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Grounded, in its simplest form, is a 
feedback loop from people on the ground 
to people in power. The aim is to give 
policymakers access to real-time data about 
people’s service interactions. Not just any 
people, but those living on the margins, 
whose needs cross justice, health, and 
social care systems. And not just real-time 
data, but real-time ethnographic data, 
rich with nuance and ’thick description’ 
capturing every day lived experience. 

Four system inefficiencies 
We’ve started with the lived experiences 
of street-involved adults in downtown 
Toronto. At the drop-in centre where we’ve 
been spending our time, we’re seeing the 
effects of (1) ineffectual social services, (2) 
inaccessible social service, (3) overutilized 
social services, and (4) underutilized social 
services. All four scenarios produce real 
inefficiencies for government.

Curious to get underneath the obvious, we 
started following the folks experiencing 
lousy outcomes to identify what’s getting 
in the way, as well as what’s enabling 
helpful support. This is how Grounded first 
emerged: us walking alongside individuals 
to see the nuance of their service 
engagements.

Take Matt, for example, 43 years old and 

living on the streets and in shelters for the 
past 20 years. When Matt decided it was 
time to get housed, he went to a Provincial 
Government funded housing program. 

After an hour wait, and a 45 minute 
meeting, where Matt was asked to fill out 
many forms and provide information that 
he did not have, the housing worker told 
Matt that the organisation does not have 
their own housing pool to offer folks. 
Rather, the housing worker could search 
craigslist and Kijji listings on Matt’s behalf. 
Moreover, the housing worker told Matt 
that he was number 18 on her caseload 
and it would probably take a month for 
her to get to work on his case. Matt left 
discouraged and with reduced motivation. 

Data, but for whom?
Fascinated by the details of Matt’s service 
experience, we asked ourselves: who else 
would be interested in this type of data? 
Whilst there is some quantitative data 
on service usage, we didn’t know of any 
data source that described extreme users’ 
experience with services over time. In fact, 
extreme users are lopped off of most data 
sets as the ‘anomalies’ despite the fact 
they are more costly to systems than the 
average users.

We wondered whether ‘not knowing about 

extreme users’ was a pain point for civil 
servants charged with social policy and 
program development. So we reached out 
to civil servants at different levels and in 
different roles to hear their perspectives. 
Could rich narratives plus aggregated 
ethnographic data fill a gap in the policy 
process? Could it facilitate problem 
definition, option setting, implementation, 
and/or monitoring & evaluation? 

We decided we needed a field trip to 
Ottawa to find out more.

What is grounded?



How do we collect data of people’s service 
experiences? Can it be self-reported? Or 
is live observation required? Debriefing 
with people like Matt, after their service 
experiences, proved to be difficult. They 
were so used to waiting and encountering 
red tape, they didn’t always clock the 
barriers. And their sense of time was often 
skewed by their frustrations. 

A new role
We decided to test a new role: the recorder. 
A recorder would accompany people to 
services, document what was unfolding, 
and capture the person’s interpretations 
afterwards. sWould a recorder be a peer? 
A drop-in centre worker? An outside 
volunteer?  Anthropology students?

A new tool
To enable Recorders to document what was 
happening, we needed a tool: some sort of 
notebook with prompts for charting out the 
person’s service journey and the chang-
es in mood and body language over the 
course of the interaction.

Testing roles and tools
A visit from 8 policy and program folks 
from Austin, Texas gave us the first oppor-
tunity to try out the volunteer Recorder 
role and Notebook. 

Heaps of questions surfaced: is the volun-
teer positioned as a neutral observer, as a 
friend, or as an advocate? How could the 
tool be simplified, and underplayed?

A new process & format
Once we had data, the bigger question 
was: how to analyze and present? After 
trying multiple ways of coding the data, we 

settled on pulling out four constructs: (1) 
expected outcomes, (2) actual outcomes, 
(3) barriers, and (4) enablers.  Displaying 
this data went through multiple iterations 
too - what kind of infographics, photos and 
media should be included? How would 
different formats change how the data was 
interpreted? Only a beta-test would give us 
the answers.

                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
 

Building grounded
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With a very draft dataset in tow, we headed to Ottawa, 
to test our underlying hunch: 

Too many policymakers feel 
removed from people on-the 
ground, and lack a feedback loop 
of how policies and programs are 
playing out.

 
Our hunch was right. Out of the 29 folks who in 
Ottawa, 19 or 66% responded with “yes” they felt 
that this assumption was true.  Only 3 people said this 
assumption was false. Civil servants noted the political 
context is changing, and there might be greater 
appetite for experiential data. Apparently, Justin “wants 
to hear from real Canadians”. 

It is one thing for federal civil servants to realise a gap 
in their knowledge, but quite another to actually use 
ethnographic data in the briefing and policymaking 
process. Here, there was far more push back. As one 
civil servant noted, “It doesn’t matter whether I feel 
that your assumption is true or not, the real question 
is, is this data relevant?” Civil servants repeatedly said 
they could only “push information up the line” and 
that this kind of data would get stripped from briefs as 
it went through the approval process. Justin might be 
supportive of this kind of data, but deputy ministers 
might not be. Qualitative data did not fit the definition 
of rigorous and representative evidence. 

We asked 
policy 
makers 
how true 
this pain 
point felt 
personally.  

False

Somewhat

True

Using Grounded



We wondered how we might position 
Grounded to give it more legitimacy. So we 
tested four different framings of Grounded. 
Would it be more attractive as a database, a 
rating system, a new kind of citizen market 
research, or a brokerage service? Here’s how 
civil servants responded: 

Very 

Very Very 

Very Somewhat

Somewhat Somewhat

SomewhatNot at all

Not at all Not at all

Not at all

#1. Statscan - but the live, 
qualitative version.

- live, in-depth stories of people on 
the margins, often left out of the 
census.

#3. Software error reporting - but for 
social policy ‘bugs’

- user feedback of what’s not working 
to enable better policy updates

#2. Nielsen ratings - but for social 
services, not TV.

-citizen market research of service 
experiences.

#4. A service connecting 
policymakers directly with people

-ways for civil servants to meet users 
and collect data

Which of these sentences is 
the most compelling way of 
thinking about Grounded?



We envision Grounded as an online 
platform. But before investing in the tech, 
we created a paper version of a website, 
with 16 different pages. Instead of digital 
pages, we had booklets. Instead of 
hyperlinks, we directed users to the next 
booklet.  There were 4 kinds of booklets:

a person’s profile, 

a person’s experience visiting a service, 

aggregated data about visits to one service 
sector (such as housing, the court system, 
health), and 

the total data aggregated across all the 
service sectors. 

The matrix

The paper prototype

Mark-ups

We tracked civil servants journey through 
the data, asking them to number their 
booklets and highlight the information of 
note. 

We also asked civil servants to write down 
which pieces of information they could 
use in a policy brief versus which pieces of 
information were unclear or irrelevant. 



We concluded the beta-test by asking civil 
servants to rate which features of Grounded were 
most important to them. “Real-time snapshots of 
how policies and programs are playing out on the 
ground” was the most popular.

What features of grounded are 
most and least important?

= Most Important = Least Important

A. A pipeline to people.
Not filtered through service delivery or advocacy 
organizations. 

B. Rich, empathy-building narratives of people 
living on the margins

C. Real time snapshots of how policy and 
programs are playing out.

D. Aggregated data across social service sectors, 
and governmental levels. See (mis)alignments.

E. On-the-ground professional development 
opportunities. 

F. Therapeutic storytelling opportunities for 
people living on the margins.

A
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Not surprisingly, civil servants’ reactions 
ranged from very excited to very critical. 

The very excited had roles in government 
with an innovation remit. Access to 
ethnographic data is what they want, 
but privacy concerns prevent them from 
collecting it themselves. The very critical 
struggled to see the value of the data. 
Many of their questions revolved around 
the very nature of ethnographic data and 
its reliability and validity. 
• “How would Grounded be able to 

balance between facts and emotions?” 
• “What about the bias of the recorder?”
• “How much analysis needs to be done 

to the data?”
• “Is this analysed data still considered 

’grounded’?”

Policy briefing templates as a barrier
The core perceived barrier to using the 
data was the highly structured policy 
briefing process. Many of the civil servants 
talked about the briefs they write and how 
the current templates have no room for 
narratives, quotes, or this level of detail. If 
they do ever add a human interest angle 
as an appendix, they find it rarely moves 
past the next level of eyes. Such comments 
left us with an image of briefs placed into 
mail-shoots, sucked up into a realm not 

accessible by those in the lower rungs.  

Overcoming the policy & program split
It became clear to us, whatever Grounded 
becomes, one of its challenges will be 
to shift attitudes of the people receiving 
the briefs. How would we influence each 
rung of the bureaucracy? What arguments 
would resonate, for whom? Perhaps it is 
civil servants in a programmatic role who 
should be the first adopters, rather than 
the policy analysts?  

Testing Grounded in the next few weeks 
with Municipal and Provincial Government 
folk will help to answer this question.

key learning



We came back from Ottawa with a box of 
annotated booklets, constructive critiques, 
and loads of ideas. So now is the hard part, 
deciphering what Grounded could be, for 
whom.  

Option 1: A sector-specific database
One of the core tensions of Grounded 
is how deep versus wide the data goes. 
Because we started by shadowing people, 
we have recorded a small number of 
interactions across a wide range of sectors. 
In the next version, we could zoom into 
one sector - for example, health - and only 
capture related interactions. This would 
enable us to have a larger dataset from 
which to aggregate. But, it would curtail 
what we see as one of the core strengths of 
Grounded: offering a holistic, user-centered 
view of how multiple services interact.

Option 2: Commissioned datasets
Our initial ambition was for Grounded 
to shine a light on the service barriers 
invisible to civil servants. But, we might 
need a more pragmatic start to build our 
market. As the appetite for experiential 
data grows, we could be a data provider. 
Instead of collecting data on our own 
accord, we would receive commissions 
from departments interested in a particular 
topic. If we could continue to collect data 
that wasn’t being commissioned, at the 
same time, we might increase our viability.

Option 3: A brokerage service
Another possible direction is turning 
Grounded into a service that connects 
policymakers directly with end users on-
the-ground. Right now, policymakers have 
to go through intermediary organizations 
to organize consultations or focus groups. 
These consultations and focus groups 
rarely attract the most marginalized. 
Grounded could leverage its relationships 
with these kind of end users, and help 
create meaningful interactions between 
people at the top and bottom.

Option 4: An option setting service
Civil servants gravitated towards the idea 
sections in the Grounded booklets. They 
liked the small and big ideas that the data 
offered. Another option for Grounded, then, 
is to help civil servants brainstorm policy 
options. Instead of just relying on cross-
jurisdictional scans for ideas, Grounded 
could help civil servants do a contextual 
scan for ideas. 
 
Option 5: A new media subscription
Perhaps we open Grounded up as a new 
source of information for foundations, 
government funders, professional bodies, 
and journalists. Just like organizations buy 
subscriptions to newspapers or academic 
databases, organizations could buy a 
subscription to Grounded. Funders could 

use the data to design better monitoring & 
evaluation frameworks. Professional bodies 
(public service administrators or social 
workers) could use the narratives to teach 
fresh ways of working with marginalized 
groups. Journalists might be able to use 
the data to find fresh angles for stories.

Option 6: A therapeutic service 
What if Grounded wasn’t geared to people 
in power, but was actually a therapeutic 
tool for people? Research with street-
involved adults has shown us the power 
storytelling, and particularly story re-
telling, has in creating an opening for 
change. We’ve found that the act of 
collecting a story, and feeding it back in a 
concrete form (as a written story or video), 
can change people’s perspective of their 
situations and increase their motivation 
and self-efficacy. Could Grounded be a 
prompt for both personal and systems 
change?

Over the next three weeks, we’ll continue 
testing Grounded with a range of 
audiences. By the end of April, we’ll make 
a decision on the direction of travel, based 
on where the momentum and feasibility 
lies. What do you think? Watch this space!

Get in touch: 
daniela@inwithforward.com 
www.torontoinout.ca 
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