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The Life Story Board as Data Collection Tool for Social Sciences Research 
 

Introduction 
 
Data collection methods in social sciences research are varied and have a rich history. 
Nonetheless, there is an ongoing need to develop new tools that may elicit better information, 
particularly among study participants from vulnerable populations. Among some of the more 
frequently used methods for mostly qualitative data are in-depth interviews, semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups, journals, and participant observation. Over the last 20 years new 
modalities such as Photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997) and Body Map (Gastaldo, et al., 2012) 
have emerged. As well, for quantitative data an interesting example is the Polling Booth Survey 
(Lowndes, et al., 2012). One promising new tool is the Vidaview Life Story Board (LSB). The 
LSB is a visual interview tool that uses a colourful play board, sets of cards, markers, and 
flexible notation system to construct a visual representation of a person’s life situation, including 
personal, family, and community facets. The LSB facilitates the conversation between 
“storyteller”- the client or interviewee; and “guide”- be it therapist or researcher, in a process of 
co-construction to translate aspects of the narrative into a visual “life-scape”. For over five years, 
the LSB has been used by counsellors and psychotherapists for clinical purposes. The success of 
using the LSB to elicit rich client information has led to explore its use as a data collection tool 
for social sciences research. The LSB was developed by Chase (2008) starting in 1995 initially 
by extending the logic of the genogram (McGoldrick et al., 2008) into a physical board game 
used in an expressive arts program in Sri Lanka with war affected children (Chase, 2000). LSB 
methods have been trialed with children in various settings in developing countries (Chase 2008) 
and with school counsellors working with newcomer students in Winnipeg schools (Chase et al., 
2012). 
 
Farber (2003) describes how both therapist and client are active in the therapy setting, observing 
and interpreting clients’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. Both participate to co-create 
meaning and observe what is created. An LSB session differs from face-to-face verbal dialogue 
as the storyboard is more the focus of attention, and with the dimension that the storyteller (be it 
client or interviewee), is both subject and observer of their own “self-schema”. This opens new 
cognitions, personal reflections, and ways to share and disclose. For the guide (interviewer) the 
LSB process opens avenues of exploration, dialogue and understanding. In the course of a 
storyboard session, connections often “come into view” as a novel experience for the storyteller.  
 
The conceptual framework of LSB methods posits three loci: the storyteller (interviewee), the 
guide (interviewer), and the storyboard. Between them are three interdependent pathways of 
communication inherent in the LSB process: dialogue between guide and storyteller; self-
reflection for the storyteller; and between storyboard and the guide. The verbal and visual 
processes enrich information gathering across a spectrum of applications- from use by therapists, 
or as a tool for qualitative research interviews. 
 
Study questions 
 
The goal of the study is to assess the utility of the LSB as a data collection tool for social 
sciences research. The research questions are: 1) How feasible is the LSB as a tool to facilitate 
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the sharing of life experiences by interviewees? 2) How effective is the LSB as a data collection 
tool of life events? 3) What aspects of the LSB process play a role in facilitating and/or hindering 
data collection? 4) How does the LSB compare with other data collection methods? 
 
Methodology 
 
The study will use a replicative case study design (Yin, 2009). "Replicative" refers to the 
replication of similar methodology in separate cases that enables a series of comparative 
analyses. Case study design has been defined as "an empirical inquiry that: a) investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, b) the boundaries between the 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident, and c) multiple sources of evidence are 
used.” (Yin, 2009).	  The study will involve five distinct cases (research projects) that have been 
using the LSB as a data collection method.  
	  
1) A Training Report to Use Life Story Board to Address the Met and Unmet Needs of 
Vancouver’s Homeless/ Street Involved Youth. A social work student researcher used the LSB to 
interviewe four homeless teenagers seeking mental health care for Covenant House, Vancouver, 
British Columbia (P. Napastiuk MSW, School of Social Work, University of Victoria).  
2) Experiences of Harm Reduction in relation to Injection Drug Use in Ottawa: Community-
Based Research Applications of the Vidaview Life Story Board Interview Tool. The primary aim 
of this study was to enhance the understanding of harm reduction practices in relation to 
injection drug use among people who use drugs in Ottawa. 24 interviews of peers conducted by 
peers using the LSB were audio-recorded, with sequential overhead photos of the lifescape. The 
study’s method of inquiry was interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA). Seven researchers 
and peer-interviewers conducted the study. 
3)  Multi-national Qualitative Study of Children’s Wellbeing. The study was conducted by the 
researchers from Red River College (Winnipeg, Manitoba) that interviewed 24 children ages 8 -
12 from child centres in Winnipeg using the LSB and their lifescapes were photographed. The 
study is part of to the larger Children’s Worlds study in 20 countries that aims to understand 
children’s subjective well-being and how they experience daily activities within their families, 
neighbourhoods and at school. Two researchers conducted the Winnipeg study. 
4) Newcomer Workers Voices Matter. The project was a participatory research with newcomer 
workers from Winnipeg food processing plants. It involved seven semi-structured, one-and-half 
hour interviews using the LSB to explore aspects of their work life. The sessions were digitally 
recorded from above the storyboard. Study objectives was to test LSB methods as a way to better 
engage newcomers, working in food processing plants, and to facilitate a novel collective 
narrative process where newcomer workers can gather to review common experiences from their 
personal stories. Three researchers conducted the study. 
5) Tools for Change: African Immigrant Women Living with HIV Use Photography and Digital 
Storytelling to Reflect on Care and Supports.  This study involved an ethnographic approach 
within established relationships between staff and a group of newcomer women within a larger 
HIV prevention and awareness project in Winnipeg. The participatory research was conducted 
with a group of immigrant and refugee women from a number of African countries connected to 
the Sexuality Education Research Centre. The purpose of the study was to generate biographical 
narratives of care and supports in order to piece together a fuller story of how care services mesh 
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in the women’s lives. The study used the LSB, in conjunction with photography. Three 
interviewers used the LSB. 
 
Data sources for the study will include: study documents from each case study, including study 
proposals, interim reports, informal documentation such as minutes of meetings, and final reports 
if completed; phone/Skype/face-to-face interviews with the 16 interviewers that conducted 
sessions with the LSB from the five projects; structured questionnaires to be filled out by the 16 
interviewers; and study participants’ data files (LSB photographs and transcripts of the LSB 
sessions). The data will be analyzed within each case, and comparatively across the five cases 
according to the following dimensions: space-time: how focused and broad the information was; 
locus of control: who had most control of the interview; directive/non-directive; purpose of the 
interview: including multiple purposes; how open or structured the interview was; interviewer 
stance: guide/leader – listener; use of metaphors; relative importance of verbal vis-à-vis pictorial; 
value of task-based process assessment; LSB adaptation to the protocol (how the LSB was 
adapted to each case’s particular goals and context); use of element sets: e.g., which ones were 
more frequently used; quality of the data obtained as per their each study’s purposes; how the 
LSB integrated and compared with other data collection methods; and insights into LSB as a 
visual language with: semantic elements (intensional and extensional), syntax, and pragmatics.  
 
Significance of the study 
 
This will be the first study to assess the LSB as a data collection tool for social sciences research. 
The findings from this study will provide rigorous information to proceed to a larger study, 
where the use of LSB will be examined across a wider spectrum of cases, including studies in 
diverse settings and working with distinct populations (e.g., studies in developed and developing 
countries, vulnerable populations, varying age groups, and so on).  This larger study will further 
assess the LSB and will provide enough information to write a textbook on the LSB as a data 
collection tool for social sciences research (aside from other peer-review articles, conference 
presentations, and workshops). The development of the LSB as a new tool for social sciences 
will fill a need for innovative ways of gaining richer information. Furthermore, it will locate 
University of Manitoba researchers as leaders of this innovation. 
 
Timeline 
 

Project Schedule Year I  

Activities Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

Project start-up     
Collection of non-interview documentation from each case     
Conduct 16 interviews and questionnaires     
Transcription of interviews     
Data analysis      
Final report     
Submission of manuscript to peer-review journal     
Submission of research proposal to SSHRC     
Dissemination at conferences/workshops     
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