at the center of the effort.  
Their significant change stories are likely to be tied to the opportunities they have had to 
express themselves, either individually or (depending on your project) in the company of 
others.  Their significant changes might be about the meaning they derive from the 
experience, changes in sense of self, new relationships with others, new perspectives on 
identity, new feelings about the community, changed aspirations, or more. 
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Discussants may be participating in a community conversation or other structured opportunity 
to discuss the issues, history, or inequities at the center of your project.  Their significant 
change experiences might relate to changes in perspectives, relationships, behaviors, or 
commitments, for example. 

Observers or visitors are those viewing an exhibit, performance, documentary, or other 
product.  Their significant changes might relate to knowledge and understanding, 
perspectives, or commitments. 

These descriptions are only examples to illustrate the range of possibilities and the diversity 
of roles and experiences that may present in your project.   In deciding who to approach to 
ask for a significant change story or reflection, we need to be thoughtful about the various 
ways in which people connect with the project and the types of changes we think it 
reasonable to anticipate as a consequence of the work.  Your project may have one primary 
group of people who may experience change through the project, or it may have several 
different clusters of people playing different types of roles and having different but important 
change experiences.  In step one, the key challenge is to identify the options and make 
choices about the types of people who will be asked to contribute stories of change.  It’s up 
to each grantee to decide what makes sense given their program plan and context. 

Step 2: Develop Forms and Question Language 

In the second step of the process, you will adapt or develop the question(s) your respondents 
are asked and the forms you use to record their stories.   

The form you use, and the way you frame your question(s), needs to be a good fit to the 
experience the intended respondents have had.  We wouldn’t ask someone who spent 30 
minutes looking at an exhibit to write a full page, front and back, about a significant change 
they experienced as a consequence of their viewing of the exhibit and why they selected the 
particular change that they did to write about.  A question requiring such an extensive 
response is disproportionate to the amount of time they have spent engaging with your 
content.  It might actually take someone longer to respond to the form than they spent 
reviewing your exhibit! 

By the same token, if you’ve worked with a core group of participants over a period of weeks 
and months, you shouldn’t limit your “ask” in the SCP process to a one-line response.  These 
types of contributors have given significant time to the work and among them will be found 
some powerful stories.  

In developing questions and forms, you want to achieve a good match between the demands 
made of respondents and the intensity and duration of their experience with the project.  You 
also want to ensure that the language you use is clear and culturally appropriate.  In some 
cases it may not be possible for the appropriate participants to provide you with a written 
response; they may need to be verbally interviewed.  When responses are longer and more 
personal, we need to consider confidentiality and we need to provide respondents with 
information about how stories may be used. 

We are providing some templates for your use.  These range from shorter forms and 
questions, appropriate for “audiences” or other consumers of content having a low-intensity 
contact with your project (i.e., persons not playing a creative or generative role in the 
project), to longer forms, appropriate for those with significant investment of time in the 
work and a high-intensity contact with the project.  While these are a good starting place, 
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you’ll need to evaluate their fit to your potential respondents and to tailor them where 
necessary.  

Step 3: Develop Your Data-Collection Plan

Once you’ve identified those persons who you will ask for a story and you have customized 
your forms and tools, the next step is your data-collection plan.  A data-collection plan 
identifies who is collecting the stories, when stories are being collected, and approximately 
how many people within each target group are being approached.   

Unless you are working with a very small target group, you’re going to need to sample as you 
collect significant change stories—only a portion of your potential respondents will supply 
stories.  If your intended audience is very large, you’ll approach only a small fraction.  If your 
intended audience is very small, you’ll be approaching a larger fraction. 

In steps 5 and 6, we’ll be looking at the process of reviewing significant change stories.  
During the data-collection planning process, it’s important to envision your review effort and 
to focus specifically on the stack of stories you’ll ask reviewers to read.  How much is enough?  
How much is too much?  As a rough guide, we suggest that you expect reviewers to give you 
two hours of face-to-face meeting time and two hours of advance reading.  Two hours of 
advance reading might equate to about 50 single sided pages, or about 50 long stories or 100 
½ page survey responses, or some combination of both.  (If you’re interested in a broader 
data collection effort, then a lead staff person might need to do an initial review to identify 
the top stories to share with reviewers.) 

Your sampling plan should be designed to yield the amount of data you’ve decided that you 
can process.  A “sampling plan” explains how those asked to provide a story will be selected 
from among the array of people who would be eligible to contribute a story.  A good sampling 
plan doesn’t exclude whole groups who are likely to have a different perspective than those 
who are asked to provide a story.  For example, if a museum were to sample visitors to an 
exhibit and decided to approach all the visitors who came on Tuesday mornings in May, it’s 
likely that these visitors would include a larger share of retirees than the pool of weekend 
visitors.  A good sampling plan in this case might include weekday and weekend data-
collection opportunities, as well as day and evening times.   If visitors are being approached 
by staff to complete a survey, a counting method helps guard against unintentional selection 
bias—for example, staff can approach every third person to request a survey. 

Your data-collection plan should include the following: 

• Who will collect stories/reflections 
• The dates and times for data collection 
• If sampling is used, the basis for selecting respondents from among the pool of eligible 

respondents 
• The intended volume of stories overall and among each target group 
• Interim progress monitoring and troubleshooting timelines 
• Where stories will be stored and who will have access to them 
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Step 4: Assemble a Review Team

Significant change stories expand our thinking about what is possible and desirable. They are 
meant to be read and discussed by people who manage and shape an organization and/or its 
projects and programs.   

Reviewers should be..... 
● Knowledgeable about and committed to your exhibit, performance, documentary, etc., 

and your organization and its mission 
● Willing to spend a couple of hours reading stories and a couple of hours discussing 

them 
● Ideally, reviewers should have long-term responsibility to your organization, so they 

can put the knowledge gained through the process into service for your organization 

They might be found among... 
● Your leadership or board 
● Your staff 
● Your partners and advisors 

If possible, it’s better to have reviewers who have not been asked to generate stories of 
significant change themselves.  When reviewers include the authors of stories, it can create a 
competitive climate in the review process.  If it makes sense for other reasons to get stories 
from the same people you ask to review, you will need to adopt some norms in your review 
process that alleviate these pressures. 

Your review team might be as small as 3 or 4 or as large as 12 or 14.  What’s important is that 
people who are committed to the organization and invested in the project have the 
opportunity to participate in considering these pieces of evidence about the project’s 
consequences.   

Step 5: Distribute Stories to Reviewers

While this step is reasonably straightforward, there are a few tips to make it simpler and 
easier.  First, each story needs an identification number to help reviewers refer to specific 
stories.  A sequential number can be imposed on each form (we like to use a red magic 
marker).  Second, we strongly encourage you to digitize stories and distribute them 
electronically, as opposed to distributing originals.  An all-in-one printer should be all you 
need to scan stories and convert them to .pdf documents. 

Third, if you generated too many stories for reviewers to process, you might ask a staff 
person to do an initial review to filter out stories that are felt to be less significant, or you 
might engage in a two-step review in which reviewers each take responsibility for a subset of 
stories and nominate some to advance to the next stage of the process, for every reviewer to 
read.   

Fourth, reviewers should be provided with a template for recording their reactions to the 
stories and given an up-front explanation of how the review meeting will be conducted.  
Minimally, they should be prompted to record their reactions and the reasons they particularly 
valued a story (or not). Some grantees may decide to have reviewers score a story in advance 
of the meeting, for example on a 1-10 scale where 10 is “highly significant” and 1 is “not 
significant.”   Where scoring is used in advance of the review meeting, it can prepare 
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reviewers to identify their favored story or stories, and enable them to participate in various 
selection methods, such as voting. 

Step 6: Conduct the Review Meeting and Choose Your Top Five

In your review meeting, make time for individual reviewers to nominate a particular story 
they found compelling and to explain what was compelling about it.  You may find that 
reviewers are drawn to the same stories, or it may be that there are various different stories 
that are compelling, for different reasons.   

If you collected stories in different formats from groups with different levels of investment 
and involvement in the process (i.e., “low intensity,” “moderate intensity,” “high intensity”), 
you may wish to select a “top five” set of stories of each type (as opposed to selecting a top 
five overall).  Selecting “most significant” stories can be done through a consensus-building 
process, through majority rule voting or dot voting, through scoring, or some combination.  
The review team should take some ownership of the process so that members feel good about 
the process and outcome.  Most important, the discussion should dedicate significant time to 
going beyond identification of compelling stories to a discussion of why the stories were 
compelling and what the implications are for your future work. 

Step 7: Process and Write up Your Results

The results of your SCP process are of great interest to the Michigan Humanities Council and a 
required element of your final report.  Please respond to the reporting questions and submit 
copies of your top five significant stories, as well as “contender” stories that may not have 
been selected as one of the top five, but nonetheless provide important insights into your 
work and its impact on contributors, collaborators, and/or audiences.
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