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OMEGA Project Research Methods:

‘Traditional’
• Secondary Research (publically available)
• Hypothesis-Led Research (structured interviews)
• Specialist Research Papers (e.g. National Background 

to MUTP Planning and Delivery, Sustainability 
Challenges)

‘Novel’
• Pre-hypothesis Research 
- Naïve interviews (unstructured with prompting 

questions)
- Hybrid Storytelling Interviews (interviewee sets the 

agenda)
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Application to OMEGA

Pre-hypothesis Research Approach;

• used in all (32) international MUTP Case Studies

• consolidated database with inputs from all Case Studies

• Target 10-15 interviews with key stakeholders 
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• Target 10-15 interviews with key stakeholders 
involved/affected by each of the Case Study projects
(320 – 480 total)

• For OMEGA Centre Pilot Project – 27 interviews

• 250 data points input into database
(2500- 4500 total)



Pre-hypothesis Research: Overview

What is it?
� Built on learning/techniques from knowledge 

management, cognitive science, narrative, complexity, 
anthropology

� Comprises:
• Open discovery using narrative (anecdotes, illustrations/images, 

video – Sense Making Items (SMIs))
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video – Sense Making Items (SMIs))
• Consult a diverse range of stakeholders (no stratified sample, 

looking for the extremes – the supporters, the objectors)
• Desire to see the project from multiple perspectives
• Focus on experiences (rather than statements/ opinions)

� Hypotheses are not formed and tested up-front but are 
created after analysis of the narrative data



Why Choose a Pre-Hypothesis Based Approach?

� Based on fundamental principles of how humans share 
knowledge – through storytelling

� Places information/data in context – narrative is 
contextually ‘rich’

� Avoids cognitive bias - hypotheses blind you to new 
insights 
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insights 
� Reduce research bias 
• avoids ‘leading the witness’ 
• avoids reinforcing previously held assumptions
• focuses on what the interviewee thinks is important, not the 

researcher



OMEGA Prompting Questions

B. Prompting Questions
QUESTION 1 (to be asked in all interviews)
Looking back, what in your mind were the most pivotal events that shaped the (Case 
Study Project)  project?  (Turning points or triggers of significance, not necessarily 
project milestones) Please consider:

- Which of these were most surprising? Most predictable?
- Which of these were planned? Which were unexpected?
- Specify the date the event occurred, who were the main people involved, 

where it took  place and why it  took place.
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QUESTION 2 - Tell me about a time when this project was rescued or sabotaged?

QUESTION 3 - When were the moments of stagnation or breakthrough? What 
happened?

QUESTION 4 - When have you or members of your community suffered or been 
inspired as a result of this project? What happened and why?

QUESTION 5 - Imagine this project, 10 years ahead, is perceived as:
- a total disaster or
- a resounding success



Indexes:

• Each anecdote/piece of narrative is indexed

• Types of indexes – ‘lenses’ through which data can be seen and 
explored to search for Patterns of Knowledge.  Can take a number of 
forms:

� Filters (values, archetypal characters, themes, archetypal 
situations)
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situations)
� Questions about the anecdote (SMI) - (time of event, location, 

roles, emotional intensity, intent, origin)
� Themes (once the story’s been told, the teller is asked to identify 

particular themes and exposure to risk, uncertainty and complexity)
� Sticky questions - demographic data about the teller,  role, 

involvement with the project



Indexes
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Indexes
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Indexes
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CE SenseMaker Explorer Software

The basic capture tool within SenseMaker designed to 
gather SMIs from a broad population. The material is 
self indexed at the point of capture. Collector is a 
customisable web based environment which can also 
be replicated on a PC.

Contains a range of analytical and interrogation tools 
that allow both recall and interpretation of SMIs. This 
module makes extensive use of visualisation to allow 
complex patterns and exceptions to be discovered. It 
combines the information processing capability of 
computers with the pattern based intelligence of 
humans.
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SenseMaker Collector
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SenseMaker Collector
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SenseMaker Collector
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SenseMaker Explorer
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• 250 SMIs indexed for CTRL
• Cluster and Graph tools most useful for smaller 

datasets
• Landscape tool more powerful with 2000+ datapoints

SenseMaker Explorer GUI



SenseMaker Explorer Graph Tool 

• The Graph tool is for detailed 
analyses of relationships 
among filters and pre-
hypothesis prompting 
questions

• The tool allows the analyst to 
examine many patterns and 
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examine many patterns and 
correlations at the same time 
in juxtaposed scatter graphs

• arithmetic mean, Median, the 
25th and 75th percentiles, 
Standard deviation and 
Significant correlations.



SenseMaker Explorer Graph Tool 
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SenseMaker Explorer Graph Tool 

• 1000 significant correlations 
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from the data
• In order to concentrate 

efforts on the most 
meaningful results we 
focused our analysis by 
taking the highest two 
correlations (from the 
correlation report) found for 
each of the 53 indexes to 
examine in more detail. 



SenseMaker Explorer Cluster Tool

• The Cluster viewer allows the 
analyst to develop an intuitive 
feel for the relationships 
among filters based on 
linkages to the same SMIs. 

• As filters are dragged around 
in the space, it is possible to 
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in the space, it is possible to 
discover insights into how the 
interviewees perceive the 
different issues or aspects 
represented by the filters

Political Will, Leadership, Use of public money, centrally controlled/ad-hoc, alleviating 
project impacts, major change in project scope



SenseMaker Explorer Cluster Tool
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Cluster of 4 SMIs Related to Political Will, 

Leadership and Use of Public Money
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Cluster of 4 SMIs Related to Political Will, 

Leadership and Use of Public Money
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Example of Anecdote identified #1

Sense Making Item (SMI) 1 Extract: Need for public sector speed-up  in 
decision making and infrastructure 

It's being constrained by strategic highways issues and that's been the 
root of the delays that we've seen. Government needs to get involved in 
solving those strategic highways issues. ........To release the full 
development potential you need to unlock the highways issue. There is 
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development potential you need to unlock the highways issue. There is 
a certain amount of inertia in the planning system, six years to get 
planning permission for Ebbsfleet, Eastern Quarry four an a half years 
and counting...........The planning departments in the local authorities 
are not resourced for the level of work now, let alone the vast deluge of 
stuff that is going to come. So, they are going to have to get themselves 
geared up and we have to play our part.



Example of Anecdote identified #2

SMI 2 Extract: Delivering Major Projects

They do take a huge amount of time, too long. We need to find a 
balance between not pushing through things without any scrutiny at all, 
but also being able to build things quickly because the carbon efficiency 
agenda means we have to act a lot quicker than we have done in the 

VREF 4TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON FUTURE URBAN 
TRANSPORT, GOTHENBURG, APRIL 19-21, 2009 

agenda means we have to act a lot quicker than we have done in the 
past. So this is a key area that Omega needs to talk about and also 
give guidance about how we can actually efficiently spend more money 
in this area.



SenseMaker Explorer Landscape Tool
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CONCLUSIONS FROM PRE HYPOTHESIS ANALYSIS 
OF CTRL DATA

Background characteristics associated with the collected 
narrative
• interviewee responses reflect individual perceptions 

which are contextually 'coloured' by (inter alia) their 
period of involvement in the project

• stakeholder responses represent different perceptions of 
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• stakeholder responses represent different perceptions of 
the same events or decisions

• this inevitably leads to the conclusion that there are 
'many truths' and that 'context is key'.

• CTRL data represents only the first step in a much 
broader examination and synthesis which encompasses 
all OMEGAs 32 Case Studies



Politics and the role of 'champions:
• political influence and the necessity to achieve political consensus impacted 

on almost all aspects of the project;
• Lobbying and the role of 'visionary' champions were perceived as being 

especially pivotal.

Project objectives

CONCLUSIONS FROM PRE HYPOTHESIS ANALYSIS 
OF CTRL DATA
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Project objectives
• many different forces shaped the project as the interplay between different 

stakeholder agendas was played out over a number of years. Accordingly, it 
is evident that the objectives for CTRL evolved over time in response to 
these new and emerging agendas

Project planning & programming:
• early project planning work pursued by British Rail (BR) was ill thought-out 

and lacked clear focus;.



• however, a step-change occurred in 1990/91 when CTRL became 
inextricably linked with the broader planning vision for the thames Gateway. 
This unified vision led to the emergence of new ideas and agendas 
associated with regeneration and growth management;

• many consider that since CTRL was effectively the UK's first major new 
railway for over 100 years, it was inevitable it would take a long time to plan 
and implement;

CONCLUSIONS FROM PRE HYPOTHESIS ANALYSIS 
OF CTRL DATA
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• CTRL appears to have become a 'victim' of the lengthy time it took to plan 
and implement the project as this enabled/facilitated the introduction of new 
ideas/agendas;

• stakeholders universally see the need for 'certainty' in regard to the ability to 
deliver project decisions, infrastructure and other associated works as the 
most 'mission  critical' aspects;

• in parallel, most stakeholders expressed the need and desire for co-
operation amongst key players as highly important. In this regard, there was 
little evidence of antagonism between implementing agencies.



Project funding:
• despite early misgivings about its viability, there remained broad political 

consensus that CTRL should be funded by the private sector;
• by the time the project was in financial difficulty in 1996, it had gained 

sufficient momentum to ensure its continued survival;
• notwithstanding the many government announcements in 2007 (on full 

opening of the CTRL services from St Pancras) that the project had been 

CONCLUSIONS FROM PRE HYPOTHESIS ANALYSIS 
OF CTRL DATA
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opening of the CTRL services from St Pancras) that the project had been 
completed on time and within budget, the amount of 'subsidy' made 
available through development rights at King's Cross and Stratford has 
never been made clear;



www.omegacentre.bartlett.ucl.ac.uk
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