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Project rationale
• Complexity of drought events

• Severity of droughts in southern Africa, and 
uncertain future with predictions that 
frequency and severity of droughts will 
increase

• Integrated Water Resources Management: 
popular in the region; focuses on natural 
science, engineering, management

• Proposed more holistic approach: combine 
local knowledge about past droughts with 
scientific knowledge about future droughts

•Combines natural and social sciences
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Interdisciplinary challenges
Challenges arising through our many layers of interactions: 

Between disciplines
• Varied ways of working
• Types of data
• Terminology
• To others outside the project

Multi-institution relationships
• Routine/weekly conversations v. less frequent conference 

calls
International collaborations
• Different management and academic practices
• Ethics
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Successes of our approach (1)
Range of reasons for positive interdisciplinary 
process

•Embodied understanding of interdisciplinarity

•Terminology conversations

•Appetite for interdisciplinarity: personal 
commitment; generosity with time

•Narrative lens to make project come together, 
but also openness to new methods 

Successes of our approach (2)
Achievements:

• Process of research:

◦ Improved understanding of drought on all sides

• Research outcomes: 

◦ Communication of the model, but also 
grounding afforded by the model

◦ Participation of local community, also in a way 
that made it easier to think about future 

◦ Experience of taking part in research for village
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Personal reflections on the process from 
the team (1)
Hydrology on narrative method:

“Sitting in and scribing for the group narrative interview was a very different experience for me. I 
am used to asking questions that direct the participant to give me the answer I am searching for, 
or the facts I need for data analysis. However, with the narrative interview it was obvious from 
the start that the method was very open, and was just a platform to allow the small group to 
discuss some of their experiences and tell us about how things were for them during drought, as 
a group or as individuals.”

“As interviewer Mel did only minimal steering and only used prompts to let the story develop. I 
realised that I would have asked many questions because I was very interested to hear more 
about the drought event characteristics, its impacts and the community’s responses. But I am 
sure that by doing that I would have missed the beautiful little anecdotes that these 
experienced men were able to share because of the narrative approach. For example, I would 
not have heard about the cows that got arrested because they were grazing on the crops and 
that their owner had to pay ransom to the owner of the land to get them back.”

Personal reflections on the process from 
the team (2)
Colleagues University of Venda and National University of Science and Technology: initial 
reservations about narratives and model fitting together; training in first field visit and with time 
during fieldwork they reported a change of opinion (could see value in our interdisciplinary 
approach)

Social science view on hydrology:

“Whilst I would not normally visit dams, reservoirs, springs and water tanks, which we did on 
our first two days in Folovhodwe, it’s clear that one aspect of research we have in common is 
observation. We may not observe the same things, but as we start to better understand the 
geology of the area and its links with the river, the springs and the availability of water for the 
villagers, it becomes obvious how this is crucial to understand people’s lives in the village. 
Without this knowledge, asking people about how they coped with drought would be much 
more challenging.” 
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Thank you!
Any questions are very welcome.

You can get in touch with us here:
◦ m.rohse@bham.ac.uk

◦ @memorystories

Visit our website for further information and resources:

https://creativedrought.wordpress.com/
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