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By the end of 2018, the current EvalParti-
cipativa coordinator team members had 
facilitated various participatory evalua-
tion processes with multiple public and 
private organisations in several Latin 
American countries. We had also deve-
loped many different capacity training 
sessions; published on the topic in aca-
demic journals; and supported young 
evaluators, in particular, with methodo-
logies and tools for conducting participa-
tory evaluations. We were pleased with 
what we had achieved but we also had 
the feeling that there was much more for 
us to discover. 

And so, in early 2019, we launched Eval-
Participativa, a community of practice 

and learning for participatory evaluation 
for Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Energised by joint efforts and collabora-
tion, the initiative brought together two 
entities: the Social and Environmental 
Labour Studies Programme (PETAS) at 
the National University of San Juan (Ar-
gentina), and Focelac+, the evaluation 
capacity development and networking 
project run by the German Institute for 
Development Evaluation (DEval) in Latin 
America. 

Confident in the potential of peer co-
llaboration as a mechanism to deepen 
knowledge and experience, we set out 
with the key objective to reinforce the 
inclusive involvement of civil society in 

Foreword

evaluation processes. To do this, we de-
cided to create a space for both virtual 
and face-to-face interaction so that tho-
se interested in participatory evaluation 
could reflect on and improve their practi-
ce, support each other’s efforts, and crea-
te products together (methodologies and 
tools) to help professionalise this type of 
evaluation practice.

Two years have passed since EvalPartici-
pativa opened its doors and we believe it 
is a living testimony to the growing inte-
rest in, and development of, participatory 
evaluation experiences in the region. It 
also provides ample opportunity to make 
connections, value the knowledge that 
we have gathered and keep learning. To-

day, various like-minded organisations 
have joined us and there has been a con-
tinual increase in the number of people 
that participate in our forum, follow our 
posts and interact with topics on our so-
cial networks.

We finished this book at the end of 2020, 
a year that nobody would have wished 
for. A global health crisis never before  
experienced with economic and social 
impacts that are still difficult to estima-
te. This past 2020 will be remembered 
for the collective efforts invested to find 
ways and reasons to press on, isolating 
ourselves to protect our elders, multipl-
ying our contributions to solidarity, fin-
ding new life-work balances, and making 

https://petas-unsj.org/
https://www.facebook.com/Focelac/
https://www.deval.org/en/
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ourselves available and present even 
when we could not do so physically. At 
the same time, COVID-19 has strengthe-
ned us by forcing us to recover a sense of 
community. Despite the circumstances, 
EvalParticipativa, a space for practice 
and learning, has consolidated itself, and 
even outperformed its most optimistic 
expectations. 

This handbook is just one of the outco-
mes of these collaborative efforts. Illus-
trated with a multimedia format, we have 
attempted to synthesise the thoughts, 
feelings and collective learning gathered 
from a large and diverse group of collea-
gues that work in the field. Special recog-
nition goes to the colleagues who parti-

cipated in the First Latin American and 
Caribbean Gathering of Participatory 
Evaluation Experiences, held in Qui-
to (Ecuador) at the end of 2019. Their 
valuable contributions enriched our 
reflections and some of their thoughts 
have been recorded in the testimonial 
videos that accompany this handbook. 
They are: 

Andrés Nicolás Peregalli

Magnus Kossman

Dagny Karin Skarwan

Matthias Edouart Casasco

Ana Tumi Guzmán

David Olmos

Joaquín Navas

Olga Niremberg

Ericka Vanessa Valerio Mena

María Eugenia Brisson

Marcia Itzel Checa Gutiérrez

Karla María Salazar Sánchez

María Virginia Vintimilla Suárez

Erika Abril Torres Vargas

Morella Miraballes Baz

Valerie Fragnaud Mallorquín

Fernanda Massiel Arriaza López

Carmen Luz Sánchez Bretón

Daniela Beatriz Miranda Prado

In the process of developing the content 
of this handbook, we have appreciated 
extremely valuable collaboration with 

Jorge Chavez-Tafur and Julia Espino-
sa Fajardo, and we would like to thank 
them once again for their contributions 
and enthusiasm.

We trust that this handbook will be a 
useful tool that will help facilitate high 
quality participatory evaluations in the 
region.

Esteban Tapella
Pablo Rodríguez Bilella

Juan Carlos Sanz 

EvalParticipativa 
Coordinator Team
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Chapter 1

The meaning and purpose of participatory 
evaluation today… and this handbook
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cipatory Evaluation Experiences in Latin 
America and the Caribbean. 

This handbook aims to reflect and ex-
plore the intense debates that were ge-
nerated, and ideas that emerged, during 
the five days we were gathered together. 
Some of the questions that were used to 
spark discussion were: 

How can we ensure that the various so-
cial actors that are directly affected by, 
or involved in, programmes and projects 
under evaluation, both participate, and 
be protagonists, in the evaluation?; 

What conditions and mechanisms are 
used to facilitate the effective participa-
tion of citizens in evaluation processes?;

In public policy evaluations, what fac-
tors make participation possible? and 

The handbook you have in front of you 
has been created within the framework 
of the EvalParticipativa initiative, pro-
moted and coordinated by a team com-
prised of PETAS and DEval members. 
EvalParticipativa is a community of 
practice and learning for participatory 
evaluation that seeks to cultivate spe-
cialised knowledge gleaned from the 
experience of its members, and develop 
capacity-building moments to reinforce 
this approach. 

Evalparticipativa brings together many 
rich examples of participatory evaluation 
developed in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean and its momentum has enabled 
us to share these experiences widely 
and broaden knowledge. In November 
2019, we had the opportunity to meet a 
large number of community members in 
Ecuador for the First Gathering of Parti-

https://evalparticipativa.net/
https://petas-unsj.org/
https://www.deval.org/en/
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what determines the stakeholders’ capa-
city to participate?

This handbook’s proposals are directly 
sourced from the experiences of mem-
bers of this EvalParticipativa community 
of practice and learning. Therefore, we 
make reference to the conclusions from 
the gathering in Ecuador and the deba-
tes held on our community’s online pla-
tform. In the first section of this chapter, 
we want to describe recent trends in pu-
blic policy evaluations and the role of 
participation in them. This will lead onto 
the second section where we will define 
the reality of participation in evaluation 
as the point where the possibility and 
opportunity to participate converges 
with the capacity to do so. In the third 
section, we place EvalParticipativa clear-
ly in the arena of capacity development 
in participatory evaluation, reporting on 
the main actions developed to date and 

1. RECENT TRENDS IN PUBLIC 
POLICY EVALUATION
Interest and concern over public policy 
evaluation have grown globally during 
the first two decades of the 21st century. 
This is reflected in various ways:

• theoretical production and its conse-
quent methodological reflection in the 
field of evaluation;

• the increase of evaluation practices and 
national evaluation policies in countries 
on every continent, reflected in the in-
crease of evaluations embedded in insti-
tutions and the rise of various initiatives 
focused on professionalising this practi-
ce (Meyer and Stockmann, 2016).

At global level, these trends became 
more predominant when 2015 was de-
clared the International Year of Evalua-
tion by the United Nations General As-
sembly. This created a sort of alliance or 
consensus over the relevance of the topic 
due to the combined interest and actions 
of various national state institutions, the 
main international development bodies, 
non-governmental organisations, acade-
mia, and Voluntary Organizations for Pro-
fessional Evaluation (VOPE); the latter of 
which comprise evaluation practice ne-
tworks, associations and communities.
These institutional stakeholders share an 
interest in developing evaluation as an 
instrument to improve public policies. 

In effect, evaluation constitutes a tool for 
new forms of governance. Increasingly, 
good governments are not only those 
who follow democratic rules and means, 
but those who also take care to improve 
the service that they provide to citizens. 
Civil society is increasingly critical and 
demanding in terms of wanting to be 
informed concerning public agenda and 
this therefore requires spaces for parti-
cipation.

Also in 2015, the UN approved the 2030 
Agenda, an action plan that sets out 17 
Sustainable Development Goals, focu-
sed on improving social development, 
the economy and the environment as 
well as promoting peace and access to 
justice. They include monitoring and 
evaluation mechanisms with the aim 
that goals should be monitored and re-
viewed systematically, placing civil so-
ciety at the centre of the process and 
thus helping countries implement this 
agenda (Bamberger et al., 2017).

It is in this context that global evalua-
tion priorities have been adapted to 
focus on reducing the gap between the 
evaluator community (supply) and the 
policy-making community (demand) 
to make civil society the central figure, 
and ensure not only that evaluations 
respond to the needs of the users, but 
also that quality standards are eviden-

This handbook’s proposals are 
directly sourced from the experiences 
of members of this EvalParticipativa 
community of practice and learning.

YOU CAN ACCESS THE VIDEO 
`BRIDGE BETWEEN CIVIL SOCIETY 
AND DECISION MAKING´ HERE

outlining the content of this handbook’s 
chapters. In the fourth section, we offer 
some tips and suggestions for how to be-
tter use and understand this handbook, 
as well as some clarifications on its style. 
In the fifth section, we end this chapter 
by reflecting on the specific pandemic 
context in which this handbook was wri-
tten and the challenges, both new and 
old, that participatory evaluation will en-
counter.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZYRvWQaDfnA&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=4
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ce-based, credible and put to effective 
use when public policies are formulated 
and managed (Nilsson et al., 2017). The 
principles that emanate from the 2030 
Agenda are key references to direct all of 
us who are working hard to adapt evalua-
tion systems. Thus, a coherent and useful 
evaluation to advance sustainable deve-
lopment should:

• pay attention to the specific contexts 
where interventions are implemented,

• focus on people, and on ensuring that 
nobody is left behind,

• go beyond sectoral scopes to assess 
specific interventions. This is possible by 
interpreting the interlinkages between 
multisectoral initiatives that come toge-
ther to achieve the sustainable develop-
ment goals, and

• open up participation spaces to the 
multiple stakeholders jointly responsi-
ble for guaranteeing that the 2030 Agen-
da commitments are fulfilled.

Within the framework of theoretical and 
methodological production in the field 
of evaluation, approaches that designa-
te a more central role to civil society are 
growing in importance. These approa-
ches reflect a new level of sensitivity in 
the field of evaluation where concepts 
such as participation and stakeholder 
perspective and involvement are increa-
singly present and their importance is 
recognised when effects and results are 
assessed in, or attributed to, a specific in-
tervention. Participation as a central as-
pect of evaluation practice is now a valid, 
tangible and indispensable reality (Jacob 
et al., 2009).

However, work remains to be done so 
that evaluation responds to the demands 
of today’s global development context. 
In our area of interest, if we go beyond 
nice speeches and good intentions, eva-
luation practice has not always reflec-
ted this participatory “vocation”. Often, 

YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
'PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION AND 
THE 2030 AGENDA' HERE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0be8f0IBTGc&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=12
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programmes and projects that “stimula-
te” participation ignore the fact that at-
tempts to integrate participation could 
result in merely symbolic simulations if 
those implementing them are not cons-
ciously aware that encouraging a truly 
participatory process implies a redistri-
bution of power (Chambers, 2003). In 
these cases, participation in evaluations 
tends to be limited to moments of mere 
consultation (passive participation) wi-
thout offering local stakeholders the pos-
sibility to influence decisions affecting 
the evaluation agenda. These recurring 
practices reveal instrumental poverty 
and a lack of theoretical clarity in a large 
proportion of participatory evaluations 
(Pastor Seller, 2004), and yet the reasons 
for this have not been clearly identified.

When we think about what a participatory 
evaluation is and its implications for civil 
society, an endless number of possible 
definitions come to mind. Some are 
more ambitious than others in terms 
of involving multiple stakeholders. At 
EvalParticipativa, we like to think that an 
evaluation is participatory when those 
involved in the project define what will 
be evaluated, with what objectives, when 
it will take place, what data collection 
and analysis methods will be used and 
how the results will be communicated. 
This approach helps reinforce the idea 
that participatory evaluations should 
incorporate the organisation’s members 
actively and consciously in the evaluation 
process.

It goes without saying that, as in any eva-
luation, a participatory approach should 
provide learning opportunities and apply 
or adjust corrective measures in order to 
obtain better results, adding or taking 
away activities or (simply) changing the 

organisation’s strategy. In other words, 
the evaluation should provide new and 
different knowledge for elaborating poli-
cies and programmes. However, it is just 
as important that a participatory eva-
luation strengthens the organisations it 
works with so they can have more control 
over their own development. In doing so, 
this type of evaluation acts as a capaci-
ty-building tool for diverse stakeholders 
so they can reflect on, analyse and pro-
pose solutions from multiple viewpoints. 

We therefore understand that the notion 
of participation results from the conver-
gence of two dynamics: the opportunity 
to participate and the capacity to partici-
pate. 

The first is determined by the institutio-
nal and political will of those who design 
and conduct an evaluation to create spa-
ces for real participation. The second is 
mostly determined by the attitudes and 
abilities developed in civil society stake-
holders through previous experiences. It 
is only possible to talk about true parti-
cipation when these two dynamics con-
verge. In other words, when local stake-
holder capacities are in line with the 

opportunities that the institution, pro-
gramme or project makes available.

Not all institutions that embark on a par-
ticipatory evaluation are truly willing to 
facilitate and support such a process. 
Here are some of the most common cha-
llenges to the opportunity to participate: 

•  it requires representatives, at different 
levels of the programme under evalua-
tion, to be truly willing to support this 
type of evaluation. They need to be 
aware of the implications that a mul-
ti-stakeholder grassroots evaluation can 
imply and therefore, demonstrate that 
they are open to listening and adopting 
recommendations that may arise from 
the evaluation. For the groups that are 
normally in control of evaluation pro-
cesses, choosing to embark on a partici-
patory evaluation requires them to give 
up power: the most important decisions 
in the evaluation process are now made 
by an enlarged group of stakeholders 
linked to the intervention under evalua-
tion and within this group there are al-
most certainly opposing interests regar-
ding both the project and the evaluation 
itself;

Within the framework of theoretical 
and methodological production 
in the field of evaluation, 
approaches that designate a 
more central role to civil society 
are growing in importance.

2. PARTICIPATION IN 
EVALUATION: OPPORTUNITIES 
AND CAPACITIES
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•  the institution/programme should have 
access to appropriate resources to carry 
out a participatory evaluation. Designing 
spaces where civil society is given the 
leading role usually implies slower pro-
cesses and an activity that differs dras-
tically from their organisation’s usual 
practices, a fact that not all institutions 
are willing to accept;

• the key stakeholder groups in partici-
patory evaluations may not necessarily 
have previous knowledge on evaluation 
which means that, a priori, many people 
express doubts around the methodologi-
cal rigour of this evaluation approach in 
comparison to evaluations led by profes-
sional teams; and 

• a key point seems to be that while the 
evaluation team should include repre-
sentation from all involved parties, the 
representation of some collectives, es-
pecially community ones, may be very 
difficult to identify.

Overcoming these opportunity to parti-
cipate challenges enables the incorpora-
tion of social participation into evalua-
tion experiences and this is motivating 
for stakeholders that are highly implica-
ted in the process. But, in order to make 

sure it is effective, it is necessary to em-
bark on skills development training to 
make sure they have the capacity to par-
ticipate. This guarantees the quality and 
methodological rigour of the evaluation 
process.

Some of the biggest challenges in deve-
loping the capacity to participate are:

• an effort has to be made to adjust the 
participation moments to the stakehol-
ders’ context. This is possible by seeking 
shared, relevant interests among par-
ticipants and supporting them as they 
take on challenges;

• be aware of the various different parti-
cipatory evaluation tools that now exist 
and adjust or redesign them so they can 
be used in the evaluation’s participatory 
processes;

• recognise that the tools “cannot do 
everything”, and that therefore it is im-
portant to develop a participatory voca-
tion that tolerates mistakes, is willing 
to repeat oneself, available to review 
agreements and redesign work plans 
etc.;

• be clear on the role of the person who 
is guiding the participatory process. This 

In a participatory evaluation, the 
parties involved in the project decide 

what will be evaluated, with what 
objectives, when the evaluation will be 
conducted, what data collection and 
analysis methods will be used, and how 

the results will be communicated.
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means: motivating without pushing, re-
flecting with the group without condi-
tioning conclusions, contributing ideas 
without imposing them and asking ques-
tions without suggesting answers;

• compensate for the lack of experien-
ce among the participating groups with 
consultancy, capacity building and tool 
adaptation to ensure that the participa-
tory evaluation meets quality standards 
and the methodological rigour required 
in any evaluation; and

• make the most of knowledge held by 
the participatory evaluation teams on 
the intervention and its context by pro-
moting moments for analysis from diffe-
rent perspectives and shared solution 
proposals.

3. EVALPARTICIPATIVA: 
COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE AND 
LEARNING... AND THE HANDBOOK

Those who created the EvalParticipativa 
initiative did so keeping the background 
and current context of public policy eva-
luation in mind, as highlighted in the 
first section. They were also conscious 
of the challenges that arise when eva-
luations are implemented that are truly 
participatory; those related both to the 
opportunity to participate and the capa-
city to participate, as highlighted in the 
previous section. EvalParticipativa is a 
community of practice and learning with 
a clear focus on building and strengthe-
ning capacity for participation in evalua-
tion. It seeks to learn from and enhance 
the scope of successful participatory 
evaluation experiences in Latin America 
and the Caribbean by sharing methods 
and tools. 

The team comprised by PETAS and DEval 
members launched EvalParticipativa in 
alliance with important civil society or-
ganisations such as TECHO and Servicio 

País. They have promoted and supported 
innovative evaluation experiences for 
several years. These actions have been 
guided by the key objective to identify 
strengths and weaknesses of this evalua-
tion approach, and develop tools that can 
strengthen the former and reduce the li-
mitations caused by the latter. We have 
therefore had the opportunity to review 
in minute detail both the literature and 
rich participatory evaluation practice 
that exists in Latin America.

To do this, EvalParticipativa put out an 
open invitation to join this community 
of practice and learning with the dou-
ble objective to: (1) develop specialised 
experience-based knowledge using the 
experiences of its members (the com-
munity of practice); and (2) produce a 
capacity-building proposal for participa-
tory evaluation that includes the deve-
lopment of content, methodologies and 
teaching tools (community of learning). 
At the end of EvalParticipativa’s first pe-
riod, in March 2021, the initiative benefi-
tted from more than 300 members who 
regularly interact in Spanish and English 
on the EvalParticipativa portal. 

The notion of participation arises 
when two dynamics converge: 
the opportunity to participate 
and the capacity to participate. 

It is possible to talk of 
participation only when these 
two dynamics coincide.

The community also boasts of a large re-
pository of guides, tools, experiences and 
meaningful lessons from participatory 
evaluation that receives contributions 
from an increasing number of members. 
Debates on specific topics are started 
on an on-going basis and their content 
is collected and shared on the news sec-
tion of the portal. In November 2019, a 
group of 21 members of the communi-
ty, representing a total of 15 initiatives, 
met together in Quito, Ecuador as part 
of the “First Gathering for Participatory 
Evaluation Experiences in Latin America 
and the Caribbean”. Under the coordina-
tion and moderation of the EvalPartici-
pativa coordinator team, the experiences 
were reviewed during the gathering’s 
five days and time was given to reflect 
on what should be included in a training 
programme for participatory evaluation 
in the region. 

YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
“PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION 
GATHERING" HERE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ik9ZqaqK0kQ&t=34s
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tin American scene. Moving on from this, 
we advance in participatory evaluation’s 
conceptual delimitation and present its 
key principles, enabling us to reflect on 
its potential to promote rights, inclusion 
and equity.

In chapter three, we will go on to descri-
be, step by step, the participatory eva-
luation process. We will discuss general 
aspects that characterise how this kind of 
evaluation is carried out as well as speci-
fic elements that feature in each of the 
specific steps. We also highlight some 
tools and techniques that help ensure 
that a participatory evaluation is conduc-
ted in line with the quality standards and 
methodological rigour expected in any 
evaluation.

Chapter four presents and analyses the 
role of the person who facilitates a parti-
cipatory evaluation. Here, we begin with 
the idea that the one who facilitates this 
type of evaluation assumes a different 
role to those involved in conventional 
evaluation processes. In the chapter we 
present a general overview of the no-
tion of facilitation and then take time to 
specifically consider what this means in 

It is within this framework, and with the 
contributions from EvalParticipativa 
community members, that we present 
this handbook for participatory evalua-
tion.

This handbook aims to:

• develop basic conceptual and metho-
dological considerations concerning 
participatory evaluation that emphasi-
ze the “what” and “who” of the process, 
the role of facilitation, and the choice 
and use of appropriate tools for this 
approach, and

• review the theory and practice of par-
ticipatory evaluation in Latin America in 
order to contribute ideas/tips/recom-
mendations on how to conduct a high 
quality participatory evaluation.

In the same vein, in chapter two, we 
explore the development of the rela-
tionship between evaluation and parti-
cipation. To do this, we present varied 
proposals that have been created all 
around the world. We pay special atten-
tion to connections between this style 
of practice and other participatory ini-
tiatives that have deep roots in the La-
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4. HOW TO READ THIS 
HANDBOOK

terms of a participatory evaluation: the 
guide in the different stages and phases 
of the process, the relevance of contribu-
ting to the development of specific capa-
cities and the need to monitor the level 
of progress and show results. 

Finally, chapter five focuses on tools for 
participatory evaluation. We present  
some key conceptual considerations on 
methodology and tools as well as the ad-
vantages and some limitations to the la-
tter. We will then proceed to classify the 
tools in terms of their methods and the 
different purposes they can be used for. 
Through examples and practical recom-
mendations, we propose a list of seven 
criteria that should be taken into account 
when selecting and using these instru-
ments.

EvalParticipativa is a community of 
practice and learning, focused on 
learning from, and enhancing the 
scope of, successful participatory 
evaluation experiences in the region 
of Latin America and the Caribbean.

As we stated in this chapter’s introduc-
tion, this handbook has its origins in the 
First Gathering of Participatory Evalua-
tion Experiences in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, held in Quito (Ecuador) 
towards the end of 2019. During five in-
tense days together with around twenty 
participants, we shared lessons learned 
and new ideas that emerged from our 
respective practices. The structure of 
the gathering has been replicated to a 
certain extent in this handbook, with the 
content highlighted in the previous sec-
tion. We believe that there is not only 
one way to access and make use of this 
handbook’s content. A linear reading 
through the chapters will take you on a 
journey that starts with a general over-
view of participatory evaluation’s roots, 
links and principles (Chapter 2). From 
there, you will go on to discover the pro-
cess used to develop this type of eva-
luation and its particularities (Chapter 
3), reflect on the key role played by the 
facilitator in the participatory evalua-
tion (Chapter 4) and finally learn about 

different participatory tools and how 
they should be used in the context of this 
approach (Chapter 5).

It is also possible to read the chapters 
individually, in line with the reader’s 
particular aims and interests. Each chap-
ter follows on from, and is connected to, 
the others; yet at the same time, they 
are complete in themselves and can be 
read separately. Each chapter, in addition 
to its main content, includes dialogue 
boxes with practical examples, bibliogra-
phic suggestions to deepen understan-
ding, and links to tools and experiences. 
Also, when it is merited, we have inclu-
ded links to testimonies from members 
of the EvalParticipativa community of 
practice, via short audiovisuals that re-
produce concepts or highlight personal 
or organisational experiences.

An additional note on the use of non-se-
xist language in this handbook. Language 
is formed in a conflictive space and arena 
where tensions are expressed between 
institutional regulations and processes 
of change and transformation. In editing 
this handbook, we have sought to use 
language that helps us name the reali-
ty as it is and therefore we make use of 

linguistic resources available in order to 
not discriminate against anyone. There-
fore, we make it a priority to be clear and 
inclusive in our communication without 
clashing with grammatical rules. We use 
generic, collective or impersonal terms 
and avoid gender-exclusive pronouns.

There is not only one way to 
access and make use of this 
handbook’s content. Both a linear 
reading through the chapters 
and a focus on a single chapter 
are valid in line with specific 
purposes and interests.

5. OUR EXPECTATIONS
During the process of developing this 
handbook, the COVID-19 pandemic un-
leashed an unprecedented global emer-
gency that seriously compromised the 
2030 Agenda. Evaluation should also 
respond to this enormous challenge and 
make itself available to development 
stakeholders as a vital instrument for 
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As with other approaches, 
participatory evaluation has the 
key function of providing evidence 

to guide decisions on project 
continuity and improvement.

 

good governance. As with other evalua-
tion approaches, participatory evalua-
tion has the key function of providing 
evidence to guide decisions on program-
me continuity and improvement. Further 
value is added by the way participatory 
evaluation is adapted to the 2030 Agen-
da principles and fosters cohesion among 
stakeholder groups involved in develop-
ment processes. 

The EvalParticipativa community mem-
bers are aware of the seriousness of 
the situation and we believe that a sig-
nificant contribution can be made from 
presenting this evaluation approach and 
making it available to others. We consi-
der that EvalParticipativa has the poten-
tial to:

 • build capacity in these areas, exchange 
experiences and document good practi-
ce that allows lessons to be shared and 
new initiatives to be fostered;

• develop skills in the public sector, civil 
society organisations and the community 
of participatory evaluation practitioners;

• support and work alongside projects, 
programmes and interventions that have 

a participatory approach in their metho-
dology to any extent or type; 

• construct and share theoretical and 
practical knowledge based on experien-
ces developed in different countries, by 
placing value on the wide range of exis-
ting material and generating new mate-
rial;

• strengthen alliances both within and 
between regions, institutions and orga-
nisations including academia and eva-
luation training programmes; and

• promote the creation of conditions 
that are necessary so that participatory 
evaluation processes become regular 
practice in the region. Some of these 
conditions include raising awareness 
among the main stakeholders, encoura-
ging participants, and demonstrating its 
benefits and the need to institutionalise 
this practice.  

We trust that this handbook will ena-
ble us to analyse these ideas, refashion 
them and move forward to consolidate 
a new evaluation paradigm with social 
participation at its core. 
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Chapter 2

Participatory evaluation. 
The "what" and "who"
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In this chapter, we explore the origins, 
developments, principles and groups 
involved in participatory evaluation. In 
the first section, we describe this evalua-
tion approach’s roots and connections. 
We start by examining evaluation’s ear-
ly relationship with participation, before 
looking at distinct versions developed in 
different places around the world and hi-
ghlighting the connections between this 
style of practice and other participatory 
initiatives deeply rooted in Latin Ameri-
ca. After situating participatory evalua-
tion within this broad overview, we move 
on, in the second section of the chapter, 
to define its conceptual boundaries and 
key principles. In the third section, we 
reflect on the wide range of interpreta-
tions and practices linked to the concept 
of “participation”, and the potential of 
participatory evaluation to promote ri-
ghts, inclusion and equity. In the conclu-

sion, we reiterate the chapter’s central 
aspects and frame participatory evalua-
tion as an instrument that helps ensure 
that nobody is left behind.

1. PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION 
ROOTS AND CONNECTIONS 
The ever-increasing presence of partici-
patory evaluations, together with their 
respective reflections, training sessions 
and conceptualisations, could lead one 
to think that a new phenomenon, if not 
a fad, had emerged. Yet, the connection 
between evaluation and participation 
has a long history rooted in different 
contexts and scenarios, whether expli-
citly in the field of evaluation or more 
implicitly when a participatory empha-
sis is integrated into an initiative that is 
in some way related to the field.
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discuss, the term “participation” itself has 
been stretched somewhat and participa-
tory evaluation practices vary greatly.

Various ways evaluation 
and participation have been 
linked

Since the start of the 1990s, several eva-
luation approaches have recognised the 
importance of involving a plurality of 
stakeholders in the evaluation process. In 
fact, the inclusion of voices from civil so-
ciety is now considered a central element, 
not only in order to respond to evaluation 
needs, but also in order to achieve high 
quality, credible, viable and evidence-ba-
sed evaluations (Tapella and Sanz 2019). 

In contrast to conventional evaluation 
(which puts an emphasis on the need to 
use scientific methods, controlled expe-
riments and modelisation), these approa-
ches place the social actors at the centre, 
view evaluation as a process of pluralist 
negotiation (Weiss, 1998; Monnier, 1995) 
and place the focus on how the outcomes 
will be used. More specifically, they look 
at the context and advocate that the com-

Evaluation and participation: 
a long-term relationship 
The relationship between evaluation and 
participation started to develop in the 
1970s, in response to criticism against 
classic evaluation models, characteri-
sed by rational technical approaches, 
with positivist and quantitative natures, 
and clear top-down perspectives (Cou-
sins, Whitmore, and Shulha, 2013; Plo-
ttu and Plottu, 2011; Guba and Lincoln, 
1989; Everitt and Hardiker, 1996). Until 
that point, evaluation was considered to 
be purely technical in nature, supported 
by measurement tools and the external 
eye of an expert evaluation team. It was 
thought to be able to extract objective 
conclusions from programme and project 
performance and results.

However, new contributions in the field 
of evaluation recognise the political na-

ture of evaluation processes as well as 
the centrality of reflexivity and intersub-
jectivity (Chelimsky, 1998). Influenced 
by interpretivism and constructivism 
stemming from social sciences, evalua-
tion understands the importance of in-
cluding qualitative assessments to better 
understand the complexity of social pro-
grammes and social change processes. It 
therefore questions whether evaluation 
is free from value judgements and re-
cognises the need to negotiate between 
the different values represented. Thus, 
for the first time, the evaluation discipli-
ne considers that the diversity of social 
actors involved, and their different pers-
pectives and priorities, are a fundamen-
tal element to consider in public policy 
programme inquiry and assessment pro-
cesses.

However, it was not until halfway throu-
gh the 1990s, within an international fra-
mework focused on promoting “human 
development”, that we observed a flou-
rish of reflection and theoretical and me-
thodological debate on participation and 
evaluation. Since the mid-1990s there 
have been numerous articles, books and 
handbooks discussing, albeit under di-

fferent names, evaluation practices that 
involve key stakeholders in a dynamic 
and ongoing manner (King, Cousins, and 
Whitmore, 2007). Many of these versions 
of evaluation were generated within the 
scope of development cooperation and 
have gained in popularity as awareness 
has grown concerning the complexity of 
the evaluation context, programmes, po-
licies, and the organisations themselves 
(Cousins and Chouinard, 2012).

Since that time, there have been many 
evaluation approaches that have incor-
porated the involvement of stakeholders 
as a relevant and key component, dis-
playing a particular sensitivity to their 
needs and perspectives, as well as a clear 
interest in getting them involved in the 
evaluation process (Chouinard and Mi-
lley, 2018). However, as we will go on to 

Since the mid-1990s, a 
wide range of evaluation 
approaches have incorporated 
the involvement of 
stakeholders as a relevant 
and key component.

YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
"PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION GLOBAL 
ROOTS AND CONNECTIONS" HERE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6kMVy_V2mUA&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=21
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munity involved should be more implica-
ted and the evaluation team play a more 
active and differential role (Patton 2018, 
2010; Shulha et al., 2016).

There are other versions that coincide 
in a significant part of participatory eva-
luation's general focus. However, they 
differ with regard to the purpose of the 
evaluation, the type of social actor in-
volved and the role of the evaluation 
team. We will now introduce four of the 
approaches that we consider particular-
ly significant: transformative evaluation, 
empowerment evaluation, the collabora-
tive approach in evaluation, and develo-
pmental evaluation.

Transformative evaluation
Transformative evaluation emphasizes 
that this process is not only technical in 
nature, but also highly political. Its aim is 
to recognise situations of discrimination 
and social exclusion (linked to different 
forms of diversity) and transform them 
as an act of social justice. For Mertens 
(2009), an important aspect of the trans-
formative paradigm is the conscious in-
clusion of a wide range of people that 
are usually excluded in society. In line 

with this approach, knowledge (inclu-
ding that generated in evaluations) is 
influenced by the different interests and 
power relationships at play. In this sen-
se, the evaluation process enables the 
least powerful voices to be included, 
builds capacity in the participants, and 
helps societies become more equal and 
fair. In order that the evaluation process 
itself implies transformation (Nirenberg, 
2013), the evaluation should constitute 
an opportunity to rethink programmes 
and drive actions for change.

In the same way, the evaluation team 
should not be considered simply me-
thodologists, analysts or facilitators, but 
also, and most importantly, as agents of 

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
TRANSFORMATIVE EVALUATION

Mertens, D. M. 2009. Transformative 
research and evaluation: the intersection 
of applied social research and program 
evaluation. New York: Guilford Press.

Nirenberg, O. 2013. Formulación 
y evaluación de intervenciones 
sociales. Buenos Aires: Noveduc.
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In this type of evaluation, the evalua-
tion team works alongside the diffe-
rent key stakeholders (organisation 
staff, programme participants and the 
general community) to develop the 
evaluation and becomes a “critical 
friend” or “coach” that helps develop a 
rigorous and appropriate process (Fe-
tterman 1994; Fetterman et al., 2014).

When this approach is used, there is a dis-
tinction between practical empowerment 
evaluation and transformative empower-
ment evaluation. The first more closely 
resembles formative evaluation and aims 
to improve the programme with partici-
pation from the different stakeholders. 
The second encourages people to take 
control of their own lives and available 
resources in order to change predefined 
roles and structures (Fetterman, 2015).

Collaborative Approach 
in Evaluation 
The Collaborative Approach in Evaluation 
(CAE) aims to foster learning and impro-
ve programmes and policies run by orga-
nisations and institutions. It focuses on 

TO FIND OUT MORE 
ABOUT EMPOWERMENT 
EVALUATION
Go to the Better Evaluation 
page: Empowerment Evaluation

Developmental Evaluation 
Developmental Evaluation focuses on 
informing and supporting one or several 
agents of change that implement inno-
vative approaches in complex situations 
(Wilson-Grau and Britt, 2013). The eva-
luation process begins in the usual way 
of forming evaluation questions and, as 
in all evaluations, gathers and analyses 
information throughout the innovation 
process.

The approach supports the develop-
ment of innovative interventions with 
the aim of guiding their adaptation to 
emerging and dynamic realities in com-
plex situations (Patton 2010, 2012). In-

change that take on an activist role that 
seeks to advance toward greater social 
justice (Ligero Lasa et al., 2014).

Empowerment Evaluation 
Empowerment Evaluation has the end 
goal of promoting self-determination 
among groups as a way of contributing 
to improving programmes and making 
them more likely to achieve their re-
sults. Self-determination is linked to 
mechanisms and behaviours that help 
people take control over their lives and 
the resources in their area. In this sen-
se, this type of evaluation puts the fo-
cus on helping communities assess their 
own activity and results by implemen-
ting participatory processes focused 
on strengthening stakeholder capaci-
ties to plan, implement and evaluate.

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
THE COLLABORATIVE 
APPROACH IN EVALUATION

Shulha, L. M. et al. 2016.

"Introducing Evidence-Based 
Principles to Guide Collaborative 
Approaches to Evaluation", 
American Journal of Evaluation, 
37(2), pp. 193-215.

understanding how processes of chan-
ge work so that social interventions 
can be guided better, always respon-
ding with the specific context in mind. 
At the same time, it is used to improve 
organisational capacities with regard to 
planning, implementation and also eva-
luation. To do this, the diverse interests 
held by the different stakeholders and 
the context-specific characteristics are 
used as starting points. The evaluation 
team facilitates the negotiation and 
evaluative reasoning process (Shulha et 
al., 2016).

Moreover, CAE defines eight principles 
that are understood to be factors that 
facilitate this type of practice. These 
principles are: (1) explain the motiva-
tion to collaborate; (2) boost significant 
interprofessional relationships; (3) de-
velop a shared understanding of the 
programme; (4) promote suitable par-
ticipation processes; (5) supervise and 
react to resource availability; (6) super-
vise the development and quality of 
the evaluation; (7) strengthen evalua-
tion thinking; and (8) monitor to ensure 
findings are put to effective use (Shulha 
et al., 2016).

https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/empowerment_evaluation


4746

example of an evaluative innovation 
from within this approach is Outcome 
Harvesting, developed by Latin Ameri-
can, Ricardo Wilson-Grau (2019). It con-
siders that a highly participatory process 
is indispensable to achieve a successful 
evaluation route and product.

The versions briefly described here 
coincide in presenting evaluation as an 
exercise which can, and should, give voi-
ce to diverse stakeholders, and their di-
fferent interests, in order to understand 
a multiple, complex and intangible reali-
ty. The goal is to increase understanding 
of the processes and/or their results as 
an indispensable platform from which 
to apply changes.

It is worth mentioning that these eva-
luation perspectives have been created 
in the English speaking world and in the 
context of the Global North, with their 
theoretical and methodological roots 
in the action-research approach of Kurt 
Lewin (1946) or, more recently, in me-
thods drawn from Participatory Rural 
Appraisal / Participatory Learning and 
Action (Chambers, 1992). While these 
influences have had some influence in 
Latin America, it is the significant prior 

novation and adaptation are considered 
integral parts of the intervention and as 
such are located in the design and infor-
mation gathering phases so that support 
for the programme and/or organisatio-
nal development is viable with oppor-
tune and swift feedback (ideally, in real 
time). The evaluation team collabora-
tes closely with social innovation pro-
fessionals to conceptualise, design and 
test new approaches in an ongoing pro-
cess of adaptation, intentional change 
and long term development. The team’s 
main functions aim to clarify the innova-
tion and adaptation processes, tracking 
the implications and results to facilitate 
continual decision-making in real time, 
based on data that emerges from the de-
velopment process (Patton, 2012). One 

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
DEVELOPMENTAL EVALUATION

Patton, M. Q. 2010. Developmental 
Evaluation: Applying Complexity 
Concepts to Enhance Innovation and 
Use. New York: Guilford Press.
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knowledge and praxis in the region that 
has provided a platform for participatory 
evaluation. The following section goes 
into this idea in more depth.

Participatory evaluation 
connections in 
Latin America
In the Latin American context, particu-
larly in the field of social action, partici-
patory evaluation is direct heir to a rich 
tradition that has strongly and explicitly 
emphasized the participatory dimension 
inherent in a way of perceiving reality 
that is both liberating and transforma-
tive. Perhaps the three most relevant 
expressions throughout its history and 
development in the region are Popular 
Education, Participatory Action Research 
and the Systematisation of Experiences. 
These all come under the umbrella “par-

training activities that affirmed it2, in 
addition to another generation of stake-
holders, content and practices (Torres 
Carrillo, 2014). This reinvention process 
focuses on the context’s realities and in 
doing so, has recently addressed topics 
that include food sovereignty, agroeco-
logy, youth, interculturalism, LGBTQIA+ 
and community justice (Núñez, 1996).

Over time, Popular Education has esta-
blished itself as a broad movement that 
articulates a stream of thought and ac-
tion in the field of social science, and in 
particular in pedagogy, that takes on a 
dialectical epistemology emphasizing 
participatory methodology, dialogue 
and the complementarity of knowledge 
from different sources (Núñez, 1996). 
This emphasis on dialogue between 
knowledge sources implies horizontal 
relationships between educator and stu-
dent, without removing the need for the 
educator, who, in many ways, takes on a 
facilitator role throughout the educatio-

2 This new impetus of Popular Education can be appreciated in 
CEAAL’s journey (Latin American and Caribbean Council for Po-
pular Education). CEAAL is a continent-wide network comprising 
more than a hundred centres inspired by Popular Education and 
has received mandates in its assemblies to establish a move-
ment dedicated to Popular Education and form more intentional 
links with other social movements in the region.

ticipatory family”1  as all these methods 
and initiatives emanate from the same 
intellectual family, characterised by “the 
same epistemology and immanent cri-
tique methodology” (Fals Borda, 2009, 
p.321). Aside from their particularities 
and nuances, the same strong foun-
dations sustain and legitimise these 
approaches in their original format and 
ensure greater impact in their implemen-
tation.

Popular Education

Popular Education emerged in the mid-
1970s and became a trend or movement 
that sought to respond both theoretically 
and methodologically to the region’s real 
and vast socio-economic inequalities. 
Contributions from the Brazilian pedago-
gue, Paulo Freire, were key in its origins 
and they heavily influenced students, 
young activists, intellectuals and cler-
gy who threw themselves into multiple 
grassroots social and political projects.  

1 Fals Borda (2009) uses the term “participatory family” to en-
compass a set of approaches that, together with Participatory 
Action Research, include self-inquiry methods, participant social 
science, participatory and consciousness-raising surveys, activist 
research, science of the proletariat, soft systems methodology, 
etc 

In this movement, popular education 
was seen as the tool of choice to equip 
the least advantaged and most excluded 
groups to become aware of their adverse 
situations and adopt organisational mo-
dels to transform them.

Following on from the initial momentum 
that focused on literacy and adult edu-
cation, Popular Education worked main-
ly through NGOs to broaden its interest 
over the next two decades to include  
social movement and organisational lea-
ders, community health work, alternative 
communication and solidarity economy. 
Its dedication to capacity building and 
training for individuals, collectives and 
social organisations translated into the 
creation of workshops, courses and cam-
paigns in addition to a large amount of 
educational and communicative mate-
rials that became known as a sort of brand 
for this movement. In the early 1990s, 
Popular Education retreated somewhat 
until the start of this century when there 
was a notable (re)emergence of multiple 
experiences, collectives, networks and YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO     

"LATIN AMERICAN CONNECTIONS TO 
PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION" HERE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7T0rW7ReN4k&t=67s
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In the Latin American context, 
participatory evaluation is direct 

heir to a rich tradition in the field 
of social action that has strongly 

and explicitly emphasized the 
participatory dimension inherent in 
a way of perceiving reality that is 
both liberating and transformative.

nal process. Historically, Popular Educa-
tion has been underpinned by its ethical 
and political decision to transform socie-
ty by focusing on the interests of vulne-
rable and excluded groups.

Participatory Action Research
PAR (Participatory Action Research) is a 
social science research method with a 
rich history in Latin America. It became 

known through the work of Colombian 
Orlando Fals Borda in the mid-1970s. 
What makes it unique and original com-
pared to other methods is its focus on 
producing knowledge with the explicit 
intention of transforming the reality 
under study. In order to do this, it seeks 
to generate, as part of the research pro-
cess, ways to empower local stakehol-
ders so they can carry out participatory 
and effective actions to improve their 
living conditions (Park, 2011). 

PAR has a cyclical and iterative natu-
re and its components, action-reflec-
tion-action are founded epistemologi-
cally on the split between the subjects 
that research on the one hand, and the 
objects researched on the other. This 
break with positivism’s central claim is 
what fosters horizontal relationships 
between the social research process 
participants (García Sánchez and Gue-
rrero Barón, 2012).

While PAR is not a monolithic metho-
dological movement, there are several 
different versions that share common 
core features (Leal, 2009). One common 
and key element is its political intent 
and this is explicit in the way that, be-

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
POPULAR EDUCATION’S 
HISTORY AND CURRENT 
SITUATION IN LATIN AMERICA: 

Freedman, E., Barrera Tomasino, E., & 
Payés, I. 2014. Mapeo de Experiencias 
de Educación Popular con Movimientos 
Sociales. Consejo de Educación Popular 
de América Latina y el Caribe (CEAAL).

Narváez, A., Calderón, M., & Palop, 
V. 2015. "La Educación Popular ante 
los nuevos contextos latinoameri-
canos y el sistema educativo ecua-
toriano". Fe y Alegría Ecuador.

Mejía Jiménez, M. R. 2015. La educa-
ción popular en el siglo XXI. Una re-
sistencia intercultural desde el sur y 
desde abajo. Praxis & Saber, 6(12), 97.
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tion, with subjects taking a critical stan-
ce regarding the reality under study. Re-
search and action, theory and practice, 
should not be considered dichotomously, 
as the research itself is a form of action. 
In the context of PAR, the role of external 
professionals (in this case, researchers or 
academics) becomes that of facilitator, 
contributing their expertise so that the 
local stakeholders are the ones to take 
centre stage in the research task.

Its methodological originality is clear-
ly evidenced in the space it provides 
for community participatory action, ex-
pressed in data collection tools that fa-
vour dialogue and go beyond mere data. 
Examples of this include the interviews, 
the semi-structured questionnaires and 
the focus groups that are reinvented wi-
thin this space for horizontal and partici-
patory interactions.  Here, we can add the 
use of other tools (such as photo langua-
ge, sociodrama, etc.) that encourage the 
sharing of feelings and experiences and 
recover popular knowledge. PAR metho-
dology emerged from the classic world-
view of action-research practice (Lewin), 
was revised by committed sociology 
(Moncayo, 2009), and in time would inte-

grate elements from critical theory, her-
meneutics and systemics (Torres, 1987) 3.  

Systematisation of Experiences
At the same time, in the 1970s, the Syste-
matisation of Experiences methodology 
emerges and is developed in Latin Ame-
rica with strong connections and con-
fluences with both PAR and Popular Edu-
cation initiatives in the region (Eizaguirre 
et al., 2004, p.19)4. At that time, social 
development organisations working at 
grassroots level became interested in ge-
nerating learning from these initiatives. 
A methodology was consolidated which 
focused on recovering these experiences 
and critically analysing them. Stakehol-
ders involved in these experiences beca-
me indispensible for this process. In its 
early days, Martinic (1984) stated that 
the Systematisation of Experiences was 
an alternative to conventional evalua-
tions used in social and educational pro-

3 Cohen and Franco (1988) consider that many participatory eva-
luation experiences are rooted theoretically and methodologica-
lly in the action research approach.

4 The authors also highlight initial connections with Social 
Work university departments (or Social Services), a professio-
nal discipline that has worked on the approach since the mid-
1950s with the aim of recovering, ordering and clarifying so-
cial work knowledge in order to be able to use it scientifically.

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
PARTICIPATORY ACTION 
RESEARCH’S HISTORY 
AND CURRENT SITUATION 
IN LATIN AMERICA: 

Cruz, Edwin. 2012. “Subversión, 
investigación-acción participativa 
y socialismo raizal: vigencia de la 
utopía en el pensamiento de Or-
lando Fals Borda”. Izquierdas 14. 
http://www.izquierdas.cl/edicio-
nes/2012/numero-14-diciembre 
(Consulted on 3 October 2020).

Leal, E. 2009. La investigación acción 
participación, un aporte conocimiento 
y a la transformación de Latinoamé-
rica, en permanente movimiento. Re-
vista de investigación, 33(67), 13–34. 

Pare Ouellet, L. 2010. Retos de la 
investigación-acción ante los para-
digmas del desarrollo sustentable 
y las políticas públicas. http://ru.iis.
sociales.unam.mx/handle/IIS/28

jects. He understood it as a response to 
the fact that prevailing social research 
lacked ways of analysing the issues un-
covered by social change efforts.

Alforja, a network of popular education 
practitioners in Central America, is an 
example of the strong link developed 
and maintained between the Syste-
matisation of Experiences and Popular 
Education in the region, where the main 
emphasis is placed on learning from 
practices connected to specific contexts 
(rather than only on generating knowle-
dge), which gives local stakeholders a 
central role in developing the systemati-
sation (Jara Holliday, 2010). Its momen-
tum and impact in the region is largely 
a result of two factors: (1) the need to 
learn from an accumulation of experien-
ces in the area of Popular Education and 
social development projects, and (2) a 
deep dissatisfaction with regard to how 
evaluation is practised with regard to its 
exclusive focus on the most quantifiable 
outcomes (González Gómez, 2005; Cha-
vez-Tafur, 2006).

Later, other approaches came to the fo-
refront in the Systematisation of Expe-

yond the micro experiences where it is 
applied, structural change is pursued as 
the end goal. Thus, its epistemological 
posture favours knowledge generation 
with the purpose of social transforma-

www.izquierdas.cl/ediciones/2012/numero-14-diciembre
www.izquierdas.cl/ediciones/2012/numero-14-diciembre
http://ru.iis.sociales.unam.mx/handle/IIS/28
http://ru.iis.sociales.unam.mx/handle/IIS/28
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riences that focused in varying degrees 
on exchanging experiences, achieving a 
better understanding of one’s own work 
to improve practice or even the acquisi-
tion of theoretical knowledge from prac-
tice. More recently, the Systematisation 

of Experiences in social organisations 
has developed its methodology in close 
contact with evaluation processes and 
experience-based social research (Eiza-
guirre et al., 2004). By sharing features 
with PAR, systematisation (as a form of 
critical qualitatve research) has its own 
identity, configured as an independent 
emerging field in the area of popular 
education and alternative social practi-
ces (Cendales and Torres, 2014).

The three traditions reviewed take as 
their starting point a shared construction 
of the problem (inquiry, research, etc.), 
in which the focus or problem is always 
defined and decided by the collective 
or community affected. The relations-
hips between external practitioners and 
local stakeholders (researchers and the 
researched, educators and students, etc.) 
take on the epistemological challenge of 
overcoming the separation of subject and 
object in the research. This is how the re-
lationships can be horizontal and at the 
same time, differentiated. The role of the 
external actors becomes that of process 
facilitators (knowledge generators etc.). 
The key interest in learning from reality/
practice/experience is directed at praxis. 

TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
THE SYSTEMATISATION 
OF EXPERIENCES HISTORY 
AND CURRENT SITUATION 
IN LATIN AMERICA  
Barnechea García, M. M., & Morgan, M. 
de la L. 2007. El conocimiento desde 
la práctica y una propuesta de método 
de sistematización de experiencias 
[Tesis de Maestría]. Pontificia 
Universidad Católica del Perú.

Jara Holliday, O. 2018. La 
sistematización de experiencias: 
Práctica y teoría para otros 
mundos posibles. Centro 
Internacional de Educación y 
Desarrollo Humano-CINDE.

Tapella E, Rodríguez-Bilella P. Shared 
learning and participatory evaluation: 
The sistematización approach to 
assess development interventions. 
Evaluation. 2014;20(1):115-133.
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In other words, the action or intervention 
is intentional in bringing about social 
change. The participatory component 
runs through these currents, by more re-
cently including participatory postures, 
interpretative emphases or hermeneu-
tics5. While it is arguable whether or not 
these approaches have become mains-
tream in academia and public planning, 
their presence over time in the region 
has ethically and politically challenged 
how scientific practice is conceived and 
informed, and it has contributed signifi-
cantly to how educational, research and 
social action initiatives are perceived 
and put into practice. 

These three Latin American streams una-
nimously recognise the influence of the 
figure and contributions, both theoretical 
and conceptual, of Paulo Freire (1972). 
The Brazilian’s connection with the field 
of evaluation is even more explicit re-
cently due to a more global audience6.

5 For more, see the methodological proposals from the Popular 
Education Research Group at the University of Valle de Cali 
(Colombia), interested in constructing stories on experiences and 
carrying out interpretative readings of experiences that tend to 
arrive at a “shared macro account”.

6  One example is from 2017 when edition number 155 of the 
prestigious journal New Directions for Evaluation, coordinated 
by Michael Patton, focused on the figure of Paulo Freire and the 
pedagogy of evaluation.

In the field of evaluation, many projects 
claim their practice incorporates social 
participation. This participatory em-
phasis is revealed through expressions 
like “the stakeholder as protagonist”, 
“citizen participation”, “recovering the 
stakeholder perspective” among others 
(Daigneault and Jacob, 2009; Jacob and 
Ouvrard, 2009). Participatory evalua-
tion definitions and conceptualisations 
are multiple and varied. Ideal versions 
are described so as to facilitate compa-
risons with other evaluation approaches. 
The EvalParticipativa project has created 
a repository of handbooks and various 
materials on this approach which include 
these multiple definitions.   

In order to present a preliminary unders-
tanding of participatory evaluation in the 
Latin American and Caribbean context, it 
is worth highlighting the two different 
ways this approach has developed (Pa-
tton, 2017): practical participatory eva-
luation and transformative participatory 

evaluation. These are two parallel tradi-
tions from the same approach that sha-
re key characteristics, but that also have 
clearly different emphases as a result of 
their respective sociocultural contextual 
developments. Practical participatory 
evaluation emerges and is developed 
mainly in the developed English-spea-
king world and highlights stakeholder im-
plication in terms of sponsors, managers 
and those involved in decision making.  
Transformative participatory evaluation 
is found in Latin America, India and Afri-
ca (Patton, 2017, p.56), and is interested 
in involving all relevant parties including 
those affected by the evaluation process. 
This especially includes the least power-
ful and seeks to help them acquire and 
strengthen capacities as part of the eva-
luation process itself.

Before offering a definition of participa-
tory evaluation to structure and forma-
lise the conceptualisation, we will first 
present seven key principles that are 
specific to the Latin American context 
and that also make explicit its transfor-
mative nature. These principles were 
constructed in a collaborative manner in 
the First Gathering of Participatory Eva-

luation Experiences in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, held in Quito in No-
vember 2019 based on the experiences 
of a dozen participatory evaluations ca-
rried out in the region. The advantage to 
this is that the principles set out come 
from situational analyses. They are also 
explained and developed with contribu-
tions from the specialised bibliography.

1. The relevant stakehol-
ders of the intervention 
or situation under eva-
luation are active in, and 
conscious of, their incor-
poration in the evaluation 
process as full subjects 
The Latin American perspective firstly 
emphasizes social transformation and 
the potential of programmes to advance 
development. In this respect, participa-
tion means giving voice to all relevant 
stakeholders, especially to excluded 
sectors of the population. In accordance 
with Chouinard and Milley (2018), par-
ticipatory practice includes a regulatory 
component, focused on democratising 
the research process, sharing knowled-

2. PARTICIPATORY 
EVALUATION PRINCIPLES 
IN LATIN AMERICA

https://evalparticipativa.net/recursos/guias-y-manuales-para-la-evaluacion-participativa/
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ge generation and responding in a better 
way to the needs and demands of each 
specific context.

However, historically, project, program-
me and policy participants have not 
been incorporated into evaluation pro-
cesses any more than as mere infor-
mants. Including them in the evaluation 
framework as full subjects contrasts with 
viewing them as objects in an interven-
tion that are in need of protection or that 
are solely beneficiaries. The theory and 
practice of participatory evaluation in its 
transformative version trusts that peo-
ple are capable of speaking and thinking 
critically, making decisions and being in-
dependent. It also recognises that they 
will have their own interests, expecta-
tions and priorities.

This participation concept fosters the 
active implication of the different stake-
holders throughout the evaluation pro-
cess beginning with its design throu-

gh to its results. This active implication 
means that those who make the decision 
to carry out a participatory evaluation 
have to accept that this means sharing 
decision making especially with regard 
to the evaluation process. In other words, 
the giving up of power. At the same time, 
perceiving participants as subjects with 
full rights also implies recognising their 
responsibilities.

2. Local knowledge 
is recognised as valid 
and indispensable 
for evaluation
The central role awarded to knowledge 
that is generated by those living in po-
verty (including indigenous peoples) has 
been a focus of reflection in Latin Ame-
rica since the 1970s (Kushner and Ro-
tondo, 2012).  This illustrates how local 
knowledge can be recognised and va-
lued as the first step in an emancipation 
and liberation process (Gadotti, 2017). 
A key facet of incorporating local stake-
holders in transformative participatory 
evaluation is recognising and valuing the 
knowledge that emerges as stakeholders 
analyse their lived realities.

The relevant stakeholders of the intervention or situation under 
evaluation are active in and conscious of their incorporation in the 
evaluation process as full subjects.

Local knowledge is recognised as valid and indispensable for 
evaluation.

Institutional representatives work with local stakeholders in 

the design, implementation and interpretation of the evaluation 

findings.

The use of didactic tools and materials facilitates dialogue by generating information.

The participants or stakeholders take ownership of the evaluation 

process and results.

The evaluation process strengthens local skill sets in planning and 
participatory decision making.

The external evaluators act as facilitators in the evaluation process.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Participatory evaluation principles
To read more about these diverse defini-
tions, consult Viñas and Ocampo (2002); 
Clark and Sartorius (2004); Coupal (2000).
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3. Institutional 
representatives work with 
local stakeholders in the 
design, implementation 
and interpretation of the 
evaluation findings
In participatory evaluation, evaluators 
work alongside social actors or 
stakeholders in an intervention in order to 
generate evaluation knowledge for that 
intervention. These social actors include 
those responsible for the programme 
while examples of local stakeholders 
include grassroots organisations, user 
groups and technical staff that work on 
programmes at local level.  

Within the framework of participatory 
evaluation, they are the ones to define 
what will be evaluated, who will 
participate, when it will be carried 
out, what data collection and analysis 
methods will be used and how the results 
will be communicated (Coupal, 2000). 
All stages in the process are relevant but 
the scope of the evaluation focus and its 
characteristics, negotiated between the 
different stakeholders, is what sets the 
tone for the rest of the activities. This 
prompts the generation of participation 

moments that are effective for 
both clearly delimiting the desired 
participation objective and structuring 
and channelling this participation 
during the evaluation process (Aubel, 
2000).

4. The use of didactic tools 
and materials facilitates 
dialogue by generating 
spaces and procedures 
for gathering, analysing 
and using information

There are challenges involved in deve-
loping effective participation in diverse 
and culturally complex contexts. These 
challenges are related to real inequa-
lities that exist between the different 
stakeholders with regard to their power, 
voice and capacities. Participatory eva-
luation has tackled this challenge by 
suggesting and creating innovative par-
ticipatory didactic materials and tools 
that recover and keep present the pers-
pective of everyone involved in the eva-
luation process, independent of their lo-
cation, position, gender, etc. (Chouinard 
and Milley, 2018).
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Before offering a definition of 
participatory evaluation to 
structure and formalise the 

conceptualisation, we will first 
present seven key principles that 
are specific to the Latin American 
context and that also make explicit 

its transformative nature. 

When the tools are used, the rational 
and emotive dimensions come together 
and this favours more real ownership 
of the reflections and their findings. In 
addition to this, evaluation becomes 
a way of fostering the development of 
critical thinking in the people involved 
in the process. The tools, workshops and 
games prompt exchanges that deepen 
individual and collective knowledge; 
return centre stage to the stakeholders; 
facilitate debates, trust and innovative 
forms of learning and reflecting; and 
affect the desired transformative direc-
tion.

5. The participants 
or stakeholders take 
ownership of the 
evaluation process 
and results
The notion of “participation” is used in 
multiple ways and this means that it can 
become vague and unclear, diluting its 
ability to democratise and transform 
(Cornwall, 2008). In the evaluation con-
text, social participation can be unders-
tood and interpreted in diverse ways 

(Chouinard and Milley, 2018), but mul-
tiple efforts have been made in Latin 
America to overcome its instrumentalist 
use, in a bid to stop local stakeholders 
being used as informants for the pur-
pose of legitimising an evaluation pro-
cess that has actually been externally 
and vertically defined, i.e. a top- down 
focus. This is made possible through a 
horizontal distribution of power in the 
different decision-making processes re-
quired in the evaluation.

6. The evaluation process 
strengthens local skills 
for participatory planning 
and decision making
The empowerment perspective in par-
ticipatory evaluation reflects Freire’s 
contributions regarding the creation of 
power in people and the central role in 
organising and mobilising them for this 
purpose (Torres, 1987). Participation 
requires the involvement of local stake-
holders to capture the specificities of 
the place and guarantee that their pers-
pectives are included.
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participation is not limited to those who 
have a more structured discourse equi-
pped with more skills and power. In the 
same way, if participation is not mana-
ged properly, frustrations can be genera-
ted between the people involved; a lack 
of motivation for effective participation 
can creep in; and the evaluation’s em-
powerment potential can be reduced.

Within this framework, the role of the 
evaluation teams as facilitators of the 
process becomes increasingly relevant 
as they are a key central part of parti-
cipatory evaluation at every stage. The 
evaluation team “has to be respectful 
and able to manage group construction 
processes as they decide what should be 
evaluated and how this should be carried 
out, and define the evaluation results, 
conclusions and recommendations” (Es-
pinosa Fajardo, 2019).

 

Thus, in addition to integrating other 
points of view and helping form a shared 
interpretation of the programme under 
evaluation, participatory evaluation also 
generates a process through which local 
stakeholders increase their decision-ma-
king capacities for their own lives and 
their environment. As a result, they are 
able to handle mechanisms that can im-
prove their position in society.

7. The evaluation teams 
act as facilitators in the 
evaluation process
Participation in evaluation can empower, 
contribute to learning and improve the 
democratic culture of organisations and 
social groups. However, as we have shown, 
it can also be used in a purely symbolic 
way and reproduce the same asymme-
tries of power that exist in the real world 
if we are not intentional in ensuring that 

Valuing the perspective of multiple 
stakeholders implies recognising 
their knowledge, constructed from 
social, cultural and historical practice.

Participatory evaluation genera-
tes a process through which local 
stakeholders grow in their capa-
city to make decisions regarding 
their own lives and surroundings.
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Levels of participation

INFORMATION

SUPPLIE
RS

Our creation, inspired by 
Arnstein (1969).

PARTICIPATION
THROUGH

CONSULTATION

PARTICIPATIONFOR INCENTIVES

PASSIVITY

FUNCTIONAL
PARTICIPATION

INTERACTIVE
PARTICIPATION

INDEPENDENT 
DEVELOPMENT

The stakeholders 
provide information 

generally through 
questionnaires, but 

do not have influence 
in the evaluation.

The stakeholders are 

only informed about 

the evaluation. 

The local stakeholders 
are listened to but not 
included in decision-
making concerning 
the evaluation, its 

results, conclusions and 
recommendations.

The local stakeholders 

participate in groups in 

order to respond to the 

evaluation’s goals. They 

do not have an influence 

on the way it is formula-

ted but they do impact 

the way it is developed.

The local stake-
holders par-
ticipate in all 
phases of the 

evaluation in an 
active manner.

Local 
stakeholders 
initiate and 
develop the 
evaluation 

without waiting 
for external 

interventions.

The stakeholders 

participate 

by providing 

information in 

exchange for 

incentives.



6968

3. PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION 
IN ACTION: AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO ADVANCE HUMAN RIGHTS, 
INCLUSION AND EQUITY
One of participatory evaluation’s key 
characteristics is the way it gives voice 
to the different social actors. However, 
the participation of these stakeholders 
in evaluation does not always lead to the 
same type of practice and, as we have 
shown, there are even times when exer-
cises are not deemed to be strictly parti-
cipatory.

To that effect, the multifaceted and kalei-
doscopic nature of the concept of “parti-
cipation” is not anything new and has al-
ready been explored by Sherry Arnstein 
(1969) in her “ladder” or levels of par-
ticipation. In line with this author, there 
are different types of participation that 
form a continuum that goes from the ma-
nipulated use of participation at one end, 
to participation exercised and managed 
by citizens at the other. 

In reality, when you go beyond the dis-
course in support of participatory pro-

cesses, participatory evaluation does 
not always reflect a truly participatory 
“vocation” (Guijt, 2014), and the notion 
of participation has acquired different 
connotations. In fact, often stakeholder 
participation only equates to the role 
of information providers. In this sense, 
participatory evaluation is reduced to 
moments of mere consultation (passive 
participation) without offering the local 
stakeholders the possibility of influen-
cing all the decisions that are made du-
ring an evaluation process (Tapella and 
Sanz, 2019).  All this reveals practices 
of exclusion and privilege as it sheds 
light on core issues in evaluation such 
as voice, power and politics (Chouinard 
and Milley, 2018). More specifically, as 
Chambers (2003) highlights, evaluation 
runs the risk of becoming a mere symbo-
lic simulation as it does not confront the 
status quo and redistribute power.

The same drive to establish participatory 
evaluation has the potential to generate 
location-specific knowledge as a result 
of bringing together local stakeholder 
knowledge and that of external practi-
tioners. This dialogue between different 
knowledge sources developed in the 
evaluation process includes deliberative 

exchanges between the evaluator team 
and a host of stakeholders, establishing 
an atmosphere of democratic debate 
(House and Howe, 2000) at the heart of 
participatory evaluation.

As participatory evaluation processes 
contribute more in terms of flexibili-
ty and adaptability to the context, and 
given that they address the needs and 
worries of local stakeholders to a grea-
ter extent, stakeholders are more likely 
to take ownership of both the evaluation 
results and the evaluation mechanisms 
and logic (the methodological design, 
fieldwork, data analysis and presenta-
tion of findings and recommendations). 
This final point has a direct and positive 
impact on how effectively evaluation is 
used as it allows people to take owners-
hip of the intervention process and esta-
blish themselves as bearers of rights.

In a process of this type, time-bound and 
developed collaboratively between di-
fferent stakeholders, participatory eva-
luation has the potential to strengthen 
local skills that can be activated beyond 
the project under evaluation. This can be 
seen in the diverse attitudes and beha-
viours that can be activated through this 

type of project and which reflect stake-
holder empowerment: flexibility, critical 
reflection, negotiation, seeking consen-
sus, creativity, etc.

In addition to fostering greater knowle-
dge and voice among individuals parti-
cipating in processes and decisions that 
affect their lives, ensuring that nobody is 
left behind, participation in the evalua-
tion context can strengthen the internal 
capacity of organisations, their learning 
and generation of learning with regard 
to the way the interventions perform 
and ways they can be improved. The abi-
lity to contextualise evaluations is one 
of the clearest benefits of bringing toge-
ther participation and evaluation. 

Various participatory evaluation expe-
riences analysed in the Latin American 
context showcase its potential for cen-
tring evaluation  around people, by in-
creasing the impact felt by the various 
stakeholders. It is within the framework 
of collaborative and horizontal work that 
the reciprocal attention of plural pers-
pectives, contributed by the different 
stakeholders, can be appreciated when 
it comes to assessing the programme’s 
success.
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Participatory evaluation 
has the advantage of 

being more adaptable to 
specific contexts, focusing 

on people, aligning with 
rights-based approaches 
and enabling advances in 

inclusion and equity.

One particular aim in Latin America is to 
separate participatory evaluation from 
“tool-centrist” visions, in other words, 
those that tend to equate the who-
le approach and its purpose to a set of 
tools that encourage participation. Their 
absence could even be positive if they 
are only being used as “fun” alternative 
ways to present content and direct eva-
luation efforts whilst pretending that 
they are gaining the perspectives of lo-
cal stakeholders. The tools, workshops 
and games are, however, central and hi-
ghly relevant parts of the participatory 
processes. Through them, learning co-
mes from the collective task of “doing 
together” and “throwing your whole self 
in” (and not just your thoughts). What’s 
more, this “throwing one’s whole self in” 
is a strongly Latin American trait, not  of-
ten valued in evaluation models based 
on other rationales. 

On the other hand, participation in eva-
luation practice also reveals that it is not 
always possible or relevant to carry out 
the strictest versions of participation. Al-
though this may be a long term goal, the 
participation level that can be achieved 
often depends on the programme, the 
specific context and the evaluator team, 

among other factors. In this regard, it 
is always important to remain aware of 
who is participating, how they are parti-
cipating, in what activity, what the real 
participation potential is in each speci-
fic case and how to keep promoting it.

In the balance between the desired par-
ticipation and possible participation, 
the experience in Latin America, as we 
have commented in the previous para-
graph, underlines the importance given 
to ensuring that social actors partici-
pate as bearers of rights. In this sense, 
participatory evaluation views the acti-
ve role of the stakeholders as the natu-
ral extension of their rights as citizens. 
In addition to this, it understands eva-
luation to be an opportune and perfect 
moment to encourage this commitment 
from public institutions.

This tendency within participatory eva-
luation in the region overlaps with the 
drive over the last few years to incorpo-
rate Human Rights into the very core of 
evaluation. In line with evaluations that 
include a Human Rights based approach, 
several different versions have been de-
veloped to help evaluation become an 
instrument to “promote, respect and 
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guarantee the real enjoyment of human 
rights with special attention awarded 
to the most vulnerable groups” (Lige-
ro Lasa et al., 2014, p.19). In this case, 
the research process focuses on valuing 
how the programme contributes to redu-
cing discrimination, developing skills in 
stakeholders and encouraging their par-
ticipation, demands and action (Ligero 
Lasa et al. 2014).

With regard to the connection between 
participation and rights, participatory 
evaluation carried out in the region is 
also an opportunity to advance in inclu-
sion and equity. Participatory approa-
ches have been criticised for being naive 
at times as they have not always conside-
red the inequalities existing within the 
social groups involved in the programme 
and evaluation (Guijt and Shah, 1998). 
In recent years, Latin American practice 

YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
“AN EVALUATION WITHOUT 
EVALUATORS” HERE

has started to recognise existing discri-
minations and has suggested the need to 
work to transform this.

It is generally recognised that among 
relevant stakeholders, there are diverse 
needs, interests, knowledge and know-
how. Likewise, existing power relations-
hips between participants are being 
taken into consideration more, as are the 
different situations of discrimination and 
inequality that may surface. 

However, no social actor type is one and 
the same and so a stakeholder's situa-
tion and position cannot be explained 
just by considering one of the catego-
ries that they fit into, for example, their 
socio-economic status. Attention must 
be paid, in each specific evaluation, to 
the different social characteristics at 
play among the stakeholders and how 
they overlap in each case. This requires 
an approach that understands that the 
different systems and power structures 
are interwoven and can change over time 
(Hankivsky and Jordan-Zachery, 2019). It 
is necessary to understand how different 
forms of inequality, such as socio-econo-
mic status, gender, ethnic origin, age, etc, 

intersect in each specific case. Further-
more, philosophical, political and practi-
cal considerations that mediate and re-
produce certain types of discrimination 
and exclusion, affect not only evaluated 
programmes, but the very evaluation 
itself (Cousins and Chouinard, 2012). 
With regard to this point, it seems hi-
ghly relevant to bring to light and analy-
se the social position, roles, values and 
assumptions existing in the programme 
under evaluation, the evaluation itself 
and the context that surrounds it. Thus, 
evaluation presents an opportunity to 
highlight and change beliefs that are 
classist, sexist, racist, homophobic etc.

Likewise, participatory evaluation prac-
tice in Latin America has initiated dialo-
gue and efforts to establish connections 
with evaluation proposals that intentio-
nally incorporate a gender and intercul-
tural focus with the aim of questioning 
the structures and logics of power and 
discrimination (Faúndez Meléndez and 
Weinstein, 2013). It places an empha-
sis on giving voice to those people and 
groups often silenced, protecting the ri-
ghts of all those who participate in the 

evaluation, and recognising and valuing 
diversity.  It also pinpoints more speci-
fically where others are coming from. 
For example, it can be observed that the 
programmes are not neutral in terms of 
socially constructed gender ideologies 
and if they do not adopt relevant mea-
sures, they will reproduce the same type 
of structural inequality. In the same way, 
some of the region’s practices recognise 
and value the cultural diversities found 
in Latin American societies and promote 
the rights and voices of indigenous peo-
ple and afro-descendants. It is therefore 
important to properly identify the key 
stakeholders and their diversity from the 
start of the evaluation and throughout 
their involvement in the process by brea-
king with vertical or top-down approa-
ches that are often the norm. 

In finding a balance between the 
desired participation and possible 
participation, the experience in 
Latin America underlines how 
central it is for social stakeholders 
to participate as full subjects.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zzeYdJXwVu0&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=1
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has shared influences and synergy with 
experiences such as Popular Education 
and the Systematisation of Experiences. 
Furthermore, participatory evaluation in 
the region shares a set of specific prin-
ciples that consider stakeholders to be 
full subjects with rights, recognise and 
value local knowledge, promote horizon-
tal didactic tools and materials, encoura-
ge stakeholders to take ownership of the 
processes and results, and strengthen 
local skills and the facilitator role of the 
evaluator team.

This chapter has highlighted how the re-
lationship between evaluation and parti-
cipation has an extensive history. Several 
versions seeking to involve diverse social 
actors in evaluation processes have been 
described. As we have seen, participa-
tory evaluation is connected to transfor-
mative evaluation, empowerment eva-
luation and the collaborative approach 
in evaluation, among others. In the La-
tin American context, its development 

Yet, participation does not always result 
in the same type of practice. Even thou-
gh there are times when participation is 
used as a “label”, and does not take ad-
vantage of its transformative power; at 
other times, it can open up space to, li-
ttle-by-little and according to each con-
text, provide opportunities that enable 
advances in rights, inclusion and equity. 
In this regard, participatory evaluation 
can constitute a tool with wide-ranging 

potential to help promote participation 
among diverse stakeholders, actively in-
clude their voices, needs, interests and 
knowledge and, in line with the 2030 
Agenda, not leave anyone behind. In the 
next section, we will explore how this 
type of evaluation activity is put into 
practice, how to facilitate participation 
in evaluation, and what tools we can use 
for this purpose.

4. CONCLUSIONS
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Chapter 3

How to conduct a participatory 
evaluation
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In this chapter, we describe how to carry 
out a participatory evaluation step by 
step. We will pay special attention to the 
features that differentiate this type of 
evaluation from others: both those fea-
tures that affect the evaluation process 
in general, and those that are specific 
to one of the steps in particular. We will 
also highlight specific tools and techni-
ques that ensure that participatory eva-
luations are carried out with the same 
methodological rigour and quality stan-
dards expected in any evaluation.

1. INTRODUCTION
The steps taken in a participatory eva-
luation are not too different from those 
in a conventional evaluation. There are 
obviously certain elements that are diffe-
rent or steps that require special atten-
tion when you want more stakeholders to 

participate, but all evaluations, participa-
tory or not, follow a very similar pattern.

They begin by formulating questions 
about the project under evaluation and 
then search for the information needed 
to be able to respond to them. The pro-
cess ends when these responses transla-
te into improvements in the project and 
its impact. This sequence of events is nor-
mally known as the “evaluation process”, 
and the three activities described above 
are referred to as the programming, im-
plementation and use “phases” of eva-
luation respectively. The steps that have 
to be taken within each of these phases 
are commonly known as “stages”. It is at 
this more detailed level of the evaluation 
process (stages) that the features that di-
fferentiate participatory evaluation from 
other approaches are found. Therefore, 
we will review these stages in detail in 
this chapter. 
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STAGE 1

STAGE 2

STAGE 3

STAGE 4

STAGE 5

STAGE 6

STAGE 7

STAGE 8

STAGE 9

USE PHASE

Establish the 
evaluation team

Set out the 

evaluation 

aims and  

questions

Plan costs and 

timeframe for 

the evaluation

Gather 
and record 
information

Analyse information

Transfer the 
results

Put findings 
into action

Monitor the 

improvements

     
PROG

RAM
MING

 PHA
SE

   IMPLEMENTATION PHASE

Participatory 
evaluation process

Identify information 

sources and tools to 

gather information



8382

A little help: capacity 
training, tool adaptation 
and process facilitation
The experience of carrying out an eva-
luation process from start to end is not 
without its difficulties, especially when 
there is no previous evaluation experien-
ce. This is often the case for many of the 
people that comprise the participatory 
evaluation teams. Fortunately, the par-
ticipatory evaluation teams compensate 
for their lack of experience with a deep 
understanding of the project under eva-
luation and its context.

One challenge that seems to come up 
constantly throughout the participa-
tory evaluation process is how to make 
the most of the local teams’ contextual 
knowledge and, at the same time, in-
crease their knowledge of evaluation 
and adapt instruments so that they can 
be used by non-professionals. This cha-
llenge enables the presence of three key 
characteristic elements of participatory 
evaluation processes: the capacity trai-
ning sessions, tools adaptation and faci-
litation. 

Capacity training is necessary so that all 
members of the participatory evaluation 

Having an itinerary not only provides di-
rection to the group of people that are 
going to conduct the participatory eva-
luation (those who we will hereafter re-
fer to as the evaluation team), but also 
ensures the evaluation has methodologi-
cal rigour, an essential element to make 
evaluation results credible.

It is worth pointing out here that an eva-
luation does not have to develop in a li-
near fashion. Some stages can be carried 
out simultaneously and it is even possi-
ble to change the order or review deci-
sions made in previous stages if during 
the evaluation’s development, it is dee-
med necessary.

It is possible that, after completing 
some stages in the evaluation and 
getting to know the programme on a 
deeper level, some new groups are 
identified as having important impli-
cations in aspects to be evaluated, 
but these stakeholders have not been 
involved from the beginning. In order 
that these new groups integrate pro-
perly into the evaluation process, the 
ideal is to go back and review the eva-
luation aims and questions with them.

BY WAY OF EXAMPLE
In the participatory evaluation for the cancer prevention and treatment services in Valle de la 
Estrella (Limón, Costa Rica, 2016), the evaluation team’s weekly work sessions were divided 
into two parts. For half the session, the team worked on the corresponding evaluation step. 
The second half was reserved for the training sessions where the team learned about the ac-
tivity they were going to carry out the following week. This way, the evaluator team received 
continual direction on the steps to follow and could consolidate their acquired knowledge 
thanks to the immediate practical application. 

team know and understand the logic of 
an evaluation and how to apply the tools. 
The ideal scenario is when the capacity 
training sessions run parallel to the eva-
luation so that the participants are clear 
at each moment what their job is, how 
they should do it and what it will be used 
for.

Adapting the evaluation tools so that 
they can be used by non-experts is the 
second characteristic element of parti-
cipatory evaluations. This is because the 
evaluation instruments have been de-
signed by, and for, professionals of this 
field. Those who are not used to expres-
sing themselves in writing, for example, 
will obviously not feel comfortable with 
a task requiring them to summarise ideas 
on cards, review transcripts of interviews 
or transfer conclusions into a report. In 
participatory evaluation, it is important 

that evaluation tools are adapted so that 
they can be used by the people that are 
going to need them.

If the participants better understand the 
evaluation logic and how to apply its 
tools, it will achieve a two-fold positive 
effect: improve evaluation quality, and 
broaden the knowledge of the evaluator 
team. However, the need to adapt ins-
truments and integrate training sessions 
into participatory evaluation processes 
can excessively increase the time it takes 
to execute the evaluation. This implies 
various risks: the results may arrive too 
late causing the motivation of the parti-
cipants to decrease or evaluation costs 
to increase. This is where help from the 
third characteristic feature of participa-
tory evaluation comes in: facilitation.
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Keeping the balance between ensuring 
quality and optimising the resources 
available is a challenge that conventio-
nal evaluation teams also face. But, these 
teams have the benefit of their evalua-
tion experience and knowledge. Parti-
cipatory evaluation requires a figure to 
guide the evaluation team with regard to 
what steps to follow, to present different 
scenarios to help them make good deci-
sions throughout the process, to channel 
participation in decision making, run ca-
pacity-building sessions or propose the 
use of evaluation instruments adapted 
for participatory evaluation teams. This 
is the figure of the facilitator. Chapter 
four of this handbook is specifically de-
dicated to participatory evaluation facili-
tation, but we introduce it here because 
we will refer continually to the work of 
facilitation in the next few pages. 

2. THE PARTICIPATORY EVALUA-
TION PROCESS

during the programming phase. This is 
a notable difference compared to other 
types of evaluations where the evalua-
tion teams are formed later, and take 
on an evaluation that has already been 
programmed. In other words, while in a 
participatory evaluation, the evaluation 
teams are protagonists throughout the 
whole evaluation process, in conven-
tional evaluation, the evaluation team’s 
work is concentrated solely on the inter-
mediary stage, when they carry out an 
evaluation created by others. 

It is very interesting to record in a table 
or matrix the decisions that are made in 
the evaluation programming phase. This 
table is known as the evaluation matrix 
and usually includes, as a minimum, co-
lumns to record the following elements: 
evaluation aims / evaluation questions / 
uses for the evidence generated / infor-
mation sources / data collection instru-
ments / indicators to summarise infor-
mation gathered. On the next page, we 
will share an example of an evaluation 
matrix.

Evaluation matrices have a double use. 
The rows can be read from right to left, 
to show, or remind us, how the informa-

tion being collected or analysed will be 
used. This provides a simple way to con-
sult this information at any time. Reading 
in the opposite direction (from left to ri-
ght) will contribute an element known 
in evaluation as results traceability, and 
this helps identify the origins of informa-
tion that has led to a particular response 
provided by the evaluation. 

The evaluation matrix is a roadmap for 
the evaluation that incorporates the work 
plan and, in the case of participatory eva-
luation, is put together by the evaluation 
team members as part of the evaluation 
process.

The following pages will describe the 
main stages of an evaluation program-
ming phase and we will specify what 
happens with decisions made in the eva-
luation matrix. 

Stage 1: Establish the 
evaluation team
The core feature of participatory evalua-
tion is that there is a diverse group of 
stakeholders who make all the important 
decisions comprised in an evaluation. 
The stakeholders either join the evalua-

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
“THE CHALLENGE IS TO INVOLVE 
DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDERS"

Once the decision has been made to ca-
rry out a participatory evaluation, the 
process starts with a programming pha-
se. The actions in this phase range from 
making important decisions when pre-
paring the evaluation to drafting a work 
plan to put it into practice. During this 
phase, the stakeholders who have been 
identified to participate in the process 
decide on the aims or questions that they 
would like the evaluation to respond to. 
They also select where and how the ne-
cessary information will be collected and 
prepare meetings to analyse the data, 
identify the best formats to communi-
cate the evaluation results and choose 
mechanisms to ensure these results are 
put into use. The work plan also specifies 
the timescales for the evaluation and es-
timates what resources will be required 
to carry it out.

In a participatory evaluation, the eva-
luation teams are formed at the start of 
the process so that they can participa-
te in important decisions that are made 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nD5ykLONCy4&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=11
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EVALUATION 

AIMS
EVALUATION 
QUESTIONS

HOW EVIDENCE 
WILL BE PUT 

TO USE

INDICATORS

We want to find 
out about the 
quality of cancer 
prevention public 
services in Valle 
de la Estrella.

- Do the prevention 
actions reach at-
risk groups?

-Are they interpreted 
correctly?

- What response 
do the prevention 
actions generate?

- What impact do 
the prevention 
actions have on 
reducing cancer?

It is hoped that the 
Ministry of Health will 
use the information 
provided by the 
evaluation to:

-adapt prevention 
campaigns to each 
population segment.

-concentrate the 
prevention budget 
on the most 
effective services.

- Valle de la Estrella 
residents.

-Representatives from 
the Health Boards.

-People ill with cancer and 
their family members.

- Staff from the health 
centres and members of 
regional oncology teams.

- Healthcare statistics.

- Material from the 
information campaigns.

- Publications in 
specialised media.

-Individual interviews.

-Focus groups.

-Games to inspire 
thinking: ‘Myths and 
Beliefs’ about cancer

-Role plays to represent 
scenarios related 
to the project.

-Narrated or written 
life stories.

- Prevention campaign 
documents review.

-Area covered by the campaigns: 
rates specifying geographic 
area, population groups, etc.

-Index to measure the correct 
interpretation of the prevention 
messages (this can be 
constructed and calculated with 
games to inspire thinking).

-Population response indices 
for campaigns (for example, 
medical visits per population 
sector; participation in 
prevention campaigns, etc.).

-Evolution of incidence data per 
cancer type (taking into account 
level of progression of the disease 
at the time of detection).

INFORMATION 
SOURCES

INFORMATION 
GATHERING 

TOOLS

AIMS, QUESTIONS AND USE 
The first three elements in the matrix are closely re-
lated to each other: the evaluation questions should 
define the aim, and the answers provided by the eva-
luation to these questions should provoke changes 
that contribute to programme improvements.  

SOURCES
It should include the 
highest number of 
potential perspecti-
ves in order to ensure 
a more general analy-
sis of the problem 
and its solutions.

TOOLS
These are adapted 
to both the desired 
information and 
the source they 
will be used with.

INDICATORS
They make the evaluation 
aims more specific: 
what is understood by 
“success”, “intervention 
model”, “replicate”, 
“positive effects”, etc.

Example taken from the Participatory 
Evaluation in Valle de la Estrella, Costa 
Rica. You can access more information 
on this case study through this link.

Example of evaluation matrix

https://evalparticipativa.net/en/resources/participatory-evaluation-experiences-and-case-studies/1-evaluacion-participativa-de-los-servicios-de-prevencion-y-atencion-del-cancer-en-valle-de-la-estrella/
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Tasks in the programming phase 
include identifying relevant 
stakeholders to participate in the 
process, deciding on questions or 
aims that the evaluation should 
respond to, selecting where and 
how the necessary information 
will be gathered, preparing spaces 
for data reviews and analysis, 
identifying the best formats for 
communicating the evaluation 
results and choosing mechanisms 
to ensure that these results are put 
to use. The work plan also specifies 
the evaluation time scales and 
an estimate of what resources 
are required to carry it out.

tion team or are represented in it. This is 
the group entrusted to plan, implement 
and ensure the use of the evaluation.

Decisions regarding who participates, 
or who is represented, in an evaluation 
team should be made collectively. The 
stakeholder or stakeholder group that 
makes the initial decision to carry out an 
evaluation and chooses a participatory 
approach, should be aware that this im-
plies making joint decisions regarding 
the process, in other words, relinquishing 
control. 

It is highly likely that, as the evalua-
tion process advances, the need arises 
to integrate new key stakeholders and 
at some stages, it becomes clear that 
some of the participants are no longer 
relevant. The flexibility to make adjust-
ments and changes to the evaluation 
team is another important characteristic 
of a participatory evaluation.

Chapter four, dedicated to facilitation, 
offers some valuable clues and advice to 
guide decisions related to forming eva-
luation teams.

Stage 2: Set out evaluation 
aims and questions
The evaluation aims are going to guide 
the evaluation process and help put the 
results to best use. This may be the most 
important decision made in an evalua-
tion process. Sharing this decision is 
one of the biggest merits of participa-
tory evaluation. The larger the group of 
stakeholders that participate in deciding 
the evaluation aims, the more likely the 
results will meet the needs of a broader 
target group.

Normally, evaluation originates from a 
problem or a need for information. Iden-
tifying who needs this information and 
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why is the first step in establishing an 
evaluation’s aims. It is important to be 
aware that evaluation is not always the 
most appropriate instrument to meet all 
informational needs. It works best when 
an issue requires an in-depth study on 
some aspect related to the project.

For example, evaluators are commonly 
asked questions such as “have the pro-
ject aims been achieved?” but this is a 
question that a good monitoring system 
should be able to answer. A more appro-
priate question for evaluation would be, 
for example, “Why have the project’s 
aims not been reached 100%?”.

Once this is identified, the information 
needs are formulated as evaluation ques-
tions or questions that can be answered 
through an evaluation. To formulate good 
evaluation questions, they should: (1) co-
rrespond to a need for information or a 
need to identify a solution; (2) refer to is-
sues that can be answered by evaluation 
and not, for example, the programme’s 
monitoring system or an audit.

If the connection is maintained between 
the evaluation questions, the informa-
tion needs and the way the information 

will be used once it has been obtained, 
it should not be difficult to formulate the 
evaluation aims and establish how they 
relate to the evaluation questions. Nor-
mally, the evaluation aims make refe-
rence to problems related to the project 
that will be solved through the evalua-
tion. The evaluation questions will make 
reference to the information needed to 
solve these problems.

We will insist on this idea when we re-
view the final use phase, but it is hel-
pful to mention it here too. The aim of 
an evaluation should not be limited to 
answering formulated questions, but 
should also solve the problems that 
prompted these questions. This is a key 
consideration that can clarify the diffe-
rence between “good evaluations” and 
“useful evaluations”; an issue often dis-
cussed in the world of evaluation.

From the very start of the process, 
it should not be forgotten that 
evaluations are carried out for 
the purpose of being used.
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An evaluation can propose aims that are 
not directly related to the specific eva-
luation questions (for example, increa-
se coordination between the participant 
stakeholders in the programme, or give 
an account to the entity that finances the 
project). On the other hand, if the eva-
luation matrix includes a question that is 
not related to any concrete aim, the eva-
luation team should consider if it is rea-
lly necessary to respond to this question 
before going ahead with the evaluation 
planning.

A common problem in evaluation (and 
also in project planning is that the aims 
and questions formulated are too broad 
and so can be interpreted (and answe-
red) in very different ways. The risk for 
the evaluation is that the responses ge-
nerated do not correspond to the eviden-
ce that was sought when the questions 
were formulated. Using the indicators 
(sixth column of the evaluation matrix) 
is often helpful for avoiding this problem 
and being more concise in formulating 
evaluation aims and questions.

The indicators express what should be 
achieved or measured, and they are very 
useful for detailing clearly what the eva-

luation is going to analyse. For example, 
if one of the results that we wanted to 
achieve with the evaluation was to im-
prove the coverage of a child vaccina-
tion programme against polio, it would 
be useful to establish with indicators 
what we are referring to when we talk 
of coverage: the number of health cen-
tres that can administer the vaccine, the 
number of health staff, the percentage 
of vaccines for births of children at risk 
of poverty and extreme poverty, etc.

Given that the indicators are what finally 
establish the evaluation questions it is 
important that all relevant collectives in 
a participatory evaluation are involved 
in debating what should be selected.

During the whole evaluation process, 
but especially in this first phase, it is 
essential to not lose sight of the eva-
luation’s purpose. Every objective or 
question will demand time and resour-
ces. For this reason, in this first stage, it 
is important to discern and agree on the 
essential questions, those that will pro-
duce useful responses or added value to 
a project and/or its impact. The evalua-
tion matrix that we suggest in this hand-
book includes a third column dedicated 

to “the use that will be given to the evi-
dence” generated by the evaluation. We 
believe this resource should be consul-
ted at all moments during an evaluation.

Stage 3: Identify 
information sources and 
tools to gather information  
During this stage, sources will be 
identified that can provide us with the 
information necessary to respond to the 
evaluation questions. The responses 
provided by the evaluation contribute 
significant added value as they are the 
result of applying social research tools 
and techniques, adding scientific rigour, 
and making it possible to contrast them 
easily. For this reason, it is usually said 
that evaluations provide “evidence”.

It is worth consulting various informa-
tion sources, even several on the same 

topic or going back to the same source 
and using different tools. For example, 
you can ask one of the project’s practi-
tioners to complete a questionnaire and, 
on another occasion, interview them in 
order to go into some topics in more 
depth. This is known as “triangulation” 
and often results in richer information, 
removing bias or subjective perceptions. 
Triangulation adds rigour and credibility 
to evaluation.

The sources are classified as primary 
when referring to information directly 
gathered by the evaluation team (for 
example, when interviews are conduc-
ted) or secondary, when information has 
already been gathered by other people 
(for example, when a project report is 
consulted).

The primary sources of an evaluation are 
usually people that have been linked to 
the project either in beneficiary groups 
or as managers, planners or funders. 
However, there are other groups that, 
although not directly implicated in the 
project, can provide highly valuable in-
formation for the evaluation and should 
also be considered including communi-
ty leaders, local or sectoral authorities, 

The indicators express what 
should be achieved or measured, 
and they are very useful for 
detailing clearly what the 
evaluation is going to analyse.
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 A notable advantage to participatory 
evaluation teams is that they have 
members who are in close contact 
with the programme and so it is 
easier to identify and access the 
groups that can provide relevant 
information for the evaluation.  

scientific staff or researchers linked to 
subjects related to the project, etc. 

An advantage to participatory evaluation 
teams is that they have members who 
are in close contact with the programme 
and so it is easier to identify and access 
the groups that can provide relevant in-
formation for the evaluation. It is even 
likely that much of the information nee-
ded can be provided by the evaluation 
team members themselves.

Classic tools for gathering information 
from primary sources are surveys, inter-
views and group meetings. They have 
the advantage of being flexible tools and 
enable information required for the eva-
luation to be obtained in a more precise 
way. 

However, gathering primary information 
is usually considerably more expensive 
and, furthermore, requires the implica-
tion of people who represent the con-
sulted groups. For this reason, the eva-
luation team must carefully prepare the 
tools and plan in detail the sessions whe-
re the stakeholders will be consulted. An 
additional challenge faced by participa-
tory evaluation teams, is that the tools 

for information gathering have been de-
signed to be used by evaluation profes-
sionals or at the very least, social scien-
ce practitioners. As this is not the case 
for the participatory evaluation team 
members, the tools should be adapted 
twice: firstly, to the sources that will be 
consulted and secondly, to the people 
who are going to put them into use. 

How tools are adapted is reviewed in 
more detail in the pages devoted to des-
cribing the evaluation implementation 
phase. Furthermore, the final chapter 
deals with the topic of tools that are 
used to gather primary information, and 
provides some good ideas and experien-
ces to illustrate how they can be adap-
ted for use in participatory evaluation. 

The most relevant secondary informa-
tion source for evaluation is, or should 
be, the evaluated project’s monitoring 
system. The main function of a moni-
toring system is to provide information 
that guides project management on an 
ongoing basis. But the monitoring sys-
tem should also be designed in such a 
way as to provide relevant information 
for the evaluation.
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Unfortunately, this ideal does not exist   
in most cases. Monitoring systems are 
usually designed in a project’s planning 
phase or during the first steps of imple-
mentation. Unless there are people in 
the planning teams with ample experien-
ce or knowledge on evaluation, it is diffi-
cult to foresee at this point what type of 
information could be required in a future 
evaluation. However, the participation of 
these people in the evaluations (espe-
cially in participatory evaluation teams) 
offers them the opportunity to adjust 
their monitoring systems to ensure that 
in the future, they gather information 
that is also relevant for evaluation. 

Other relevant secondary sources for 
evaluation include official statistics, aca-
demic or information-sharing publica-
tions on topics related to the project and 
other evaluation reports that have been 
published on similar projects. In contrast 
to the primary sources, identifying the-
se information sources is usually more 
complicated for participatory evaluation 
teams that do not have people with re-
search experience. In this situation, the 
facilitator’s guidance on the sources and 
documents to consult, and even a first 
examination of the information and data 
to make it more easily understandable 
for the evaluator team, can be a highly 
valuable contribution.      

BY WAY OF RECOMMENDATION
Many evaluation teams (including professional ones) discover that the monitoring reports are 
incomplete, to the extent that not only are they not useful for the evaluation, but they also do 
not respond to the project management requirements. For this reason, the evaluation teams are 
obliged to gather very basic data during the evaluation: how many people they helped, what 
activities they carried out, how many teams were sent, etc. It is necessary to do this because 
without this data, the evaluation cannot continue, but it should be clearly fed back to the people 
responsible for the programme that waiting for the evaluation before gathering this data is an 
error; in part because this is not the function of the evaluation, but even more so because regu-
lar monitoring of this data is fundamental for the project management. 

Stage 4: Plan costs 
and timeframe for 
the evaluation
Once stage three has been completed, 
especially if we have integrated all the 
participant group interests, it is highly li-
kely that our evaluation matrix is full of 
aims, questions, information sources and 
proposed data collection instruments.

This is the perfect moment to estimate 
financial costs and, perhaps even more 
importantly, the time that will be spent 
on the evaluation. It is also the moment 
when the stakeholders should negotiate 
which questions should be prioritised 
and concentrate evaluation efforts on the 
questions that can be answered with the 
resources available and that are going to 
be the most useful for the project and/or 
their impact.

In this stage, it is important to remain 
aware that the evaluation process does 

not conclude when the evidence gene-
rated from the evaluation is presented. 
Instead, this evidence should be com-
municated to the stakeholders who will 
then be responsible for making corres-
ponding decisions and monitoring them 
to ensure that they achieve the improve-
ments expected for the project. Keeping 
aside resources that will be needed to 
ensure that the results are used proper-
ly will allow us to approach this final and 
important phase in the evaluation pro-
cess with certain guarantees of success. 
Therefore, in line with the evaluation’s 
instrumental character (with an empha-
sis on the importance of putting its fin-
dings to use), this programming phase 
must also designate activity planning, 
time and resources to the evaluation 
process’ final phase which is dedicated 
precisely to the way this evidence will 
be put to use to bring about improve-
ments in the project.

Cost planning
In conventional evaluations, most finan-
cial resources are used to contract pro-
fessional evaluation teams. The partici-
patory evaluation team members usually 
collaborate through their connection to 

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO “THE 
CHALLENGE OF USING TECHNIQUES THAT 
INCLUDE DIVERSE STAKEHOLDERS"

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ADEXJrxBkjs&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=2
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other functions that they carry out in the 
project or as part of their voluntary com-
mitment. Therefore, the funds reserved 
for a participatory evaluation are used 
for concepts such as paying the facilita-
tor, if contracted externally, and covering 
the cost of food, transport and necessary 
materials for the evaluation team work 
sessions.

There are also costs involved in program-
ming meetings for gathering information 
and the sessions for presenting and mo-
nitoring the way evaluation results are 
used. In all cases, these are costs that the 
organisations are usually used to calcu-
lating as they are comparable to the pro-
jects’ many other activities. 

Planning timeframes 
Calculating the time required to imple-
ment a participatory evaluation is usua-
lly far more complex and limiting than 
calculating the financial costs. Two ele-
ments make it essential to carefully plan 
a participatory evaluation timeframe: the 
timeliness of the evaluation results and 
the need to organise moments for tool 
adaptation and capacity building for the 
participants. 

Timeliness is an important consideration 
when it comes to planning an evalua-
tion’s timeframes. No matter how good 
an evaluation and its results are, they 
are not worthwhile if they arrive late or 
after decisions have already been made. 
The only way to avoid these situations 
is to define the timeframes within which 
the results will be useful and keep them 
in mind during evaluation planning. It is 
very possible, for example, that consul-
ting all involved stakeholders in a pro-
ject would take up much more time and 
resources than are available, and so it 
would be necessary to consult a repre-
sentative sample.

As explained at the start of this chapter, 
the need to build capacity among eva-
luation team members is a characteris-
tic trait of participatory evaluation. It 
does not expect to convert the members 
into professional evaluators, but it does 
seek to convey the logic of the evalua-
tion process and help them understand 
the different evaluation tools in enough 
depth that they are able to use them. 

In this sense, the role of the facilitator is 
once again highly important. Their func-
tion is to not only identify the capacity 
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training needs at each moment, but also, 
and especially, to meet requirements 
that cannot be covered through the tra-
ining sessions.

If capacity building is to take place as 
and when participants need it at diffe-
rent points in the evaluation process, 
the timeframes need to take this into ac-
count. At times, building capacity so that 
a specific step of the evaluation can be 
carried out may take more time than the 
actual step itself, but it is important that 
the rhythm of the participatory evalua-
tion is tailored at all times to the learning 
of the participants and not the other way 
round. If anyone is left behind in one of 
the steps, they will not be able to follow 
the next steps and will no longer be au-
thentic protagonists in the process and 
the participatory essence of the evalua-
tion will be diluted. If the problems to be 
solved demand quick results, it is worth 
considering if the participatory approach 
is the ideal option or not for this evalua-
tion. 

Once the planning is complete, the eva-
luation implementation phase begins. 
Here, activities prioritised in the previous 
phase are put into action: the informa-

tion is gathered and analysed in order 
to respond to the evaluation questions. 
Moving on to their use, these responses 
translate into recommendations for im-
proving the evaluated project. It is also 
in this phase that formats or “products” 
are created to communicate the evalua-
tion results to the people that will put 
them into use.   

In conventional evaluation, this phase 
coincides with the activity carried out 
by the evaluation teams. In participa-
tory evaluation, it is not quite the same. 
As the evaluation teams were formed at 
the start of the participatory process, in 
this phase they dedicate themselves to 
implementing the work plans that they 
themselves drafted. 

Stage 5: Gather and 
record information
Participatory evaluation teams are broad 
and diverse. Furthermore, they know the 
evaluated project and context intimate-
ly. For this reason, the evaluation team 
members themselves can contribute 
a significant part of the information 
necessary to carry out the evaluation. 
However, this does not mean that they 

BY WAY OF RECOMMENDATION
Conducting interviews in an evaluation is not as easy as presumed at first sight. It requires 
skills, knowledge and practice to obtain the information that is being sought, without pres-
suring or conditioning the answers given by the interviewee. In participatory evaluation, it is 
very important that the teams have several rehearsals before conducting the definitive inter-
view, especially if they are going to broach controversial or sensitive topics.

should not also consult other sources to 
broaden or contrast their knowledge.

As we already mentioned in the pages 
dedicated to evaluation planning, at first 
the participatory evaluation teams find it 
difficult to use the data collection tools 
as they are not familiar with them. Even 
a supposedly simple tool, such as carr-
ying out an interview, can become com-
plex if it has never been done before, if 
certain results need to be achieved, or if 
it is necessary to research with a critical 
approach whilst maintaining a construc-
tive tone with the interviewee.

However, the success of any evaluation 
depends largely on all the necessary in-
formation being collected during this 
stage. For this reason, participatory eva-
luation relies on three mechanisms that 
can help teams with less experience:

• adapt the information gathering te-
chniques and tools so that they can be 
used by people with no evaluation ex-
perience yet still fulfil their function; 

• include capacity building on the use 
of tools in the participatory evaluation 
work plans; and

• carry out mock interviews that the 
other participants can observe and co-
rrect while also anticipating problems 
that could arise during the real inter-
view.

The figure of the facilitator takes on a 
special relevance in this stage. They not 
only guide the evaluation team in the 
data collection, but also organise the-
se preparatory activities to ensure that 
they are subsequently used successfu-
lly.
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In any evaluation it is usual to collect a 
large quantity of information in very litt-
le time. If this data is not organised as it 
is collected, it can become very difficult 
to analyse later. In participatory evalua-
tions, it is common for different people 
to be involved in different stages and so 
the challenge to keep the information or-
dered is even greater.

This information organising process is 
known as systematisation and it is highly 
important in a good evaluation. A good 
systematisation system helps to: 

• during the data collection stage: know 
at any given moment if there is enough 
information to be able to respond to the 
evaluation questions or if more time is 
needed for this stage; 

• during the information analysis stage: 
review and reflect in order to translate 

information collected into answers to 
the evaluation questions; and

• during the evaluation results use pha-
se: add credibility and methodological 
rigour to the evaluation results as it ena-
bles third persons to know where the 
evaluation’s subsequent conclusions 
have come from. 

Recording or systematising the infor-
mation that has been gathered can be a 
complex process. And it normally differs 
according to the tools used. For example, 
a personal interview is often recorded by 
taking notes or by audio recording and 
the main content is transferred to a ta-
ble. For group work, notes could be used 
but it is usually much more practical to 
record the main ideas on cards that are 
then ordered on a wall or board and then 
take a photo. Generally speaking, we are 
not ready to use a data collection tool 
until we have decided how we are going 
to record and order the data that we get 
from it.

In chapter five of this handbook we pro-
vide some ideas, adapted to each tool, on 
how to record and systematise informa-
tion. But the group’s creativity can also 

The need to build capacity among 
evaluation team members is a 

characteristic trait of participatory 
evaluation. It does not expect to 

convert the members into professional 
evaluators, but it does seek to convey 
the logic of the evaluation process 

and help them understand the different 
evaluation tools in enough depth 
that they are able to use them. 

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE 
VIDEO “SELECTING AND USING 
THE CORRECT TOOL”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f_Q01-PzUyA&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=17
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be exploited to put forward new solu-
tions that are tailored to each situation. 
Once again, the support of the person in 
charge of the facilitation will be extre-
mely helpful for this stage.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that, no 
matter how well this step is planned, 
changes are likely to be needed regar-
ding which information sources are to 
be consulted or which tools we expect 
to use. It is very common to find that the 
information we have been looking for is 
lacking or incomplete or that it is more 
difficult to access than initially expec-
ted. This also happens in conventional 
evaluations: they face the additional 
complication that the changes concer-
ning planning require new agreements 
between the evaluation teams and those 
that commissioned the evaluation. One 
advantage of participatory evaluation is 
that the teams are more flexible to res-
pond to unexpected situations. 

Stage 6: Analyse 
information
Once this data is collected, (or as it is 
being collected), it is time to analyse it, 
review the available information and re-
flect on the responses it offers, always ta-
king as a reference the evaluation ques-
tions, the aims and how the responses 
that come from the evaluation are going 
to be put to use.

We insist again that the aim of an eva-
luation should not remain at the level of 
responding to questions, but rather in 
turning these responses into actions to 
improve projects or the impact that they 
generate. For this reason, the analysis re-
sults for the information gathered in an 
evaluation are usually presented in two 
ways. The first is known as “conclusions” 
and they should be linked directly to the 
evaluation questions, demonstrating a 
direct relationship with the data collec-
ted during the evaluation. The second is 
that of “recommendations”, and the ob-
jective here is to contribute to the pro-
ject through improvement measures that 
come from the evaluation’s proposals. 
With regard to formulating the recom-
mendations, the conclusions are taken as 

a reference but other elements are also 
considered. For example, whether it is 
possible or not to put them into practice 
and the costs involved.

In this stage, the essence of the evalua-
tion results is captured. An evaluation 
that delivers good recommendations is 
highly likely to be successful and bring 
many benefits to the project and its as-
sociated stakeholders. The formulation 
of recommendations is usually the part 
of the evaluation process that is most 
questioned. This is not only because of 
their impact on the project, but also be-
cause this is the point where the subjec-
tivity of the evaluation team also comes 
into play. Conserving the connections 
between the information gathered, the 
conclusions derived from its analysis and 
guidance from the recommendations in 
response to the questions and aims set 
for the evaluation, will not diminish the 
pressure felt at this stage, but it will ena-
ble the evaluation teams to respond with 
scientific rigour to any potential questio-
ning. This is what evaluation professio-
nals refer to as the “traceability” of the 
recommendations as it allows us to track 
the path that has led to these recommen-

dations so that they are better unders-
tood and accepted by third persons.   

Stage 7: Transfer the results
This stage completes the second phase 
of the evaluation process and marks the 
transition between the evaluation imple-
mentation and use phases. Even though 
the evaluation implementation phase 
ends with the results presentation, this 
does not mean that the evaluation pro-
cess ends here. On the contrary, this 
stage leads onto the final phase of use, 
which is what gives purpose to any eva-
luation. 

We make this clarification because many 
people get confused and think that the 
evaluation ends when the report is pre-
sented. This is because, from this mo-
ment on, the evaluator team take on a 
less central role. In the following phase 
(phase of use), the focus is put on the 
teams that are going to use the evalua-
tion recommendations to plan and im-
plement improvement measures in the 
evaluated projects.

For this reason, you could say that the aim 
in transferring results is to ensure a good 

One advantage of participatory 
evaluation is that the teams 
are more flexible to respond 
to unexpected situations.
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prefer to have all the information and 
read a complete evaluation report. For 
other groups, it will be more useful to 
have a summary of what is recommen-
ded and why. The broad representation 
featured in the participatory evaluation 
teams will hugely facilitate the decision 
on what format(s) to use to transfer the 
evaluation results to each group. 

Aside from being attractive, a good eva-
luation results presentation must be 
in the sense that it should enable the 
target groups to correctly interpret the 
recommendations that are being pro-
posed and turn them into improvement 
measures for the programmes. This will 
be easier with those groups that have 
been represented in the evaluation 
team. For the rest of the groups, the re-
commendation is to leave open the op-
tion of clarifying doubts directly with 
the evaluation team. To do this, results 
can be shared in writing ahead of time 
and/or in results presentation meetings 
that can include moments for clarifying 
doubts held by those who are to imple-
ment the recommendations.

When the people responsible for ma-
king the decisions are not directly con-

transition between the people who have 
carried out the evaluation and those who 
will put the results into use (evaluation 
recommendations) in improvement mea-
sures in the evaluated project.  

A big advantage for participatory evalua-
tions is that it is highly likely that a lar-
ge part of the recommendation’s target 
groups have already been included in the 
evaluation teams. Each group’s represen-
tative will need to share the results with 
the rest of the collective, but this trans-
fer will be much easier if the proposals 
come “from within”.  

In order to ensure a good transfer of 
the results of their work, the evaluation 
teams must ensure that: (1) results are 
presented in an attractive way in order 
to captivate the interest of each target 
group; and (2) results are correctly inter-
preted by the groups that are going to 
use them so that they can be easily tur-
ned into improvement measures. 

In order to make the presentation of eva-
luation results attractive, it is important 
to choose the most appropriate presen-
tation format(s) for each group. There 
will be groups who will respond best to 
a face-to-face presentation. Others will 
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nected to the evaluation teams, it will 
be important that the evaluation recom-
mendations are convincing and well ar-
gued. This is when the traceability of the 
recommendations gains in importance 
(in reality it is as simple as showing the 
journey the evaluation teams have taken 
to arrive at each of the conclusions) and 
the technical rigour applied because it 
will confer credibility to the conclusions 
and decisions made by the evaluation 
teams. No matter what format is chosen 
to present the results, traceability and 
technical rigour should always be easi-
ly identified as they will determine, to a 
large extent, whether or not the evalua-
tions translate into improvements in the 
projects and/or their impact. 

A good way of organising results that will 
be presented to various target groups is 
to take the evaluation matrix as a referen-
ce. By reviewing the columns from right 
to left, you can get back to the questions 
that led to each evaluation recommen-
dation (result), identify who formulated 
them and discover the intended use for 
the resources. This list of evaluation tar-
get groups will help us plan what results 
will be presented to each group and what 
is the best way or format to do so.

Conventional evaluation recommen-
dations are usually directed at a single 
entity; the one that commissioned the 
evaluation or, at best, they are separated 
out for the different units of this same 
entity. On the contrary, it is common 
for participatory evaluation recommen-
dations to respond to different entities 
and/or collectives. This is due to the fact 
that, as several groups are implicated ri-
ght from the beginning, the evaluation 
teams can more legitimately propose 
recommendations to all the represented 
groups. This opens up vast possibilities 
for participatory evaluation as it enables 
recommendations to be proposed that 
are based on combined efforts that rein-
force each other.

Evaluation reports are the classic format 
for presenting results in conventional 
evaluations. They have the advantage 
of including a broad description of the 
evaluation process: background, aims, 
methodology applied, etc. Furthermore, 
they have a standardised structure that 
makes it easier to compare them with 
other evaluation reports or for other 
people to consult them even if they are 
not connected to the evaluation. 

A disadvantage to evaluation reports is 
that their results presentation format is 
quite rigid. Unless the people who review 
them are very familiar with evaluation, 
the norm is that they will have to make 
a considerable effort to interpret the re-
commendations correctly, making their 
subsequent use notoriously difficult. For 
this reason, almost all reports incorpo-
rate a summary (“executive summary”) 
that includes only the most important in-
formation that guides actions for change 
proposed by the evaluation. Face-to-face 
sessions are also becoming increasingly 
common where the evaluation teams 
present their work’s results and interact 
with the people who attend in order to 
help them interpret it properly.

Writing the evaluation report is a com-
plex task even for professional evalua-
tion teams. A good report should be both 
simple and concise so that both the re-
commendations given and the research 
journey that informs them can be easily 
interpreted. And the task becomes even 
more complex if there are various au-
thors as it is necessary to ensure that the 
argument and style is maintained throu-
ghout, that there are no repetitions, in-
complete information, etc. 

A good resource for writing a partici-
patory evaluation report is the facili-
tator. This person can prepare a draft 
of the report beforehand so that it can 
be reviewed and discussed in detail by 
everyone in the evaluation team. If the 
person who drafts the report uses the 
information that has been recorded in 
the evaluation matrix as a reference, 
and given that the facilitator has ac-
companied the evaluation process from 
the beginning, it is highly probable that 
the report draft will accurately repre-
sent the general feeling shared by the 
evaluation team.

However, reviewing and discussing the 
content proposed in detail will help the 
group enrich and/or consolidate the re-
sult of each of the stages covered du-
ring the evaluation process.  

Finally, it should be noted that each for-
mat and meeting to present the results 
in this stage will require time and re-
sources and this should have been con-
sidered earlier in the evaluation plan-
ning (stage 4).

The process includes a final phase, 
which relates to the use of the evalua-
tion results to improve the intervention 
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under evaluation. As we saw in the pre-
vious stage, significant support is requi-
red to ensure that stakeholders accura-
tely interpret the recommendations for 
their specific action areas. At this point, 
we will see what the stakeholders can do 
to ensure that the recommendations (a) 
are progressively incorporated into prac-
tice and (b) produce the desired impro-
vements.

Stage 8: Put findings 
into action
The evaluation recommendations are 
guidelines for adopting improvement 
measures. While they are initially formu-
lated by the evaluation teams, the final 
design and planning of actions corres-
ponds to the groups that receive each 
recommendation. During this stage, each 
of the groups will draft an action plan ba-
sed on the evaluation recommendations, 
taking into account knowledge they have 
regarding the programme, its context 
and the resources available.

The wide representation in participatory 
evaluation teams provides yet another 
advantage during this stage because if 

the target groups for the recommenda-
tions are implicated in the evaluation, it 
will be easier for them to understand the 
logic of the recommendations and put 
them into actions that produce the desi-
red improvements. 

As a minimum, for each recommenda-
tion, the following should be planned or 
transferred to an action plan: (1) the ac-
tivity or activities that result from each 
recommendation; (2) the person or peo-
ple in charge of putting it into practice; 
(3) the resources necessary for its imple-
mentation; and (4) a timeframe for this.

As has already been mentioned, it is 
common for participatory evaluation re-
commendations to have various target 
groups. This means that during this sta-
ge, various action plans are created, one 
for each group. An interesting exercise 
(and one that is highly recommended 
for the successful use of evaluation) is to 

The broad representation featured in 
the participatory evaluation teams 
will hugely facilitate the decision on 
what format(s) to use to communicate 
the evaluation results to each group.
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compare the action plans once they have 
been created. This will help to identify 
synergies and collaborations, but also 
(and especially) actions that may be du-
plicated or resources that could be used 
more efficiently across various actions.

Another good practice in this stage is to 
integrate the action plans into the work 
plan of each entity or group. Although 
this means that the evaluation results 
appear to be watered down in the enti-
ty’s own work plans, they will be far more 
likely to be successful if they are not trea-
ted like additional responsibilities for 
the teams. In fact, in organisations that 
work with project cycles, it is common to 
find evaluation integrated into this cycle 
by considering these recommendations 
in the next planning phase. 

Stage 9: Monitor the 
improvements
In conventional evaluations there are not 
many people in the evaluation team that 
participate or are knowledgeable on how 
their recommendations will be turned 
into action plans during the following 
phase. And, unless they investigate per-
sonally, evaluation teams are not often 

aware of the results of their work: how 
their recommendations are turned into 
effective improvements. The fact that 
this occurs precisely in the field of eva-
luation is quite contradictory and this has 
been highlighted on several occasions 
by the sector’s professionals themselves 
(Rodríguez-Bilella and Tapella, 2018). 
Assuredly, evaluation practice would 
substantially improve if the teams had 
the possibility of knowing what did and 
did not work from their evaluation, but 
the reality is that the teams are usually 

It is common for participatory 
evaluation recommendations to 
have various target groups. 
This means that during this 

stage, various action plans are 
created, one for each group. When the recommendation 

target groups are implicated in 
the evaluation, it is much easier 
for them to understand the logic 
behind the recommendations 
and turn them into actions that 
produce the desired results.

It is common for participatory 
evaluation recommendations to have 
various target groups. This opens 
up vast possibilities as it enables 
recommendations to be proposed 
that are based on combined efforts.
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already implicated in other commissions 
by this stage of the evaluation process.

However, participatory evaluation teams 
have the advantage of having members 
that are closely connected to the pro-
gramme and its development. Therefore, 
the task of monitoring the action plans 
does not only reveal the impact of the 
evaluation on the projects, but it also 

allows us to review the consequences 
of the measures proposed in the action 
plans and redirect them where neces-
sary, using the same analysis perspective 
integrated throughout the whole evalua-
tion process.

The evaluation teams can propose a ca-
lendar of scheduled meetings (every 
six months, yearly, etc.) to periodically 

check or monitor the progress of activi-
ties that were programmed as a result of 
the evaluation recommendations. This 
will not only help to strengthen the po-
sitive effects of the evaluation, but could 
also become a participatory moment 
for programme support focusing on the 
“why not?” questions and detecting fu-
ture difficulties that could be resolved 
with a new evaluation.



117116

Chapter 4

How to facilitate 
participatory evaluation
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In this chapter, we turn our attention to 
the people who facilitate participatory 
evaluation and we analyse the role that 
they take on (or should take on). Their 
role in this process is different to that in 
a conventional evaluation process or that 
of an evaluator. The following pages pre-
sent a general overview of what it means 
to facilitate and what implications this 
has on participatory evaluation: the need 
to guide the process through the diffe-
rent stages and phases; the importance 
of contributing to developing specific 
capacities and the need to monitor the 
level of progress and show results. 

We often attempt to find a precise defi-
nition to describe exactly what we mean 
when we talk about “facilitation”.  The 
problem that we encounter is that “faci-

litate” is one of those words that is used 
by many different people in different 
contexts to refer to different activities 
that align with broad and varied aims. 
The problem is exacerbated when the 
word is practically the same in other lan-
guages, increasing the number of ways 
it is used.

When someone talks about facilita-
ting, they are often referring to a tea-
ching-learning process, with an expert 
on a topic and a group of people that are 
hoping to acquire information or deve-
lop some specific skills. “Facilitating” 
goes together with “building capacity”, 
“promoting an idea” or even “helping” 
and often we see the facilitator as the 
person who helps a group of people fo-
llow a predetermined programme or the 
one who directs an event (such as a mas-
ter of ceremonies). In the strictest sense 
of the word, “facilitate” refers only to 
making a process easier and providing 

1. WHAT ARE WE REFERRING TO WHEN 
WE TALK ABOUT FACILITATION?
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better results. More than finding a single 
definition, the important thing is to ensu-
re that everyone using it, within the same 
process, shares the same idea of what it 
means. 

When we talk of facilitating a process, we 
are not referring to teaching a course but 
rather to: 

•  managing the process, seeing the faci-
litator as the process administrator; 

• coordinating people that have different 
roles, objectives and activities, which im-
plies a continual process of negotiation 
among those involved;

• providing support to enhance collabo-
ration and mutual support among the 
different participants (the creation of a 
group that works in the way described 
above, rather than just a gathering of 
people); 

• creating necessary conditions so that 
the participants assume leadership of a 
process (perhaps gradually); 

• supporting the development of specific 
capacities; and 

•  regularly monitoring the process steps, 
activities and results. 

Specifically in the case of participatory 
evaluation, the overarching objective is 
that the process is, in its entirety, par-
ticipatory, making it more interesting, 
efficient and effective, and therefore 
enabling better results. Linked to this, 
the objective also includes ensuring that 
these results are used; that they are put 
into practice and that they help improve 
the process itself. 

What do facilitators do?

Sometimes it is easier to say what faci-
litators do not do, or what should not be 
expected of them. The facilitator could 
still be an external evaluator and/or ex-
pert on the topic or area under evalua-
tion, for example, health, housing, work, 
etc. However, they will not take on the 
same role that they would in a non-par-
ticipatory evaluation context. 

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE 
VIDEO “HOW TO FACILITATE 
PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION"

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IfqmFAo2hfw&list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&index=3
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some people who do it better than 
others. This person may have some spe-
cific skills, comply with some specific 
conditions, or relate better with team 
members and help everyone work to-
gether thanks to some prior experience 
etc. Generally speaking, it is said that a 
lot depends on the personality of the 
person: some people are more talkative 
and easily invite others to talk and parti-
cipate; whilst others are much more able 
to see how certain individuals relate to 
others and what to do about it.

Thus, despite the fact that we cannot ex-
pect the facilitator to fulfil, in general, 

to achieve them and when they will be 
carried out. They also ensure that the ac-
tions are indeed carried out.

As we are going to discuss in the fo-
llowing pages, the facilitator is the per-
son who acts as a guide in a process, 
motivating the others, making sure all 
voices are included and that everyo-
ne plays an active part in the process, 
creating space needed for discussion 
and learning between everyone who is 
involved. Something similar takes pla-
ce with facilitators of capacity-building 
training sessions; context, the facilitator 
is not the one who organises the works-
hop, but rather,  the person responsible 
for ensuring that the participatory eva-
luation is truly an evaluation, and that it 
is indeed participatory.

Conditions and 
requirements
A facilitator can be an external person or 
also one of the team members. In other 
words, a colleague to the other process 
participants.

But facilitating a process is more than 
“taking part” in it and there are always 

The facilitator is not the one responsible 
for measuring the results or demonstra-
ting how similar they are to the targets 
traced from the beginning. Nor are they 
the ones who should analyse these re-
sults or put forward specific recommen-
dations. If we take into consideration the 
above definitions, the facilitator is more 
akin to the person who ensures that the 
evaluation process is completed as a 
combined effort and that all members 
of the team actively participate, express 
their opinions and contribute to the pro-
cess.

Throughout the whole process, the fa-
cilitator is the one to motivate or guide 

the other participants (as members of a 
team) and ensure that their participation 
is effective. They are the ones who take 
on the responsibility of ensuring that the 
process is completed and that the aims 
set out from the beginning are achieved. 
In other words, the facilitator is not a su-
pervisor or leader: the participatory eva-
luation process facilitator is the one who 
ensures that it is a truly participatory 
process. 

The facilitator is the person who initially 
draws up plans and prepares the process. 
Without necessarily being the leader of 
the team, they ensure that this team de-
fines what the expected results are, de-
cides what activities will be necessary 

TEAM WORK  

Facilitating a participatory evaluation process can be complicated for a single person, especially if 
the process includes many participants. In many situations, it is better to work in a team, sharing 
out the responsibility between different people, considering their specific skills, geographic 
location, interest, etc. This way, someone is in charge of one part and the others are responsible 
or coordinate other activities. When a team is formed, a general recommendation is to consider 
participants with different personalities who will relate differently to the participants. Logically 
speaking, it is important to ensure that everyone agrees with what should or should not be done.

At the same time, many times it is good to assign specific responsibilities to some of the 
participants; this way, everyone participates in the process in different ways. The participants 
can lead a session, or can guide their colleagues, for example, when searching for information.

INTERNAL OR EXTERNAL?
On the one hand, as team members, 
internal facilitators have a clear advan-
tage: they know the people participating 
in the evaluation (their colleagues) and 
know how to run it so that they actively 
participate. They also know the institu-
tion, know what the aims are and what 
difficulties are regularly seen. On the 
other hand, external facilitators can also 
be advantageous: they can establish a 
more homogeneous relationship with all 
the participants without being influen-
ced by internal roles or hierarchies.



125124

implemented. But, another two factors 
may be just as, if not more, important 
than these. Firstly, the person who faci-
litates should have a clear interest in the 
process that is unfolding and in the re-
sults that will hopefully be achieved and 
should thus transmit and “infect” all the 
team members with their enthusiasm.

At the same time, it is important that tho-
se who facilitate the process are proper-
ly prepared. This implies seeking out in-
formation on the potential participants: 
what do they know?, what do they want 
to know?, what problems do they have? 
They should also research what tools can 

be used and how. It is also essential that 
they successfully seek to learn about the 
other “co-facilitators” that they will sha-
re responsibilities with, and the evalua-
tion team members too. And, above all, 
that they are interested in learning about 
themselves, the activities that are put 
into action and the results.

As we have shown in previous pages, 
facilitators are, to a certain extent, the 
process “managers”. The facilitators plan 
the process and ensure that the team 
achieves the aims set out. This means 
that they:

• set the process in motion: they articula-
te the terms of reference, aims, timefra-
mes and resources;

• build a team and ensure that different 
people are part of the process;

• identify a set of activities and manage 
time so that they are implemented;

• share information with the other parti-
cipants at specific moments, presenting 
the plans that they have drawn up, the 

methodology that will be followed or 
the way that the people or team mem-
bers should interact with each other;    

• guarantee that the whole process fo-
llows its course, that the main focus is 
not lost and that it reaches conclusions 
as planned;

• ensure that the team understands how 
an evaluation process is developed, is 
aware of appropriate tools and how to 
use them correctly; and

• provide the team with necessary su-
pport to enable access to required insti-
tutional support and the right tools for 
the process. 

Within the framework of a participatory 
evaluation process, the main role of fa-
cilitators is to ensure participation for 
everyone involved in the whole process. 
Facilitators help incorporate different 
perspectives by gathering different opi-
nions from everyone involved. They also 
ensure that those who can (or should) 
contribute most, do it actively, pushing 
the process to achieve better results.

The following section describes each of 
these points in more detail. 

2. GUIDING THE PROCESS

we can say that good facilitators should: 

• have social skills: they should be able 
to handle a group of people with diverse 
backgrounds and different interests;

• be organised: able to plan a process that 
lasts over time, build a logical sequence 
of activities so that each of these activi-
ties is completed and the desired results 
are achieved;

• be able to identify problems or difficul-
ties, to see the doubts that participants 
can have, and respond to them; and

• be able to manage time: they should de-
sign and follow a programme of activities 
that covers a period of time and meet the 
proposed deadlines.

Just as we discuss in other chapters in 
this handbook, facilitators need to know 
how to carry out an evaluation process, 
know which steps to take and how to use 
some of the tools that are relevant to 
each step. In addition to this, facilitators 
are often required to know about the to-
pic under evaluation, the area where the 
work takes place, the local customs and 
the general context in which the project 
or programme under evaluation is being 

LEARN AS YOU GO ALONG
How can you be a better facilita-
tor? These days it is possible to 
find many guides or handbooks 
on the internet with many specific 
recommendations. However, all 
facilitators agree that the best way 
to facilitate a process is precisely 
by doing it: facilitating a process 
and seeing how it is done. Monitor 
it, ask for feedback... and repeat.
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Building a team
A facilitator’s main responsibility is to 
ensure that the process is truly parti-
cipatory. This means that all members 
participate actively. The first step con-
sists, therefore, in analysing who is going 
to participate and in carefully selecting 
who is going to be invited to join in the 
process. 

So, who should be invited to join the 
team?, what can or should be expected 
of each person?

Logically, the first thing to take into ac-
count is that they should be people who 
are familiar with the activities to be 
evaluated. They are likely to have been 
directly involved in the project or pro-
gramme that is under evaluation, and 
therefore have information and a clear 
opinion about what has been done and 
what has been achieved. But, in addition 
to this, the participants should show an 
interest in getting involved in the who-
le process. For this reason it is necessary 
to select those who are going to want to 
give their opinion, who are going to want 
to debate with others and who recognise 
that this will be beneficial.

They should know that not everyone 
has the same interest in participating in 
an evaluation process and that nobody 
should feel obliged to do so. Even when 
a group of people has been involved in 
a project in a similar way, they are likely 
to be interested in discovering different 
results. Therefore, we should start by 
recognising the different expectations 
that could be present: what do they 
hope to discover?, what is going to make 
them participate in an active way?

 In some cases it is worth inviting a large 
number of people who have shown an 
interest in the process that will soon be-
gin (for example, to respond to a ques-
tionnaire), and then invite those that 
express the most interesting opinions 
to get involved in other activities. The 
facilitator could also think of incentives 
to make people want to get involved. In 
addition to mentioning everything that 
they are going to learn in the process, 
some type of recognition could be con-
sidered (for example, awarding a certifi-
cate). It could also be important to cover 
all the costs involved in participating in 
different stages of the process.
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The facilitator should also consider how 
these participants come together as a 
team, whether in terms of the distribu-
tion of gender or age, and should ensure 
that the group of participants is the most 
heterogeneous possible. It is also impor-
tant to consider people who have had a 
different role within the project or pro-
gramme that is being evaluated: some 
will have been technical team members, 
others beneficiaries. With regard to he-
terogeneity once again, the more diver-
se the group, the better the results are 
likely to be. 

Putting the process 
into motion
Even if the work is carried out with all 
team members, the person who facilita-
tes is the one responsible for planning 

NON-BENEFICIARIES
A good recommendation could be 
to invite those that have not been 
beneficiaries of the project under 
evaluation, or who have not been 
involved. These people can have 
an “outsider” view or can highlight 
some of the project’s weak points.

• determine how long will be dedicated 
to each of the activities mentioned abo-
ve; and

• determine the amount of resources that 
will be required and see if these resour-
ces are actually available and if they can 
be used.

It is also necessary to think about the 
logistical aspects. If one of the program-
med meetings will be held online, it is 
important to find a platform that everyo-
ne can access that works effectively. On 
the other hand, if a face-to-face meeting 
is going to be organised, a place needs 

to be found that meets all necessary con-
ditions. Furthermore, travel tickets will 
need to be purchased and accommoda-
tion considered for all the participants. It 
is often said that this is not the responsi-
bility of the facilitator and that these are 
tasks that should be taken on by the se-
cretary. But it could also be argued that it 
is, in fact, the facilitator’s responsibility 
as these factors are going to affect the 
participation of those that we hope will 
participate actively.

Ultimately, using a platform that does not 
permit free access impedes participation 
in the same way that a bad seating layout 
does in a meeting room.

In both face-to-face and online mee-
tings, an important role for the facilita-
tor at this point is that of managing the 
expectations of all members. What does 
each person expect?, what has motivated 
each person to join the group, and what 
do they hope to see at the end of the pro-
cess? It is necessary to show what is rea-
listically possible to achieve in the time 
available and what things will need to be 
left for a subsequent session or even a 
new process.

the process and then checks that its im-
plementation goes according to the plan. 
This is activated through a brief baseline 
analysis that contrasts “what is desired” 
with “what is possible”. As part of this 
process, it is necessary to see if this is 
the right moment for the evaluation or if 
it would be better to wait until there are 
more results to analyse; if there is a par-
ticular interest in participating and dis-
covering lessons and recommendations; 
if there is sufficient information; and if 
the necessary resources are available (or 
if they could be found).

As a starting point for the whole process, 
the main planning task is to prepare an 
action plan. This begins with definitions 
of the aims that will guide the evaluation 
and key questions. What are we going to 
look for?

Following on from this, the next task is to 
determine the data collection, systemati-
sation and analysis activities for the eva-
luation. Some of these activities could be 
carried out online and others need one 
or several face-to-face meetings. In this 
case, it is necessary to:

• decide when they will take place and 
where;

A SHARED VISION
As we have seen, it is important for faci-
litators to have a clear idea of what their 
role is and comply with the participants’ 
expectations of them. But, it is just as 
important that the participants also 
understand this so that nobody is disa-
ppointed when facilitators do not pre-
sent themselves as experts or the ones 
who are going to solve all the team’s 
problems. Everyone needs to know what 
the facilitator is not going to do and 
what the team’s responsibilities are.
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Creating conditions 
for collaboration
There are different factors that influen-
ce whether or not team members are 
willing to work together and how effec-
tively they are able to do it. The starting 
point is usually a shared interest that 
they agree on: the general aims of the 
evaluation process should be in line with 
each individual’s vision and vice versa. 
But it is also important for team mem-
bers to feel free to express themselves, 
give their opinion and feel listened to. 
An important aspect of the work of fa-
cilitation is to get all participants to feel 
comfortable and maintain that feeling 
throughout the whole process. 

A key part in the whole evaluation 
process is to define the core 
features that will guide the process. 
The facilitator should ensure that 
participants reach agreements on 
the importance of the evaluation and 
can ask specific questions regarding 
the intervention's relevance, 
efficiency, effectiveness, impact 
and sustainability as well as other 
aspects they choose to prioritise.

The person facilitating a 
participatory evaluation process 
will have the important role of 
managing the expectations of 
everyone involved. What does 

each person expect?, what has 
motivated each person to join the 
group, and what do they hope to 
see at the end of the process?A REPOSITORY

Working virtually will require docu-
ments to be shared and also stored 
so that they are available to others. 
In many cases, it will be necessary to 
edit them, without duplicating efforts 
and without losing previous versions. 
Consider a platform or system that is 
easy to use, that you can go into quic-
kly and simply and does not require 
a subscription to paid programmes.

Likewise, it is important to consider that 
participatory evaluation is a process that 
takes time: we need enough time to pre-
sent an idea, analyse it in detail and give 
an opinion on it (if you take into conside-
ration that all team members will also be 
busy with their own day-to-day activi-
ties). If we want a considerable amount 
of people to take part, it is logical to 
think that it will not be possible to bring 
everyone together at all times. For this 
reason, it is important to think of tools 
that allow us to stay in touch and share 
information from a distance.

The growth of the internet and develop-
ment of software programmes has had a 
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very positive effect in this regard. Today 
it is possible to communicate with so-
meone practically anywhere in the world 
with no problem or expense and we do 
it almost without thinking about it (just 
think of the amount of time we dedica-
te to reading and writing emails). We can 
now use many tools that are easy to use, 
free and do not require additional inputs 
or equipment. But, at the same time, wor-
king virtually is not always easy. Some 
offices do not have the necessary equip-
ment yet; some people find it difficult to 
express themselves in front of a camera; 
and misunderstandings seem to be more 
frequent. Despite the number of people 
that use platforms like Facebook or Twit-
ter, many of us find it difficult to give our 
opinion in public spaces when we know 
it will be recorded and on record forever. 

Facilitators should exploit the available 
advantages to achieve greater participa-
tion and at the same time try to minimise 

the difficulties. They should plan these 
processes with a set of specific criteria in 
mind.

Forming the work groups
• The initial suggestion is that, as far as 
possible, work should be carried out by 
small teams (no more than ten people at 
a time) simultaneously. Just as in works-
hops or events, it is better to build homo-
geneous teams with regard to interest, 
and heterogeneous with regard to expe-
rience. It is necessary to assign specific 
roles and responsibilities, not just talk 
about end goals or aims.

Online meetings
• In order for online meetings to run 
effectively, provide clear guidelines for 
each meeting that set out the “rules of 
the game”. To do this, you should define 
beforehand how long a meeting will last 
and what is expected from each partici-
pant. 

• Plan short meetings and invite the par-
ticipants to introduce themselves, assig-
ning enough time for informal conversa-
tion.

• Ensure that the participants are not dis-
tracted or busy with other things at the 
same time (“multitasking”). Virtual colla-
boration requires everyone to be focu-
sed. It is also good to take regular breaks 
for informal conversation.

A medium and long-term plan
• Consider implementing online mee-
tings as part of the process (preferably 
after a face-to-face meeting). The team 
members will feel more comfortable in 
a virtual discussion if they already know 
each other.

• Follow a pre-established plan, with re-
gular meetings (that are not impromptu). 

• Consider a regular monitoring process, 
which should demonstrate what has been 
achieved to date and what still needs to 
happen in the future.

Technology
• In addition to the “live” discussions, 
think also about the steps that should 
be taken before and after, and what you 
will do so that these discussions are 
more effective. Here we are referring, for 
example, to those systems that allow us 

to share documents or work on the same 
document from different places.

• Consider using good quality tools, equi-
pment and programmes that are not ne-
cessarily the most recent (as these will 
probably not be available everywhere).

COMMUNICATIONS
As there are many ways to send 
and receive messages, it is best 
to just use one or two in order to 
avoid information being lost along 
the way or not reaching many of 
the participants. What system 
should you choose? Consider:

• if the participants mind combining 
“work” messages with private ones;

• if everyone has access to it;

• the need to use passwords or 
enter a platform, which can make 
its immediate use more difficult;

• the fear of feeling “bombarded” 
and, with that, the possibility 
of only receiving daily or 
weekly summaries; and 

• the possibility for messages 
to be stored, and available 
for a period after. 

HERE YOU CAN ACCESS THE 
VIDEO “HOW TO GIVE CENTRAL 
ROLES TO ALL VOICES"

https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&v=HYOQZohHaUo&feature=youtu.be
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• Choose one or two tools to communi-
cate with others, but do not abuse the 
frequency that messages are sent. The 
participants will get confused if the mes-
sages come and go through different pro-
grammes or platforms or if they do not 
know what tool or programme to use for 
each situation. Be aware that many peo-
ple connect through their mobile phones 
and so compatible programmes or plat-
forms should be used.

At the end of every meeting, conduct a 
small evaluation. What went well? What 
do we still need to do? It is important to 
take notes and share them with all the 
participants as well as with those who 
were not able to participate this time, 
but who will participate in the following 
meeting.

Ensure participation 
throughout the process 

Even though we generally associate fa-
cilitation with an event or session, it is 
necessary to highlight that the facilita-
tor ensures involvement from all partici-
pants throughout the whole process and 
not only during the meetings. It is worth 

emphasizing that participatory evalua-
tion does not end when a workshop or 
meeting finishes but rather that it is a 
long process that requires ongoing dis-
cussions and a continual exchange of 
opinions. Depending on the size of the 
group, the facilitator can consider for-
ming subgroups during the process, whe-
ther homogeneous or heterogeneous. In 
some cases, there will be people that 
will feel more comfortable talking with 
their peers. At other times, forming he-
terogeneous groups will allow for more 
interesting results.

It is also necessary to see who is going 
to participate at each given moment (or 
who is expected to). The ideal is that 
everyone participates in all phases, but 
this may not be possible (or may not in-
terest them). We should recognise that 
there will be moments when partici-
pation will be lower, when the facilita-
tor will have a bigger role or when one 

group/subgroup will be more involved 
than others, and so you could use a table 
like the one below to show how involve-
ment is distributed through the process. 
This will help us plan different activities 
in order to obtain better results.

Throughout the different phases and 
stages in the process, the facilitator will 
seek to create the right conditions so 
that participation will continue. If by 
“participation”, we understand an ex-
change of ideas and opinions, or joint 

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
"PUTTING STAKEHOLDERS AT THE CENTRE 
OF THE WHOLE PROCESS IS KEY".

COLLEAGUES OTHER INTERESTED PARTIESBENEFICIARIES DONORS OTHERS

ANALYSIS

PREPARING 
BASELINE

PREPARING 
REPORT

PLANNING 
ACTIVITIES

DISSEMINATING 
AND USING 

INFORMATION

GATHERING 
INFORMATION

INSTITUTIO-
NALISING

Activities according to participants

https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&v=bzah3QnDddo&feature=youtu.be
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work between different people, it makes 
sense to hope that this will continue be-
yond the evaluation process. Creating 
the necessary conditions means ensu-
ring that:

• participation is not seen as an additio-
nal load that distracts people from their 
work, but rather that it is part of their dai-
ly responsibilities;

• the necessary resources are available;

• it is possible to use tools and platforms 
(for example, they do not require a subs-
cription); and

• there is critical mass, in other words, 
a sufficient number of participants that 
enables greater collaboration and ex-
change.

The most important aspect, as will be 
seen later, will be to regularly show that 
this participation is beneficial and that it 
is worth playing an active role in the pro-
cess. 

As we saw at the beginning of this chap-
ter, facilitators are not the main evalua-
tors, nor necessarily evaluation team 

leaders. However, they fulfil a key and 
non-delegable function within the parti-
cipatory evaluation framework: suppor-
ting and building capacity in the team 
conducting the evaluation. One of the 
purposes of a participatory evaluation, 
in contrast to a conventional evaluation 
process, is that the participants develop 
new skills or capacities, and this enables 
them to participate more and plan and 
implement a better evaluation process in 
the future. 

Rather than create a capacity-building 
process, one of the facilitator roles is to 
generate the conditions so that partici-
pants can “learn as they go”. Team mem-
bers develop skills that will enable them 
to participate better and enable this and 
other evaluations to produce better re-
sults. And their responsibility is that 
everyone learns (including themselves).

It makes sense to begin with the evalua-
tion process aims:

• what do you want to do?, what do you 
want to do better?, what do we need to 
learn?; and

• the participants: what do they alre-
ady know?, what opinions come to mind 
when they think about a participatory 

evaluation process?, what experience do 
they have?, and how do they act when 
they see themselves as evaluators?

While it is not necessary to prepare a 
guide on developing capacities, it is a 
good idea to conduct a small diagnosis, 
as a baseline, and a brief action plan that 
considers different strategies that could 
be put into motion throughout the pro-
cess. We will now present some different 
ideas for the facilitator to keep in mind.

Different roles and 
responsibilities 
As has been highlighted, one recommen-
dation frequently given to facilitators is 
to build a heterogeneous team with re-
gard to gender, age, background and ex-
perience; and distribute roles according 
to specific skills shown by each person 
(in other words, the person that conducts 
good interviews, for example, should be 
the one to take this on). But, alongside 
this, the facilitator should invite different 
people to take on specific roles at diffe-
rent moments with the idea of “learning 
as you go”. The facilitation role involves 
creating conditions and enabling team 
members to try and do what needs to 
be done; feeling confident that they will 

3. DEVELOPING CAPACITIES 

not be criticised, but rather supported 
by those who have more experience and 
who will be able to give suggestions and 
recommendations at any time.

Furthermore, and depending on the 
group, the facilitator could invite so-
meone with more experience to guide 
another person, as a kind of tutor, so that 
they work together over a period of time. 
After this period, the person supported 
is then invited to accompany others, thus 
multiplying the learning experience.

Organise small rehearsals
Another recommendation is to test out 
specific activities, tailoring them to the 

EXPERIMENT 
WITH THE TOOLS  
In order to learn how to use data 
collection tools, you need to experi-
ment with them. The evaluation team 
can test them within the group be-
fore carrying out the activities with 
the key informants. Once the tools 
are designed, for example the inter-
view guide or the instructions for a 
focus group, you can act out how it 
will be used. This will allow for mo-
difications and those who are going 
to use the tool will gain confidence.
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context, the team’s specific skills (or tho-
se of specific team members), or to the 
needs of the process. This is followed by 
an analysis of what has been done and 
achieved, and lesson sharing. One of the 
best times to test this is, for example, 
when gathering information. Learning 
as you go is easier if we try new things 
gradually. Even though everyone gathe-
red at an event can give their opinion and 
present data and information, in many 
cases it will be necessary to seek addi-
tional information. One of the facilitator 
roles is to organise this search and ensu-
re that all team members can access the 
information needed to draw out lessons 
and create recommendations. 

How is this going to be achieved? Where 
will we need to go and who do we need 
to consult? And then when organising in-
terviews or focus groups, how is the in-
formation going to be recorded? When 
we observe the context and amount of 
information already available, the facili-
tator can set up some experiments and 
invite the members of a group to see if 
they work.

Thus, in some cases, you could distribute 
a questionnaire and invite a large num-

ber of people to fill it in. In other situa-
tions, it will be better to organise a set 
of interviews and invite key people to 
give their opinion.

It is also possible to form focus groups 
in which homogeneous groups of peo-
ple have a discussion and share their 
opinions. The idea is to not only gather 
information, but see what method wor-
ks best.

These days it is very easy to gather tes-
timonies and opinions in the field by 

THE SPOKEN TEXT 
As many people prefer speaking rather 
than writing, many software program-
mes enable dictation and recognise 
practically everything that we say. This 
gives us a first draft which is then easy 
to edit, allowing us to expand on what 
has been said and add new ideas.

This requires ideas to be prioritised 
and organised before speaking, as 
in a speech. You also have to make 
sure the system is working (for exam-
ple, if it recognises the language); 
and edit it, adding commas and full 
stops, so that it has narrative lo-
gic and makes sense to those who 
have not listened to the audio.
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The best evaluation recommenda-
tions are those that are taken directly 
from the analysis. Here, the facilitator 
should try to centre discussion around 
areas that will be within the users’ 
remit and present different options, 
avoiding recipes that should be strictly 
followed and considering the costs 
and risks involved for each proposal.

recording them with our mobile phones. 
But what remains difficult, despite tech-
nological advances, is the need to sort 
the information that is gathered in such 
a way that it can be easily used and then 
shared with others.

This is another example of a moment 
when discussing the results seen in the-
se “small rehearsals” could be useful. 
The person who facilitates can invite the 
team to use worksheets, check boxes or 
tables, and systematise the information 
(show what has been found, and espe-
cially what has not been found and what 
still needs to be found). Each of these 
opinions can help build a text without it 
necessarily being complicated. Testing 
out different options allows us to see 
what works best in each situation and 
why.

Analyse every step
The step that follows the “experiments” 
is linked to the monitoring and evalua-
tion process described later. It is ne-
cessary to continually review all steps 
taken, specifically what was planned for 
each stage and the results that are seen. 
A detailed analysis of each stage will 
consider:

• what happened and how does this com-
pare to what was expected;

• the results achieved and how they com-
pare to what was expected; and

• the factors behind the results: what fac-
tors had a positive effect? At this point it 
is important to (a) try not to confuse cau-
ses with consequences, and, at the same 
time (b) think especially about the role 
taken on by each person: what did this or 
that team member do?

Once enough information is gathered, 
perhaps the most interesting part of the 
process will be the group discussion and 
the analysis that goes with it. The role of 
the facilitator will be to guide these dis-
cussions so that they generate specific 

lessons and recommendations. For this, 
various tools can be used, such as those 
identified in chapter five of this hand-
book.  

Organise exchanges
Just like their role in capacity-building 
courses, here facilitators will need to 
organise a process that enables a group 
of people to go and see what others are 
doing,  and then, go back to their own 
situations and try to put what they have 
learned into practice. This shadowing 
could be organised between teams from 
one or more organisations.

But, the exchanges should not only take 
place when people travel or visit ano-
ther area, nor only between members 
of different teams. Another option is to 
organise an exchange system within the 
same team, in the style of a peer review, 
that enables people to see what others 

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE 
VIDEO “THE SOCIAL COLLECTIVE 
AS UNIT OF ANALYSIS”

are doing, offer commentaries and at the 
same time receive them. There are spe-
cific times when this is especially useful,  
for example, when drafting a document. 
It is practically impossible to teach how 
to write a good document in a course, but 
it is still very important in every evalua-
tion, especially if you hope to share the 
results with others in a written report. 
What should a facilitator do other than 
draft the process report or send it to so-
meone to draft? Their role is to invite the 
participants to also get involved in this 
stage:

• make sure there is enough time for 
everyone to express themselves in wri-
ting and comment on what others have 
written;

• provide guides or templates to help 
with drafting a document (with a “table 
of contents” to be included), invite all 
participants to respond to questions or 
fill in check boxes;

• organise oral sessions that can be re-
corded and transcribed; and

• offer commentaries and check not only 
that the texts include the different points 
mentioned during the discussions or 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PLyHqvIalXq5i7RndTG_div2HOkay9KbTt&v=dRQPMJXgBeI&feature=youtu.be
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Share resources

The final step is probably the one that is 
used the most: recommend guides, hand-
books or articles that are of interest to all 
the participants; for example, those that 
are found on the EvalParticipativa websi-
te. Basically, this means:

• finding new publications and reviewing 
their content;

• suggesting that team members read 
them, depending on the moment or pha-
se in the evaluation process; and

• inviting the participants to write short 
summaries and organise discussions in 
which the content is discussed.

As we have seen, the role of the facilita-
tor involves ensuring that the process is 
well planned, that it is implemented and 
successfully completed, and that lessons 
are generated that can be developed in 
the future and that will improve practice. 
It is just as important to generate lessons 
that help improve the evaluation process 
itself; both the process that the partici-
pants are currently involved in, and the 
different processes they will be involved 
with in the near future. This is directly 

meetings, but also that they present this 
information in a clear and concise way.

As different people will prepare diffe-
rent texts, the facilitator can build a mu-
tual review system and invite everyone 
to comment on each others’ work. To do 
this, it is necessary to gather the texts and 
distribute them (you can share the name 
of the author or keep it anonymous) and 
invite everyone to pay attention to:

• the content: is it complete?, is there too 
much information?, does it present data 
or information that distracts the reader?;

• the organisation of the text: does it fo-
llow a clear logical progression?, are the 
ideas ordered or would it be preferable 
to reorder them?, does the text invite the 
reader to keep reading?;

• the interpretation and analysis: is what 
it says correct?, does it present enough 
proof?;

• the general design: is it attractive?, is 
the language used simple and easy to 
understand?; and

• the final version: are there spelling mis-
takes?, does it need more charts or ima-
ges?

https://evalparticipativa.net/en/resources/
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as participatory evaluations provide be-
tter results and make it more likely that 
the results will be put to use.

Indicators
One of the fundamental steps in every 
evaluation is to identify what indicators 
will be used and these are taken from 
the evaluation questions and key areas. 
In this case, what most interests us is to 
see if the process has been truly partici-
patory. One way of doing this is to use a 
check list, whether for every session or 
phase.

• Have the participants felt motivated to 
participate? Have the discussions been 
pleasant, interesting?

• Have the roles and responsibilities 
been distributed fairly?

• Have the assigned tasks been comple-
ted? 

• Were they prepared beforehand?

• Are there sufficient incentives?

• Were there any moments when comp-
laints or suggestions were made? Were 
people able to express disagreement or 
discomfort?

• Can the participants measure their own 
work and contribution?

It is also important to recognise that 
when we talk about participation, we 
often talk about different levels but the 
highest level is not necessarily the ideal 
level nor the one that should be sought 
on every occasion. Nor does the level 
of participation need to be the same 
throughout the whole process. But we 
do need to know what is desirable (“how 
much participation” is desired), and it is 
essential to be able to measure if we 
have achieved it or not at a later date. 
The level of participation we attain will 
obviously depend on many factors such 
as the context, institutional support, 
interest from the participants themsel-
ves, their prior experience (if we consi-

QUESTIONS FOR THE MONITORING 
• Are there elements to promote ac-
tive participation in every event?;

• are they integrated into the process 
design and implementation?; and

• are the participants the ones who 
decide how the process will develop?

related to evaluating the evaluation pro-
cess. 

The whole evaluation process should be 
regularly monitored and should show if 
initial expectations are being met, espe-
cially with regard to the Evaluation Ma-
trix proposed at the start of the process. 
It should demonstrate what was done 
well, what could be done better in the 
future and what has been learnt in this 
process. This is especially necessary if 
what we are doing is relatively new or if 
it contrasts with regular activities, such 
as in the case of a participatory evalua-

tion: many people will ask if it is really 
necessary to make the evaluation parti-
cipatory, or if it is just a passing fad. In 
this situation, you need to be able to de-
monstrate that a participatory evaluation 
is better than a conventional evaluation.

Once again, this could be seen as one 
of the main roles of the facilitator. This 
means that they take on the responsibi-
lity to:

• plan an internal monitoring system; 

• identify what indicators are going to be 
used;

• use these indicators to measure pro-
gress and suggest changes in the activi-
ties that are being carried out; and

•  collect information and/or share it with 
all team members. 

Of course, this is not something that 
should be left until the end of the eva-
luation but rather something that should 
be conducted throughout the process. 
The idea is that evaluating the evaluation 
process will improve practice.  We focus 
specifically on our line of interest: whe-
ther the evaluation is truly participatory, 

EVALUATING THE FACILITATION
Whenever an evaluation process 
is carried out, consider facilitation 
itself to be one of the aspects 
that needs to be evaluated.

4. MONITORING THE 
EVALUATION PROCESS ITSELF
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der evaluation processes that they have 
been involved in previously), or the use 
of specific tools or methodologies. The 
different indicators will help us measure 
this, and we must not forget that there is 
one factor that plays a decisive role: the 
role of facilitation.

Adopting or using 
the lessons
In addition to being interested in whe-
ther or not the evaluation is truly parti-
cipatory, the facilitator and team will be 
especially interested in ensuring that 
the results of the process are used and 
are useful for improving that evaluated. 
What can be done to increase the “level 
of use”? Facilitators are not able to chan-
ge the project that has been evaluated 
to make it more appealing to the general 
public or those who work in similar pro-
jects. Nor can they change the context in 
which these others work, helping them 
put into practice the evaluation recom-
mendations or making sure they use the 
information presented in the evaluation 
report. But they can help the team un-
derstand what conditions will determine 
its use and, with this, increase the likeli-
hood that it is used.

The role of facilitation does not end with 
the report preparation. Often we think 
that if this report is well written, and 
contains all the process results, it will 
be easily received by those who should 
read it. But the vast majority of reports 
are not read, simply because they do not 
reach the people who would be interes-
ted in reading them, and so they are ne-
ver used or applied.

Even when this is not generally seen as 
one of their responsibilities, the facili-
tator can play an important role here by 
working with the team and participants 
to create a detailed plan that includes 
the following aspects.

VISUALISING THE FUTURE
The first stage in the elabo-
ration of an action plan is to 
define what you hope to achie-
ve. What do we hope to see in 
the future? And, with that in 
mind, how is the process going 
to help us? For this, we need 
to review the evaluation aim 
and the initial agreements.
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• Who is the target group that we are ho-
ping to reach? Who are the ones that we 
hope will use the process results? What 
do these people already know, and what 
do they want to know? What opinion do 
they have on the project that is being 
evaluated?

• What do we hope to achieve by disse-
minating it? Do we expect the target pu-
blic will react in a specific way?

• What products will allow us to display 
the gathered information and conclu-
sions in the best possible way? This will 
obviously depend on the way that the-
se people will access the information. 
In most cases, you will need to think of 
written products, but in others it will be 
better to prepare videos or radio pro-
grammes. And with respect to the writ-
ten products, some members of the tar-
get public will prefer academic articles 
or detailed publications while others 
will prefer brief blog posts.

• Which methods will be the most effec-
tive to reach our target audience? In 
some cases it will be necessary to orga-
nise a meeting and discuss the evalua-
tion results between everyone present. 

At other times, it will be enough to use 
one-way mechanisms that “send out” 
information without necessarily provi-
ding space for an opinion exchange.

• The resources that will be needed and 
the time it will take to complete the pro-
cess.

• The different roles and responsibilities, 
and the way in which these are going to 
be distributed among the team mem-
bers. Who should do what?

• The way the opinions of beneficiaries 
and the target audience in general will 
be collected, and the way the dissemi-
nation process itself will be improved.

At this stage, we need to remember once 
again that when we disseminate reports, 
and share evaluation results, we have a 
specific objective in mind: that the re-
sults are put into use, and that they help 
to improve (or expand) the work that 
was carried out and evaluated. The final 
objective of every evaluation should be 
to generate lessons and recommenda-
tions that will help us improve a spe-
cific programme or project. The results 
dissemination should therefore prompt 

The institutionalisation of evaluation 
expresses its political nature and 

implies the presence of mechanisms 
and authorities that permanently 
implement and foster it, with a 

commitment to drive learning and 
accountability for actions taken.
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this. However, the world is full of reports 
with recommendations that nobody can 
follow, in the same way that there are 
thousands of extensionists that give re-
commendations to millions of farmers, 
but they are not followed.

By taking a step back and working with 
the team again, the facilitator should 
analyse the following aspects.

• The lessons and recommendations 
themselves: are they clear and easy to 
understand and follow?

• External factors or the general context 
concerning the target public: do the re-
commendations comply with existing 
laws and regulations?, do they require 
external input?

• Internal institutional factors or context: 
does the organisation have the necessary 
resources?, are the roles and responsibi-
lities clear?

Once these aspects have been analysed, 
the facilitator will be able to suggest a 
strategy for future information users. 
This should contemplate aspects such as: 
how capacity-building programmes are 
organised, how incentives for increasing 

participation are used, how recommen-
dations are adopted and how rules or 
standards are set in terms of the inter-
vention under evaluation.

Institutionalisation
Many participatory evaluation proces-
ses lead to positive results. However, 
many are thanks to the effort of one per-
son or one team, but are not repeated 
if this person leaves or does not have 
time to keep fostering them. We would 
like to end this chapter by looking at 
one final role of the facilitator: that of 
ensuring that the institution behind the 
process takes on the work and associa-
ted risk, establishing the necessary con-
ditions so that participatory evaluation 
processes become part of their regular 
activity.

This is especially necessary if we think 
about the number of evaluations that 
take place regularly (and the relatively 
small number of participatory evalua-
tions). Clearly the percentage of eva-
luations whose team members actively 
participate and contribute, is relatively 
small. If we want participation to beco-
me a regular practice and the process 
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institutionalised, we have to start by ima-
gining what this institutionalisation mi-
ght look like. In general terms, we could 
say that we will have achieved it when: 

• participatory evaluation is a regular 
part of every project or programme;

• the strategy, methods to be followed 
and necessary activities are clear;

• the roles and responsibilities are defi-
ned and distributed within a team;

• there is a capacity-building programme 
that enables new colleagues to get invol-
ved quickly;

• the team leaders or bosses are interes-
ted in the process and motivate the who-
le team to continue; or when

• the results are shown and shared, and 
the advantages for participation are 
clear.

Facilitators can play an important role in 
helping a project, programme or organi-
sation. This is easier if consultants are 
part of the team and if they have a certain 
level of decision-making power. In many 
cases, an external person (a consultant) 
will have less possibilities as they have 

less influence on decision making (al-
though in some cases, the opinion of so-
meone outside the organisation can be 
more convincing). It is very rare for facili-
tators to oblige organisation members to 
work in a certain way, but there are still 
many other options. They can:

• involve the organisation’s decision 
makers in the evaluation process;

•  show positive and rigorous results in 
order to convince others that this is a 
good method that is worth investing in;

•  develop guides and support documents 
for the participatory evaluation process, 
which can be used by any team member;

frase

A key factor in facilitation is the 
capacity to communicate openly, clearly 
and fluently, creating learning conditions 
that enable people to feel comfortable 

and free, rather than observed or 
judged. This will help people express 

themselves naturally and spontaneously, 
making this a creative innovation 
process based on mutual trust.

SHOW THAT IT WORKS
The best way to ensure that the 
process is adopted is by convincing 
the team members that it works, 
or that it is better than the proces-
ses that they normally use. To do 
this, you need to share the results 
and the way that they can be used, 
preparing different ways of com-
municating the information so it 
reaches as many people as possible.
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• use tools that foster capacities in the 
community and show the methodologi-
cal robustness in this process;

•  plan the process;

• promote participation in evaluation 
networks and demonstrate the virtues 
and opportunities provided by partici-
patory evaluation; and

• work with its champions; in other 
words, those people that are motivated 
and interested in this process and will 
ensure that the results are shared and 
will find necessary resources and parti-
cipants for new processes.

Even though it is true that there is no 
perfect way of ensuring that participa-
tory evaluation is adopted, it is possible 
to devise a plan to move closer to this 

ideal. As with any other action plan, some 
key elements need to be considered:

• A brief baseline, a general analysis of 
the situation within the organisation: 
the way in which the roles and responsi-
bilities are distributed, the support that 
supervisors offer their teams, the way 
information is shared and results are dis-
played.

• The activities that will be needed, for 
example, to prove what has been done 
and what has been achieved.

• The resources that will be needed, thin-
king not only in terms of money, but also 
time: will they be available?, will we be 
able to get them if not?

 • The (future) participants: will there be 
interest in getting involved?

• The potential challenges, the risks that 
a team could face.

To conclude, we can highlight a central 
factor in the task of facilitation: the ca-
pacity to communicate. It is very impor-
tant that the facilitator of a participatory 
evaluation process generates open, clear, 
fluent communication; creating and ge-
nerating learning conditions that enable 
people to feel comfortable and free, ra-
ther than observed and judged. This will 
help them express themselves naturally 
and spontaneously, making this a creati-
ve innovation process based on mutual 
trust. 
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Chapter 5

Tools for participatory 
evaluation
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Those of us who have facilitated parti-
cipatory processes, have at some point 
wondered what we need to do to achieve 
the highest degree of involvement possi-
ble, from as many stakeholders as possi-
ble, in the activities that we plan. One of 
the many challenges that surface when 
carrying out participatory evaluation is 
how to create spaces for real participa-
tion where multiple stakeholders can be 
true protagonists in the evaluation agen-
da. We know that this is not achieved 
only by understanding in depth partici-
patory evaluation and the methodologi-
cal steps, it is also necessary to identify 
and be able to handle appropriate tools 
for each social and cultural context whe-
re the evaluation is carried out.

The use of participatory tools is increa-
singly valued in the field of evaluation 
whether to analyse the reality, facilitate 
communication, build shared viewpoints, 

stimulate creativity, facilitate decision 
making or even decrease the volume of 
some voices in order to make space for 
quieter voices. A simple look at the tools 
section on the  EvalParticipativa websi-
te will suffice to acknowledge that there 
is a rich selection of tools and activities. 
Yet, although we have a valuable set of 
tools at our disposal, we do not always 
know how to get the best out of them. 
And while there seems to be an instru-
ment for every potential situation or 
purpose; we will, however, need to keep 
recreating them or designing new tools 
that are specifically tailored to new con-
texts.

But, what are the participatory tools and 
how can we understand their use in an 
evaluation process?, what is their poten-
tial?, what are their limitations?, what 
do we need to take into account when 
we choose them?, and how do we use 

https://evalparticipativa.net/en/resources/participatory-evaluation-tools/


161160

A person does not become a mechanic 
only because they receive a set 

of screwdrivers. And yet, even the 
most experienced mechanics cannot 
do their job properly without them. 

Participatory evaluation tools can only 
fulfil their purpose when we have an in-
depth understanding of what it means 
to incorporate social participation.
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them? These and other similar questions 
usually emerge when evaluators offer to 
design and guide a participatory evalua-
tion.

In this chapter we will try and provide 
answers to these concerns. First, we will 
present some conceptual considerations 
regarding participatory methodology 
and tools, their advantages and limita-
tions. Then, we will generate a generic 
classification of methods used, indica-
ting which senses are most activated in 
an activity and what purpose it is used 
for. Finally, we will propose a list of seven 
criteria to take into account when choo-
sing and using these instruments. As we 
develop the topics, we will include prac-
tical examples and recommendations.

As we have seen in chapter 2, participa-
tory evaluation in our region is heir to a 
rich tradition that includes Popular Edu-
cation, the Systematisation of Experien-
ces and Participatory Action Research. 
While these approaches have their res-

pective nuances and differences, they  
also converge at various points and share 
the same key core feature: they adhere to 
a liberating and transformative perspec-
tive of reality. This is the core foundation 
that sustains and legitimises these initia-
tives. They are unique in that they make 
use of tools that facilitate equal partici-
pation among social actors linked to the 
intervention.

Often “methodology” and “tool” are trea-
ted as synonyms but we prefer to make 
the distinction. We understand “tool” as 
an instrument or technique that helps us 
carry out a specific job; and “methodolo-
gy” as the way that we carry out this job, 
the underlying assumptions and the con-
ception of reality from which we use any 
given instrument. This implies, as Leis 
(1989) and Jara (1987) highlight, brea-
king radically with the tendency to per-
ceive methodological issues to be mere-
ly instrumental problems.

Expressed in other terms, we believe that 
we need to be clear about the methodo-
logical principles that underpin the ela-
boration, adaptation and use of a tool or 
instrument. This implies having conside-

1. PARTICIPATORY TOOLS 
IN EVALUATION

red and chosen a different way of percei-
ving our evaluation practice and the way 
that we will relate to the multiple stake-
holders during the process. It also im-
plies (de)constructing the role attributed 
to the evaluator in conventional approa-
ches (see chapter 4 on facilitation).

Thus, the same instrument (tool) can be 
used with different methodological con-
ceptions. For example, someone could 
use a video documentary to uncritically 
persuade, convince and condition beha-
viour; thus constituting an authoritarian 
practice. But we can also use the same 
video to generate a space for discussion 
and debate that is helpful for prompting 
multiple perspectives on the documen-
tary’s message, and thus constituting a 
more open and democratic practice.

Therefore, the methodological features 
refer to the set of criteria and principles 
that unify and give coherence to the 
adopted evaluation approach. The tools 
are instruments and techniques that we 
adopt and their use has to be coherent 
with these criteria and principles. The-
refore, we could use a focus group to 
gather a smaller number of stakehol-
ders to deal with a topic in depth, or 
choose a simulation game to create an 
engaging space where everyone feels 
free to express what they feel. We could 
also construct a transect so that, throu-
gh a collective diagram, we can take ad-
vantage of the knowledge of those who 
do not know how to write or are fearful 
of expressing themselves verbally. No 
matter what tool we choose, it should 
respond to the adopted methodologi-
cal conception and be consistent with 

Participatory traditions in Latin 
America adhere to a liberating 
and transformative perspective 
of reality, with one of its unique 
features being the tools that it 
makes use of to facilitate equal 
participation among social actors 
linked to the interventions.

HERE YOU CAN ACCESS THE VIDEO 
“PARTICIPATORY TOOLS IN EVALUATION"

https://youtu.be/HcwusbYckMM
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the principles that underpin a participa-
tory evaluation and the type of reflexive 
processes that it intends to foster. Chap-
ter 1 elaborates on these principles and 
concepts that underpin the participatory 
evaluation methodology.

The tools used are not what make the di-
fference, but rather the open and respec-
tful attitude that supports an evaluation 
process. This participatory conception 
of an evaluation assumes that everyone 
involved in an intervention has the right 
and possibility, even if at times they re-
quire specific training, to be protagonists 
in evaluating the programme or project 
they have been involved in. With this me-
thodological conception in mind, the use 
of participatory tools should be unders-
tood as a way to break down inhibitions 
and fears among participants so that a 
diversity of opinions can be captured in 
the most faithful way possible for each 
intervention wherever possible.

Whatever tools or instruments we use 
under this methodological conception, 
the evaluation should allow us to:

• share one’s personal knowledge on the 
intervention, enrich it and boost collecti-
ve knowledge concerning it;

• develop reflection on a shared point, in 
which participants contribute their parti-
cular experiences, broadening collective 
experience; and

• construct potential recommendations 
or solutions together for the problems 
identified, enabling everyone to partici-
pate in its design.

In this joint effort, different perceptions 
are shared on topics of interest from 
the intervention and on the assessment 
of its processes, results and impacts. It 
also hopes that the people involved take 
ownership of the methods and tools as 
well as the logic of the process so that 
the experience can be multiplied in their 
groups and communities. This converts 
the methodology into a process of em-
powerment for the different social actors 
involved and their organisations.

racteristics and experiences of the parti-
cipants, the needs of the evaluation, the 
moment it is implemented, and how the 
work, objectives and expectations of the 
participants are established.

It is important to grasp that the tools are 
a “means” and not an “end”. They have 
an instrumental role to serve a deep and 
rigorous evaluation process. We are not 
suggesting that a participatory evalua-
tion facilitator becomes a “tools expert” 
or “activity guru”, and forgets that the-
se are simply instruments to achieve an 
aim, that is sustained by ideas of parti-
cipation and democracy. Whether they 
are used to facilitate informative, con-
sultation or decision-making processes, 
they are tools at the service of evalua-
tion. In different forms, they seek to re-
flectively analyse the practice, synthesis 
and consensus of ideas, share individual 

The tools as participatory 
evaluation instruments
There are many different definitions and 
concepts of tools. In line with what we 
have said regarding general methodolo-
gical criteria and principles, we unders-
tand participatory tools as those specific 
instruments that make each step of the 
evaluation process viable, guaranteeing 
the highest levels of protagonism possi-
ble among the people involved (Slocum, 
2003).

The tools can be made up of a combina-
tion of activities such as group exercises, 
sociodramas, popular game adaptations, 
puppets, drawings or puzzles, and any 
additional way to help us achieve quality 
participation from the multiple stakehol-
ders involved in the evaluation process. 
We can make use of a wide variety of 
tools whenever they are adapted to the 
topic, the group’s characteristics and 
proposed objectives including collective 
interviews, round tables, conferences, or 
the use of a flip chart with illustrations, a 
simulation game, a group challenge or a 
video debate. These tools can be used in 
a flexible and varied way, meaning that 
they can be adapted to the context, cha-

Participatory tools are those 
instruments or techniques that make 
each step of the evaluation process 
viable, guaranteeing the highest 
possible levels of participation 
among the people involved.

 The elaboration, adaptation and 
use of a tool or instrument requires 
clarity on the methodological 
principles that underpin our work. 
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Advantages and limitations 
The use of participatory techniques 
contributes many advantages to the 
evaluation process. As we have said, 
the use of these tools allows evaluation 
processes to be developed that are en-
riched with the contributions of each 
and every person who participates. This 
contributes to the collective construc-
tion of knowledge on the intervention, 
its achievements, difficulties, advances 
and disappointments.

These processes also strengthen in-
dividual identity and self-esteem and 
contribute to the consolidation of or-
ganisations as they feel recognised and 
valued. The exchange that occurs throu-
gh a game or group activity stimulates 
creativity and the search for solutions 
to shared problems, enables the objec-
tification of the issue itself and helps 
different initiatives meet and connect. 
Furthermore, when recommendations 
that arise from participatory and inclu-
sive evaluation processes are owned, 
they are much more likely to be adop-
ted.

knowledge, and value various percep-
tions and feelings about a specific inter-
vention.

The use of these tools is supported by 
the notion that critical knowledge is 
constructed through a set of intellec-
tual processes and traction which imply 
forming associations, relationships, and 
abstractions, and formulating conclu-
sions, analysis or synthesis, in an active 
and conscious way (Nuñez, 1989). This 
set of tools, used at different times and 
in different situations, enables us to treat 
a topic in a different way, encourage dis-
cussions without causing offence, arrive 
at conclusions that are representative of 
the whole group after a democratic de-
bate, communicate the result of a delibe-
ration, gather and share relevant infor-
mation, etc.

It is important to grasp that the 
tools are a “means” and not an 
“end”. They have an instrumental 
role to serve a deep and 
rigorous evaluation process.
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On the other hand, the participatory 
tools also introduce risks and limitations. 
Even when there exist a large number of 
tools in specific books, with a wide range 
of activities, games and instruments, we 
will not always find a technique or tool 
that fits exactly with our needs. In many 
cases, it may not be possible to use the 
ideal tool in a specific situation because 
of time constraints, or a lack of resources 
or capacity among those who facilitate 
the process. We therefore see ourselves 
obliged to redesign the tool, adapt it or 
combine it with others. Furthermore, no 
matter how well thought through and 
designed the activities are, these do not 
guarantee results and it is possible that 
some participants prefer not to be invol-
ved in the process. It is also important to 
note that some activities and tools can 
generate conflicts or set off emotional 
processes that we are not equipped to 
deal with and we will not know how to 

handle them. It is important to be aware 
of these limitations and recognise that 
the tools “cannot do it all”. In the second 
section of this chapter, we will offer 
some suggestions with regard to the se-
lection and use of the tools as a way of 
mitigating these risks and difficulties. 

Transcending recreation 
and motivation
As we have said, the tools and games are 
not, in and of themselves, the heart and 
soul of participatory evaluation. Howe-
ver, we consider them to be a key and 
highly relevant part of the participatory 
process because they enable us to “do 
together”. While these tools are being 
used increasingly in educational proces-
ses and also in programme and project 
management and evaluation, in many 
cases we have observed that they are 
only being used to motivate the group, 
“break the ice”, introduce each other, 
have relaxing moments between work 
sessions, etc. 

We believe that the use of participatory 
tools in evaluation, especially the ga-
mes, should transcend recreational and 

The use of participatory techniques 
contributes many advantages to 
the evaluation process. On the 
other hand, they also introduce 
risks and limitations.

motivational purposes, going beyond en-
tertainment or the idea of “hanging out”. 
Likewise, these instruments should not 
be used in such a way that they require 
each participant to take on a role that is 
far from their own reality, thus evading 
their own situation to submerge them-
selves in a world of fantasy. To unders-
tand the participatory tools in a diffe-
rent way, we have to ask ourselves how 
to use evaluation or “content” to deal 
with a complex topic that requires both 
background knowledge and professional 
participation and requests personal opi-
nions and options in a participatory and 
horizontal way that is not domineering.

Most participatory tools that we could 
use in evaluation require participants 
to “throw their whole self in”. In other 
words, they have to act, discuss, argue 
and defend a posture with respect to 
an intervention or situation that affects 
them. To do this, the participatory tools 
that we use should try to reproduce, as 
faithfully as possible, the conditions of 
each situation, generating exchanges 
that can deepen personal and collective 
knowledge and facilitate trust and sha-
red learning. Said in another way, the 

tools that we design have to incorpora-
te the elements that take, or have taken, 
place in the real lives of the people and 
the intervention under evaluation. This 
way, the participants represent their 
own role, “living the game” or “playing 
their life”; or in other words “playing 
seriously”. 

Understood this way, the tools also 
help us to distance ourselves somewhat 
from the object of study as it allows di-
fferent perspectives to surface as we go 

If when we use tools and techniques, 
we are looking for “fun” alternative 
ways to impart content and guide the 
evaluation effort while pretending 
to include the perspectives of 
local stakeholders, we could easily 
underestimate their use. By doing 
this, we would be manipulating the 
participants by introducing content 
in a “fun” and “friendly” way and 
conclusions from external needs 
and logic. In these cases, it perverts 
the profound sense of participation 
implied in a participatory 
evaluation (Tapella & Rodríguez 
Bilella, EvalParticipativa, 2019)

https://evalparticipativa.net/en/2019/10/31/and-what-about-tools-games-and-instruments-for-participatory-evaluation/
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The use of participatory techniques 
should help us to develop a sense of “us”, 
teach us to think actively and critically, 
stimulate collaboration, responsibility, 
independence and creativity. It also 

allows us to overcome fears, inhibitions 
and tensions and create an atmosphere 
where we can express ourselves and 
collectively construct. For this, it is 

necessary to choose tools that facilitate 
communication and trust, and will stimulate 

participation and active cooperation.
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beyond common sense and question rea-
lity. Freire once said: “The best way for so-
meone to get closer is to get further away 
from the knowledge theory view”. And if 
this way of overcoming common sense is 
facilitated via tools that contribute spa-
ce for humour, irony, drama, surprise and 
collective analysis, they will be contribu-
ting to the production of knowledge in 
the evaluation context. 

The tools that we use have to be capa-
ble of creating conditions for us to com-
municate, express our feelings, expe-
riences and knowledge, our ideas and 
expectations as well as learn and find 
out about different topics and situations 
in a non-hierarchical way. It should be 
possible to use these tools to relive si-
tuations from our lives, our work and 
our organisations. Thus, the rules of play 
facilitate exchange and generate a spa-
ce for conversing about complex topics 
that we would not otherwise address. 
The dynamics of play involved invite the 
participants “to switch channels” during 
the game in order to be able to deal with 
difficult topics, ensuring that everyone's 
perceptions are heard.

It is also important to think about the 
mechanisms that make a process more 
dynamic or that constitute the “key” 
that opens up this space for commu-
nication and collective construction. 
We are referring here to a sort of sche-
me or ploy involved in games; in other 
words, the tool includes a dynamic of 
achieving a shared aim and this makes 
the participants “get involved”. This is 
simply a participatory and democratic 
way of dealing with issues that would 
normally be difficult to broach. Further-
more, many of the games that we invent 
or adapt use the logic of “competition” 
(horse race, lottery/bingo, card/dice ga-
mes, etc.). This should only be a way to 
get people motivated and not constitute 
the end goal. The games should stimu-

late “cooperation” and the idea that “we 
all win” more than competition.

As we have mentioned, there exists a 
wide variety of participatory tools. In the 
fields of popular education and social 
development, the use of participatory 
tools, games and activities has increased 
exponentially in programme and project 
planning and evaluation over the last 
twenty years. It would be impossible to 
include all the existing instruments that 
are useful for a participatory evaluation 
in one single handbook. Just by looking 
at the  EvalParticipativa website, we can 
consult a repository with dozens of han-
dbooks and guides with tools that we 
could use in an evaluation that seeks to 
put multiple stakeholders at the centre.

With the aim of illustrating the plurali-
ty of participatory tools in an organised 
way, we will use this section to classify 
the tools by their predominant method 
and the main purpose they will be used 
for in diverse situations and contexts.

In the first classification, the tools are 
organised according to the method or 
senses most activated in the activity pro-
posed. In the second classification, the 
tools are ordered according to the main 
purpose they will be used for in diver-
se situations, needs and contexts. These 
classifications are not rigid or static as 
many tools combine the method with a 
set of human aptitudes to express and 
communicate ideas. At the same time, 
the same tool could be used for different 
purposes. 

Tools according to method

We can classify the tools into four groups 
according to the method and main senses 
involved: (1) audiovisual tools, (2) gra-
phic and textual tools, (3) narrative tools 
and (4) experiential and group tools.

The  audiovisual tools   correspond to 
the combination of images (illustrations, 
photos or video) with sound (audio and 
music) which is predominant in their na-
ture. The most common examples of this 
tool type are audiovisuals (with slides or 
video), song analysis or audio debate, or 

The tools that we use have to be 
capable of creating conditions for 
us to communicate, express our 
feelings, experiences and knowledge, 
our ideas and expectations as 
well as learn and find out about 
different topics and situations 
in a non-hierarchical way.

2. CLASSIFICATION OF 
PARTICIPATORY TOOLS

https://evalparticipativa.net/en/resources/participatory-evaluation-tools/
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TOOLS 
ACCORDING 
TO METHOD

Classification of participatory tools 
according to method and purpose

TO
OL

S A
CC

OR
DIN

G T
O 

PU
RP

OS
E

AUDIOVISUALS

PRESENTATION
AND MOTIVATION

DATA 
COLLECTION

ANALYSIS,
REFLECTION AND
EXAMINATION

COMMUNICATING 
AND SHARING
RESULTS

Source: tools identified in the guides available in the EvalParticipativa repository. 
This is not an exhaustive list but rather an (illustrated) example of how tools can 
be perceived according to “method” and “purpose”. You can find out about all the 
tools and methods through the following link.

DIAGRAMS & TEXT NARRATIVES
GROUP &
EXPERIENTIAL

• My photo, my story.
• The project in 5 photos.

• Proverbs and sayings.
• Puzzles.
• My life’s cart.

• Introducing in pairs.
• A man of principles.
• Live story.

• The spider’s web.
• Mail.
• Streets and avenues.
• Giraffe and elephant.

• Talking photo.
• Photographic record 
and/or video recording.

• Transects.
• Communal map.
• Collective drawing.

• In-depth interview.
• Focus group.
• Life story.
• Innovation story.

• Brainstorming.
• Polar opposites.
• Dramatised story.

• Audio forum.
• Video debate.

• Venn diagram.
• Timeline.
• Transect diagram.

• Collective interview.
• Focus group.
• The most significant change.

• Simulation game.
• Sociodrama.
• Pantomime.

• Documentary video.
• Short testimonies.

• Illustrated posters.
• Information sharing cards.

• Public presentations.
• Protagonist testimonies.

• Roleplay.
• Puppets.
• Public testimony.

https://evalparticipativa.net/en/resources/participatory-evaluation-tools/
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even a talk, song or film that is used to 
“spark” a subsequent exchange of ideas. 
We could also include in this group, mind 
maps (of networks, resources or stake-
holders), diagrams, matrices and other 
types of illustrations that help to com-
municate situations or generate subse-
quent idea exchanges. 

In general, this tool type requires pre-
work as they are not produced by the 
group’s reflection or analysis. For exam-
ple, a video documentary on some as-
pect of the programme, recorded and 
edited by technical staff to be later used 
to spark a debate on results, difficulties 
and other aspects relevant to the inter-
vention.

In these cases, the interpretations are 
based on the producers’ careful research, 
analysis and ordering of findings regar-
ding the situation or topic. In this sense, 
the tool contributes new perceptions and 
information to the participants, making 
it essential to create spaces for further 
group reflection and analysis. 

With this type of tool, it is very important 
to differentiate between the “denotati-
ve” sense of the images (photo or video) 
and their “connotative” sense. The first 

refers to evident elements we can ob-
serve. The second refers to value judge-
ments that are emitted from the images. 
This will vary according to the group and 
social and cultural context. Subliminal or 
hidden messages may appear that requi-
re debate and interpretation from diffe-
rent viewpoints.

When these techniques are used, it is 
important that the facilitator has viewed 
the audiovisual content previously. This 
will enable them to introduce the topic, 
plan the debate, generate relevant ques-
tions and convert it into an instrument 
for reflection and exchange in the group. 

In the textual or graphic tools  the main 
sense activated is also sight, but the com-
munication mechanism is not based on 
images, but rather writing and symbols. 
Even though they are usually combined, 
the graphic tools make use of drawings 
and infographics while the textual tools 
use writing as the main element. Exam-
ples of these tools include collective 
drawings, explanatory tables, transect 
diagrams, calendars, flipcharts, brains-
torming cards, reading a text in small 
groups, etc. 
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These tools express content symboli-
cally, and so a process of interpretation 
for these symbols is required. Whenever 
these types of tools are used, the recom-
mendation is to start by describing the 
elements that are presented in the gra-
phics. Then, regardless of whether the 
graphics were produced by the partici-
pants or the facilitator, it is important to 
interpret them collectively. This enables 
us to use the tool to recover different 
viewpoints and perceptions. Used this 
way, the tool facilitates the participation 
of everyone as it requires a joint effort in 
interpretation and communication. 

When we use these kinds of tools, we 
must make sure the font is clear and (de-
pending on the location used and num-
ber of participants) big enough to ensu-
re that everyone can read the material. 
With regard to the written content, it 
should be concise, allowing the central 
ideas to shine through.

It is also important to ensure that both 
the style of writing and the symbols used 
correspond to the participant group, and 
that the participants will be able to use 
the material as an input for collective 
knowledge exchange and construction. 

Among the group of  narrative tools we 
have included tools where “speech” and 
an attitude of “listening” dominate as 
the main communication mechanisms. In 
recent years, this type of interpretative 
tools have been more commonly used. 
They are founded on: (a) an interest in 
knowing the different ways in which 
events in an intervention are interpre-
ted, understood and experienced; (b) the 
use of data generation methods that are 
flexible and sensitive to the social con-
text where they are produced; and (c) the 
search to understand the complexity, de-
tail and context through its analysis me-
thods and explanation. To that effect, this 
kind of approach focuses on responding 
to questions like ‘how?’ and ‘why?’, offe-
ring to take us deeper in understanding 
the dynamics behind social processes, 
change and the social context.

This kind of tool emphasizes understan-
ding the meaning that stakeholders give 
to interventions, their results, impacts 
and lessons. Using these tools allows 
us to immerse ourselves in stakeholder 
lives, value participant perspectives on 
the intervention from their experien-
ce and subjectivity, and construct a link 
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between the evaluator and participants 
through their words and behaviour as 
primary data in that evaluation process.

The most well-known methods in this 
group include the in-depth interviews, 
life stories, innovation/change stories, 
testimonies and group diaries, and the 
most significant change. Using these 
tools successfully requires in-depth pre-
paration and knowledge in order to be 
able to “handle” the situations that can 
be generated. Information analysis (qua-
litative data) also brings certain comple-
xities to the surface. For example, unders-
tanding the data that is revealed through 
an in-depth interview or life story requi-
res a thorough reading of the recording, 
a reading that allows us to find “clues” to 
bring us closer to understanding how the 
interviewees feel about the social action. 
This is a task of detecting and dissecting 
topics and subtopics, contrasting and lin-
king, associating and comparing, that is 
inseparable from the social and cultural 
context thereby requiring that the eva-
luation facilitator is properly trained and 
experienced in qualitative research.

Finally, we have gathered a group of 
tools under the description group and 
experiential. These are characterised by 
the space they create for participants to 
get involved in creating or recreating si-
tuations with the aim of helping them go 

The audiovisual methods contribute 
new elements to the participants’ 
perceptions and information, and so it 
is important to create spaces for group 
reflection and analysis afterwards.

While they are usually used together, 
the graphics methods make use 
of drawings and infographics, 
while the textual methods use 
writing as the central element.

The narrative methods emphasize 
understanding the meaning that the 
stakeholders give to interventions, 
their results, impacts and lessons.

The group and experiential methods 
are characterised by the space they 
create for participants to get involved 
in creating or recreating situations 
with the aim of helping them live 
(or re-live) a specific experience.



183182

through, or re-live, a specific experience. 
The set of tools that we can locate in this 
group is highly diverse, from broad-ba-
sed initiatives such as multi-stakehol-
der workshops, meetings, community 
assemblies and public hearings to more 
narrowly defined activities such as the 
focus groups, simulation games and role 
play techniques (sociodramas, drama-
tised story, puppets, pantomime, etc.). 
These tools (especially those featuring 
performances), work better when the 
participants already know each other 
and there is a certain level of trust be-
tween them as otherwise it could be in-
timidating for some people.  

We can use these tools with different in-
tentions in mind. For example, to share 
information between multiple stakehol-
ders (community assembly) or deepen 
the analysis on a specific aspect of the 
intervention with experts on the topic 
(focus group). We could also exploit the 
performance element of these activities 
to analyse an experience as the per-
formance provides symbolic parts that 
allow us to reflect on real life situations 
or specific practices. The central element 
in this case is body language which we 

use to represent situations, behaviours 
and ways of thinking that belong to the 
stakeholders and their contexts. At ti-
mes, these tools are used to encourage, 
affirm or create a friendly and participa-
tory atmosphere before settling down to 
a more weighty exercise. 

Tools according to purpose
It is possible to group the participatory 
tools according to the aim that we are 
pursuing in an evaluation. In this case 
we have grouped them into four catego-
ries: (1) tools for presentation and mo-
tivation, (2) tools for data collection, (3) 
tools for analysis, reflection and explo-
ration and (4) tools for communicating 
and sharing results.

The presentation and motivation tools 
seek to create a relaxed and friend-
ly  atmosphere to facilitate horizontal 
communication where everyone feels 
comfortable and free to work together. 
The presentation tools are usually used 
at the start of every session/meeting so 
that the participants get to know each 
other and exchange basic  information 
on their connection to the intervention 
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being evaluated. A few examples of 
tools include figuras partidas (proverbs) 
and refranes (sayings, puzzles). Activi-
ties to motivate the group are usually 
used to break the ice and create an at-
mosphere of trust and safety to do the 
scheduled work. These are also used 
between sessions when the facilitator 
perceives that the group is tired or stuck 
in the analysis and reflection process. A 
few examples of this type of tool inclu-
de lanchas (speedboats), correo (mail), 
calles y avenidas (streets and avenues), 
canasta revuelta (upturned basket), ji-
rafa y elefante (giraffe and elephant), el 
barco se hunde (the sinking ship), la mo-
neda (the coin), etc.

The group of instruments that we have 
named data collection is perhaps the 

most similar to those used in a conven-
tional evaluation. These include classic 
tools such as surveys, in-depth inter-
views, focus groups, public consultations 
and life stories. The main difference is 
in the way that these tools are used in 
a participatory evaluation. Here, the to-
pics and questions that are to be used 
for data collection are defined in a parti-
cipatory manner by the evaluation team 
comprising multiple stakeholders that 
are linked to the intervention.

The group of tools used for analysis, 
reflection and examination consist of a 
diverse set of experiential, performance-
based, audiovisual, graphics and visual 
activities. The main characteristic of these 
activities is to facilitate the analysis of an 
intervention. To do so, it creates a level 

playing field for exchange, reflection and 
the construction of lessons learned from 
the perception of multiple social actors. 
They can also be used to gradually go 
into more depth on a topic, breaking 
down concepts or ideas, summarising 
individual thinking and constructing 
collective thought. Likewise, there is 
a wide variety of tools, ranging from 
well-known ones such as focus groups, 
collective interviews and SWOT analyses 
to more complex varieties including 
simulation games, group maps, matrices 
and transects, el laberinto (the labyrinth), 
la carrera (the race) and la cadena de 
asociaciones (the chain of associations) 
to mention but a few.

Finally, the communication and sharing 
of results category includes a set of ins-
truments that ensure that the diverse 
stakeholders involved in an evaluation 
are aware of the evaluation’s progress, 
agree on the main findings and are in-
volved in the basic recommendations. 
Posters, documentary or testimonial vi-
deos, photo exhibitions, radio forums, 
knowledge-exchange workshops and 
segmented reports are all valid instru-
ments to use for this purpose.

Communicating and sharing partial or 
final evaluation results contributes di-
rectly to the ownership and adoption of 
recommendations and we therefore re-
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commend using these tools in the most 
effective way possible.

“The way we do things is just as impor-
tant as the things that we do”, said a far-
mworker organisation leader from North 
East Argentina. Her words are applicable 
when we consider what tools and ins-
truments we will select and use in the 
participatory evaluation process. This 

different moments of the participatory 
evaluation process.

Delimiting the object of our knowled-
ge or the topic that we want to address 
with the evaluation is key, not only for 
defining the scope and focusing our 
search, but also for choosing the most 
appropriate tools to do it with. Defi-
ning the topic can touch on different 
aspects. One of them consists in deter-
mining what things are important and 
relevant for the participants. Another of 
these aspects relates to how deep we 
want to go into each topic, and this will 
also depend on the diversity among the 
social actors.

Furthermore, we need to define the tool 
in terms of how complex the topic is, in 
other words, what information type and 
sources we may need, who can contri-
bute the data, what could be difficult 
with regard to analysing this informa-
tion, etc. Finally, it is necessary to adapt 
the tool to the level of controversy that 
could exist around the topic. Is it a topic 
that generates disputes?, is there deba-
te and polarisation of opinions around 
this aspect?, is it reasonable to expect 

to arrive at a consensus? These and other 
similar questions can help us when we 
are choosing the most appropriate tool.

Defining the objective relates to delimi-
ting what we want to achieve when we 
broach this topic. For example, we can 
use a tool to capture the level of hete-
rogeneity between diverse stakeholders 
with respect to the results of an inter-
vention. In this case, the tool should be 
able to show how different stakeholders 
perceive the initiative and how they va-
lue its impact. It may be more interesting 
to identify shared aspects rather than 
capture the different viewpoints. In this 
case, an activity that favours arriving at a 
consensus should be chosen, regardless 
of whether we are in a moment of analy-
sis and reflection or generating recom-
mendations. Likewise, a tool could be 
used as a mechanism for shared decision 
making or even as a strategy for dissemi-
nating and sharing evaluation results.

Thus, if we first define the activity’s prio-
rities, it will be easier to choose or crea-
te a tool that satisfies our requirements. 
When it comes to thinking about the aim 
we hope to achieve with the tool, it is 

3. PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
WHEN SELECTING AND USING 
PARTICIPATORY TOOLS

BY WAY OF RECOMMENDATION 
The likelihood is that, by using a tool, opinions and reactions will be generated that 
go way deeper than we had imagined. In this sense, it is highly important to be clear 
about the topic and objective, and define beforehand how deep we want reflection 
to go during this activity. It is also important to know how to “sense” the situation, 
understand how to get the group “hooked”, taking into account the concerns held 
by the participants as well as the enthusiasm generated by the discussions. At ti-
mes, it will be necessary to let the conversation “flow” if we can see that it is “worth 
it”. At other times, we will have to be strict and end debates in order to ensure that 
the sequence of planned activities is not jeopardised if we see that it is getting “out 
of hand” or has moved away from the focus of analysis that we were aiming for.

next section presents a set of practical 
considerations to take into account when 
choosing and using a tool, in addition to 
the challenges that we face when appl-
ying this type of tool. 

Define the specific topic 
and objective that the 
tool will be used for
Although it can seem obvious at this sta-
ge, we think it is important to highlight 
that a tool should always be selected and 
used in line with a specific topic and ob-
jective that we wish to address. The same 
participatory tool can be used for diffe-
rent topics and with multiple purposes at 
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Define the social actors 
that will participate 
in the activity.

Get to know the 
tools, their potential 
and limitations.

3

Adapt and 
redesign tools to 
fit the reality.

4

Test the tool.5

Assess our level 
of preparation to 
“handle"the situation.

6

Facilitate the process: 
introduction, development 
and outcome.

7

What should we have in mind when we 
choose and use participatory tools?

The most 
important thing is 
the participatory 
vocation. This 
implies being tolerant 
to error, and willing to 
explain again, willing 
to go over agreements 
and redesign work plans.

Define the specific topic 
and aim that the tool 
will be used for.1

2

also very important to identify the so-
cial actors involved as well as the use 
that we want to give to the data/infor-
mation that emerges. 

Define which social 
actors will participate 
in the activity 
As we have said, in a participatory eva-
luation it is important to involve the hi-
ghest level of diversity possible among 
the stakeholders: specialists in the to-
pic, directors and mid-level managers 
in the intervention, programme or ser-
vice users, local residents, high-ranking 
public officials, NGO representatives 
and civil society organisations, among 
others. How much a person will parti-
cipate will depend on the topic chosen 
at each moment and the scope of the 
evaluation. Even if we wanted them to, 
not everyone involved or related to the 
intervention under evaluation is able to 
participate. When it comes to designing 
each activity it is necessary to first iden-
tify and define the group of stakeholders 
that will take part. This decision will also 
affect the choice of tool.

According to the group or sector’s cha-
racteristics, the tool or game selected 
for each activity will differ or require 
certain adaptations. Designing an activi-
ty in which programme users will parti-
cipate is not the same as designing one 
that will involve public officials and de-
cision-makers. In addition to considering 
the different roles in the intervention 
evaluated, you also need to consider sex; 
age; the cultural, economic and political 
context where the activity will be carried 
out; the background and previous expe-
rience of the participant group; their le-
vel of schooling, etc. You have to keep 
in mind that the people that will be in-
volved have different skills, motivations 
and time availabilities. This will also 
condition the type of tools to be used. 

We also need to know 
our role as facilitators, to 

motivate without pushing, 
reflecting with the group 

without conditioning 
conclusions, 

suggesting ideas 
without imposing 

our own and asking 
questions without 

suggesting answers.

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE 
VIDEO "TOOLS THAT FACILITATE 
MULTISTAKEHOLDER DECISION MAKING"

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z-RBcGuCfwg
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Get to know what tools 
we have, determine their 
potential and limitations
As we know, there is a wide range of 
tools that can be used for democratic 

and participatory evaluations today. It 
is important to look at what tools are 
available to us and know which will en-
courage significant contributions from 
as many people as possible and not just 
from the most extroverted. Furthermore, 
it is necessary to recognise that the tools 
have limitations which vary according to 
the group, context, resources and time 
availability among other aspects. It is im-
portant to explore this properly in order 
to be informed on the particular charac-
teristics of each tool, its potential and li-
mitations.

Often, especially with regard to the ex-
periential activities, we abuse symbolic 
elements and, as a result, force conclu-
sions or comparisons beyond what were 
generated during the group process. It 
is recommended that you do not expect 
more from the use of a tool than what it 
can provide. If not, as facilitators of the 
process, we could end up presenting our 
imaginings as if they were the group’s 
conclusions, rather than its own reflec-
tions and findings.

Moreover, you have to avoid becoming a 
“fan” of a single tool that you know well. 

It is common to acquire a certain level 
of skill to “handle” certain tools, either 
because we know them well or because 
we use them effectively. It is important 
to understand that we cannot use the 
same tool in all circumstances and we 
must search for the most adequate for 
each case.  Exploring new options, tr-
ying different ways or combinations will 
make us better when it comes to facili-
tating participatory and creative proces-
ses. The diversity of tools also enriches 
the process. 

Adapting and recreating 
the tools to fit the reality 
As we indicated in the previous point, 
the tools have limitations. Using them 
always in their “purest” form, following 
the book or handbook to the letter, wi-
thout combining them with others or 
adapting them, will almost certainly 
make them less effective. This means 
that for each specific case, we need to 
redesign them according to the specific 
circumstance or situation that we wish 
to address, as well as the characteristics 
of the group or sector. 

It is important to use the toolkit creati-
vely. The same tool can have multiple 
versions and procedures when used 
with different participants or in different 
situations or with different objectives. 
Knowing how to adapt them to a speci-
fic reality or context is the best way to 
use them. In the same way, combining 
them is recomended as this enables an 
ordered and systematic process of exa-
mination. As is true in most situations, 
with practice, we acquire skills to know 
what aspects of a tool we should change 
so that “it works” well.

“It is quite a challenge to find tools that 
allow groups, people and beneficiaries 
to not only have an opinion, but also 
make decisions based on their own 
analysis. I think you have to be pretty 
sincere and not so romantic to think 
that everyone is going to participate 
and that we are going to hear all voices. 
It’s not like that! So it is important that 
the main stakeholders participate, I 
mean those that should gain things 
from the intervention. Because there 
too, from a rights-based approach, you 
have to examine unequal relationships, 
the lack of information and often, also, 
the lack of participation in the planning 
process for projects and programmes. 
So, it is very important to make use of 
an inclusive methodology right from 
the planning stages of an intervention”.

Dagny Skarwan, participant in 
the participatory evaluation 
gathering in Quito.

The participatory tools and techniques 
need to be redesigned according to 
the specific circumstance or situation 
that we are addressing, as well as the 
characteristics of the group or sector.

HERE YOU CAN WATCH THE VIDEO 
"HOW TO ADAPT AND REDESIGN 
THE TOOLS"

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTN9vJ9kBE4
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Testing the tool, even if it is in a simula-
tion of a real situation with the evaluator 
team, will allow us to tweak the instruc-
tions, clarify terms according to local lan-
guage, estimate more precisely the time 
that will be spent on the exercise and 
know to what extent the tools captivate 
the participants and have the impact we 
had hoped for. It will also help us fore-
see undesirable situations that the tool 
could generate.

Test the tool

While it is not always possible, it is de-
finitely recommendable to test the tool 
that we are going to use with a similar 
group and context. As we have said, we 
will not always find a tool that responds 
to the specific need and so we find our-
selves obliged to adapt and redesign 
tools in line with the aims, topics and 
group that we are going to work with. 

BY WAY OF EXAMPLE 
At EvalParticipativa we have developed a participatory evaluation capacity training process. 

When it comes to addressing the conceptual issue in a participatory manner, 
we have designed two tools that, depending on participant experience and 
training, can be used independently or together. In the latter, they can provide 
a step-by-step approach to impart understanding on the topic.

The tool “Defining Participatory Evaluation” is aimed at sociocultural activity coordinators 
and professionals that work in the field of managing and evaluating programmes 
and projects. The aim is for the participants to construct a definition of participatory 
evaluation by offering a set of words which may or may not be relevant to this concept. 
The debate based on various words facilitates reflection and prioritises the most relevant, 
resulting in a first point of contact with the “what?” of this evaluation approach.

The tool “The Participatory Evaluation Playing Card” is aimed at going deeper into 
the topic. The purpose is to reflect on the main characteristics of this evaluation 
type and the role of the evaluator using a rights-based approach that is sensitive 
to the gender component and committed to citizen participation.

A card game is used to prioritise, rule out and create slogans from a list of 
key characteristics and collectively construct a set of participatory evaluation 
principles that are taken as a reference for future evaluation practices. 

If the activity is going to be carried out 
with different groups, it is necessary to 
keep to one procedure or protocol. This 
will enable us to ensure that the informa-
tion can be compared and the process is 
rigorous and credible. In these situations, 
it is necessary to design and test the tool 
for different scenarios and possible con-
texts.

Assess how prepared we 
are to "handle" situations 
The capacity and experience of the per-
son who will facilitate a specific activity 
during the evaluation process, will often 
limit the use of certain types of tools and 
oblige them to use others. This is becau-
se their lack of credible knowledge on 
a tool's structure, dynamic and possibi-
lities will reduce its possibilities of suc-
cess to such an extent that it could even 
be counterproductive to use it.  

It is not enough to just know about a tool 
and understand its procedure, duration 
and target group. You also need to know 
if you have the conditions to “manage” 
situations that the activity can generate, 
taking care of and respecting the sensiti-
vity of the participants. We cannot forget 

that in the group activity coordination, 
just as in a participatory evaluation, we 
are dealing with people with diverse 
sensitivities, cultures, habits and prefe-
rences.

We often use experiential activities that 
awaken emotional processes, conflicts 
or other situations that we are not equi-
pped to handle. Tools such as in-depth 
interviews, life stories and the most sig-
nificant change, require more than just 
openness and a willingness to listen. In 
certain groups, role play can, unintentio-
nally, open some people up to ridicule or 
generate conflicts that we lack the skills 
to deal with.

We should be aware that when people 
“throw their whole selves in”, they hand 

It is not enough to just know about a 
tool and understand how to use it, its 
duration and target group. We also need 
to know if we have the right conditions to 
“manage” situations that the activity can 
generate, taking care of and respecting 
the sensitivities of the participants.
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There are topics that may require 
more than one tool. At these 

times, we should consider using a 
wide range of resources that can 
lead on one from the other rather 

than limit ourselves to rigid or 
prescribed ways of using them.
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on and what procedures are to be fo-
llowed. Clear, easy-to-follow guidelines 
or instructions can help the group work.

The development. At this point, the group 
or subgroups carry out the activity men-
tioned, following the steps set out in a 
guide or set of instructions. It is impor-
tant to accompany the process, respond 
to doubts and difficulties and ensure that 
most participants are getting involved in 
the activity proposed by the tool. There 
are times, depending on the tool selec-
ted, when it is useful to delegate people 
to monitor the work in each group to en-
sure that the established procedure is 
being followed and to keep a record of 
the main conclusions that they come to. It 
all depends on the type of gathering, the 
size of the group, how long the activity 
lasts and the human resources available. 
This moment of peer discussion and de-
bate with regard to their ideas and per-
ceptions on the intervention under eva-
luation, is usually the richest part of the 
process. It is very important to observe, 
document and be aware of what emerges 
from the evaluation’s key stakeholders.

over a part of their life to the collective 
process. In this situation, we have to be 
extremely respectful and careful with 
what we generate, especially if we do not 
have the professional means and resour-
ces to handle and contain difficult situa-
tions. If we do not feel up to the task, it 
is better to choose a simpler tool even if 
the result and depth of analysis will not 
be as rich. 

Facilitating the process: 
introduction, development 
and outcome 
Except for when tools and activities are 
used for the purposes of presentation, 
group division or motivation, with the 
aim of achieving an appropriate atmos-
phere for the task, organising group 
work or maintaining participant interest, 
we suggest following these steps when 
using the tools: introduction, develop-
ment and outcome.

The introduction. It is important to intro-
duce the topic to the participants and en-
courage them to participate fully in the 
process. The facilitator should ensure 
that all participants know what is going 

This consists in a first collective 
sorting of the information 
(quantitative or qualitative) that 
emerges from the group.

We generate questions to explain 
what has happened. It is an 
exercise in abstracting findings 
and making sense of them.

Using the data and opinions 
that come from the activity, 
we try to construct useful 
recommendations at different 
levels. This will vary according 
to the case and tool used.

We try to identify the main 
conclusions on the topic and 
think of a way to document 
and communicate them.

1 . RECOVERING THE EXPERIENCE

2. INFORMATION ANALYSIS

3. ANALYSIS OF IMPLICATIONS 

4. ENDING THE ACTIVITY

Auditory tools

Audiovisual tools

Experiential tools

Written or graphic tools             

What did we hear?

What did we see? What did we hear?

What happened? What did we feel? 

What did we read? What did we present?

What do we think about the things we 
have seen, said or experienced?
Why do we think this way?        
Are there different perspectives or is there a consensus?

What are the implications of what we think about 
the things we have seen, said or experienced?

Is it possible to generate recommendations 
based on these implications?

What have we learned with this activity? What 
new knowledge can we offer from it? What can 
we do so that the conclusions from this topic 
and the recommendations generated are useful 
for the programme and other people?

Recovering conclusions, agreements 
and bringing the activity to an end.
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set of criteria and recommendations to 
bear in mind when we select and use di-
fferent instruments. In this final section 
we want to conclude with a set of cha-
llenges that those of us who desire to fa-
cilitate participatory evaluation face. 

First, we should acknowledge that the 
instruments cannot do it all. Just as im-
portant as the tools, (if not more impor-
tant), is the participatory vocation that is 
expressed in a tolerance for error, the wi-
llingness to repeat explanations, go over 
agreements and redesign work plans, etc. 
In this sense, it is important to be clear 
about our role as external agents, even 
if we are also participants, in the who-
le process. This means recognising that 
our role is to motivate without pushing, 
reflect with the group without conditio-
ning conclusions, suggest ideas without 
imposing our own and ask questions wi-
thout suggesting answers.

Secondly, we believe it is necessary to be 
imaginative and creative when adapting 
or designing instruments. Organisations 
will benefit infinitely and take more ow-
nership of tools when these instruments 

bility. As with any other tool, you have 
to know what it can be used for and how 
and when it should be used. The most 
important thing is that the facilitator 
has an open and receptive attitude.

Going beyond the tool, it is essential to 
keep in mind the deep significance that 
we place on evaluations being parti-
cipatory, based on equal relationships 
and having spaces for dialogue and 
knowledge exchange. And, although we 
might not want to admit it, we have to 
accept that “there are no magic solu-
tions”. Coordinating sociocultural group 
activity and our experiences in the field 
of participatory evaluation reveal that 
intuition often plays a key role.

The outcome. This refers to the moment 
when conclusions and agreements are 
agreed upon, the activity is brought to 
a close and products that we hoped to 
achieve come to fruition. As we have 
seen, one tool can be used for different 
purposes: to analyse a an intervention, 
reflect on achievements and difficulties, 
identify lessons learned, achieve agree-
ments and consensus, identify points of 
disagreement and be aware of the diver-
sity of opinions, etc. In some situations, 
this is the moment to bring the topic 
to a close. There are different ways of 
doing this depending on the way each 
tool works, but it generally involves a 
plenary moment that all the participants 
attend. Once the group work is finalised 
(tool development), we can move onto 
the next steps and questions featured in 
the table on the next page.

By way of conclusion, we could say that 
a tool is not good or bad in itself, as it 
all depends on the specific topic that we 
want to address, the objective that we 
propose, the context and the participant 
characteristics. We believe that choo-
sing, replicating and adapting participa-
tory tools brings with it great responsi-

4. CONCLUSIONS

are created with specific participants, 
challenges, spaces and contexts in mind, 
as well as heeding evaluation require-
ments.

Thirdly, we should recognise that there 
is a credible and rigorous process be-
hind every evaluation that is successful 
in producing results and recommen-
dations that are put to use. We should 
study and find out more about tools 
that can be used, test them out in pilot 
schemes and be sure that their use and 
results will be the most robust possible. 
It is important to guarantee spaces for 
genuine and equal participation, with 
transparent selection processes and 
participants that are representative of 
the whole. Likewise, we have to be ex-
plicit with data analysis and systemati-
sation criteria. Monitoring the process, 
requesting and receiving supervision 
from a mentor, sharing and validating 
partial results to legitimise findings and 
conclusions are aspects that we should 
not neglect if we want to conduct a high 
quality evaluation.

Finally, when it comes to adopting and 
using participatory tools, we should be 

In this chapter, we have developed some 
basic notions around participatory eva-
luation methodology and tools. We have 
constructed a generic classification of 
the tools available that brings together 
the tool’s method with the purpose we 
can use it for. Finally, we have shared a 
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aware of different problems that could 
arise. This means being willing to redu-
ce tensions, offer additional information, 
dialogue with all parties, encourage the 
participation of those with less experien-
ce, create spaces for dialogue and pro-
mote  consensus building.
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