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Abstract: Learn more about a promising follow-up, participatory group process designed to document the results

of Extension educational efforts within complex, real-life settings. The method, known as Ripple Effect Mapping,

uses elements of Appreciative Inquiry, mind mapping, and qualitative data analysis to engage program

participants and other community stakeholders to reflect upon and visually map the intended and unintended

changes produced by Extension programming. The result is not only a powerful technique to document impacts,

but a way to engage and re-energize program participants.

Introduction

Evaluating the changes in groups, organizations, or communities resulting from Extension programming is
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difficult and challenging (Smith & Straughn, 1983), yet demonstrating impacts is critical for continued

investment (Rennekamp & Arnold, 2009).

Ripple Effect Mapping (REM), is a promising method for conducting impact evaluation that engages program

and community stakeholders to retrospectively and visually map the "performance story" (Mayne, 1999; Baker,

Calvert, Emery, Enfield, & Williams, 2011) resulting from a program or complex collaboration. REM employs

elements of Appreciative Inquiry, mind mapping, and qualitative data analysis.

REM was used to conduct an impact analysis of the Horizons program, an 18-month community-based

program delivered to strengthen leadership to reduce poverty. The method (Kollock, 2011) was piloted in

Washington, Idaho, and North Dakota Horizons communities to illustrate outcomes of the program over time.

While there were minor process variations in each state, the REM technique in all three states utilized maps to

illustrate to community members what was accomplished as well as furthered their enthusiasm for taking

action on issues.

Background

Historically, the standard approach for impact evaluation has been experimental research. Yet critics of

experimental approaches emphasize that these designs are often politically unfeasible and yield very little

useful information on a program's implementation or its context (Patton, 2002).

REM, an example of qualitative methodology based on open-ended group interviewing, provides "respectful

attention to context" (Greene, 1994: 538) and better addresses the concerns of program stakeholders. The

participatory group aspect of this method engages participants and others to produce high-quality evaluation

data and increases the likelihood of future collective action.

REM is a form of mind mapping, a diagramming process that represents connections hierarchically (Eppler,

2006:203). A fundamental concept behind REM is radiant thinking (Buzan, 2003), which refers to the brain's

associative thought processes that derive from a central point and form links between integrated concepts

(Wheeler & Szymanski, 2005; Bernstein, 2000). This makes REM an ideal tool for brainstorming, memorizing,

and organizing.

Description of the Method

The steps involved in Ripple Effect Mapping are:

Identifying the intervention: REM is best conducted for in-depth program interventions or collaborations

that are expected to produce broad or deep changes in a group, organization, or community.

Scheduling the event and inviting participants: The REM process includes both direct program participants

and non-participant stakeholders. This latter group offers a unique perspective and a form of external

validation to verify the "performance stories" of program participants. Ultimately, a group of eight to 15

participants is ideal.

Appreciative Inquiry Interviews: At the beginning of the REM event, participants are paired up and

instructed to interview each other about particular ways the program affected their lives or particular

achievements or successes they have experienced as a result of the program (Cooperrider & Whitney,

2007).

Mapping: The core of the session involves group mapping, using Mind Mapping software (Donaldson,

2010) or papers and tape on a wall, to brainstorm and hierarchically map the effects or "ripples" of the

intervention. This process engages the entire group and provides opportunities for participants to make
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connections among program effects. The process is co-led by a facilitator and a "mapper" and is typically

completed in one to two hours.

Cleaning, Coding, and Analysis: After the session, the evaluator may need to reorganize the mind map

and collect additional detail by interviewing other participants. The data produced in the mapping process

can be downloaded into a spreadsheet program and coded in a variety of ways. For example, the

"ripples" can be coded as short-term knowledge, skill, or attitude changes; medium-term behavior

changes; and long-term changes in conditions. Furthermore, these changes in conditions can be coded

using the Community Capitals Framework (Emery & Flora, 2006; Rasmussen, Armstrong, & Chazdon,

2011).

Benefits and Limitations

REM is:

Simple and cheap. Mind mapping software is available for free or at low cost. It is efficient to gather

participants together for one face-to-face meeting rather than to conduct individual interviews.

Able to capture impacts of complex work. The technique successfully documents both intended and

unintended effects of Extension work. For example, Extension programming often succeeds at building

social capital (trust and connections among people). This method allows participants to describe the

connections they've built as well as what these connections led to.

An effective communication tool. The visual nature of ripple maps makes them very useful as a tool to

share program effects with stakeholders such as funders or local officials.

Motivating. As REM engages participants and stakeholders, it also creates positive energy for further

collective action.

The limitations of REM are the risk of bias in participant selection and in data collection. The assembled

participants may not have complete information about all the outcomes of a program and may not provide

examples of negative consequences. One way to overcome these limitations is to conduct supplementary

interviews with additional stakeholders after the session has been completed and to probe for negative

consequences during the session.

Example with Map

Figure 1 shows a portion of one community's Ripple Effect Map from the Horizons program. This section of a

map features examples of first, second, and third order "ripples" from the program. The map illustrates the

Fort Yates Horizons program, which conducted a study circles conversation that then led to community garden

development. The community garden project spurred the town to a Native Garden partnership with the Tribe,

which ultimately led to significant grants to support cultural understanding and assist those with limited

resources.  

Figure 1.

A Segment of a Ripple Effect Map
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Conclusion

REM is a useful tool for impact analysis of Extension programming and may be particularly well suited for

complex interventions or collaborations. Compared with other methods, it is straightforward, cost effective,

and, most important, has the potential to generate further movement towards group, organizational, or

community goals. We invite program staff and evaluators in other states to try this method out and engage

with us in dialogue about the many uses, benefits, and limitations of this approach.
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