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As with the rest of this Handbook, 
this chapter does not purport to 
provide a complete guide on how 
to carry out the relevant tasks, in 

this case evaluations; its aim is to provide guidance on 
aspects of evaluation practice as they relate to participa-
tion. There is a great deal of guidance on good practice in 
evaluation elsewhere, and this chapter assumes that the 
evaluator and the evaluation manager will be designing, 
managing and carrying out the evaluation in accordance 
with good practice.

Participatory evaluation is defined as an evaluation in which 
stakeholders involved in the project, from project team 
members to members of the concerned population, have an 
opportunity to provide feedback on the project and, if appro-
priate, to influence its development and/or future projects. 
Beyond this, it also assesses how stakeholders have been 
involved in the project and how the participatory approach 
has been implemented.

The amount of extra time and effort required to carry out an 
evaluation in a participatory manner should not be under-
estimated. There is a risk of unrealistic expectations both 
within the agency and among the population about how much 
participation will really be possible, given the constraints 
of time and resources and the the purpose of the evalua-
tion. This chapter assumes that a fairly complete type of 
participation is being implemented. However, even limited 
participation and consultation can be valuable as long as 
there is transparency about these limits. Also, it is still pos-
sible to consider an evaluation to be participatory even if 
the affected population is not involved at every stage.
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While it is not essential to have used participatory methods 
during earlier phases of the project, having done so will 
significantly increase the possibilities of the participatory 
evaluation. If participatory methods have not been used in 
earlier phases, this should not preclude participation during 
the evaluation, but it will limit its effectiveness.

While this Handbook assumes that the reader wants to use 
participatory methods, other approaches and methods may 
be more effective depending on the objectives of the eva-
luation and the context. In the context of an ongoing conflict, 
a critical weakness of a participatory evaluation is that even 
‘private’ participation can compromise the safety of those 
who participate. Issues like these should determine which 
overall evaluation method is chosen and the degree of par-
ticipation that this involves.

The evaluation of impact is both hard to define and hard to 
achieve. It requires a specific methodology. However, the 
participation of the affected population in an evaluation is 
also a very useful way to assess a project’s impact. Partici-
pation is a way of gathering a diversity of views, helping to 
triangulate both quantitative data collected by other means, 
and to ground qualitative assessments in local realities. 
This does not achieve objectivity on its own, but can contri-
bute to it.

Lessons can be learnt from the project itself, and also from 
the participatory approach that is adopted. The participation 
of the affected population in an evaluation and the incorpo-
ration of their opinions and concerns is central to assessing 
whether the project has had a positive impact for popula-
tion members. Participation is also a way of ensuring that a 
diversity of views is considered and contributes to making 
the evaluation more objective and impartial. What is more, 
the results of a participatory evaluation tend to be more 
grounded in field realities.

It is important to ensure high levels of transparency in 
evaluation processes, from the drafting of the Terms of 
Reference’ (TOR), to discussing conclusions and recom-
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mendations. Effective communication is one of the main 
methods for achieving transparency, and for promoting 
‘bottom-up’ as opposed to ‘top-down’ dynamics.

Participatory evaluation entails:

• listening to all parties in order to 
improve objectivity

• focusing on triangulation (cross-  
checking) and validating infor-
mation

• ensuring the transparency of the 
process

• informing everyone involved 
when planning your evaluation, 
and communicating your objec-
tives and results

• ensuring that the conclusions 
and recommendations of your 
evaluation will have a visible 
impact on the project. If this 
is not the case, the risk is that 
people may feel betrayed.

• recruiting evaluators who have 
the necessary communication 
skills, are trained in partici-
patory techniques, and are 
objective.

Participation in an evaluation has 
much less meaning if the popu-
lation or local actors have not 
been involved in the assessment, 
design and implementation and 
monitoring phases.

Evaluation processes can vary. The step-by-step process 
proposed in this chapter should help you include participa-
tory techniques in your own evaluation methods. 
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Different perceptions and different ideas and beliefs about 
the purpose of evaluations can make people very suspicious 
or wary of evaluations. A participatory evaluation, if carried 
out carefully, can often allay people’s concerns and ensure 
that it is a valuable learning process. 

In order to reduce the risk of frustration and misunderstan-
dings, it is important to present the Terms of Reference and 
the principles behind the evaluation to the population. 

A participatory approach can be used for all types of eva-
luation, regardless of the level and type of stakeholder 
involvement. 

Participation in the evaluation depends strongly on:

• how the decision to carry out an evaluation was taken

• who commissioned the evaluation

• who carries out the evaluation

• the project cycle phase the project is currently in

• where the project is being implemented

• how the crisis is affecting the project
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s People who have been excluded 
from the programme may complain 
openly and this may lead to further 
stigmatisation and discrimination. 

Evaluation results can exclude certain 
minority groups depending on the 
population sample, method and/or 
tools.

The composition of the evaluation 
team can exclude certain groups 
from participating in the evaluation. 
For instance, in some societies, 
women may be reluctant to or 
prohibited from interacting with male 
evaluators.

Evaluations are often perceived as 
an opportunity to make judgements 
about a project, or to point out and 
even punish guilty parties. It is 
therefore essential to communicate 
that the primary purpose of an 
evaluation is to learn from the 
experience of the project rather than 
to punish. 

It is essential that the evaluation 
is objective and is perceived as 
such. Evaluations that are not 
perceived as objective can endanger 
the evaluators, project teams and 
affected populations. If the evaluation 
team is perceived to be lacking in 
objectivity, this can also compromise 
its ability to gain access to, process 
and analyse information.

1 What are the main motivations and objectives for doing a 
participatory evaluation?

2

Who will conduct the participatory evaluation? Will you conduct 
it directly with population members, in collaboration with local 
stakeholders, or will you support a local stakeholder who is 
already in the process of conducting an evaluation? Who will 
be consulted?

3 How will the evaluation be conducted? Which data collection 
techniques will be used?

KEY 
QUESTIONS 
21 :  
Preparing your 
participatory 
evaluation
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X.1.1  What prompted the evaluation, who took 
the decision and who will carry it out? 
Ideally, an evaluation should be planned during the project 
design phase and the affected people should be involved in 
deciding when and where data will be gathered. However, 
these conditions are rarely met. An evaluation might be car-
ried out because monitoring has revealed a specific area that 
requires more detailed analysis or it might be requested by 
the affected population, local or international stakeholders, 
donors or agency headquarters who wish a certain area to 
be evaluated. 

231

ParticiPatory evaluation

Ev
al

ua
tio

n#10

ISSUE WHERE TO BE CAREFUL

Security and 
Protection

The evaluation process may arouse suspicion 
among external parties, particularly if they are 
involved in some way in the crisis. If people are 
well-informed about evaluation objectives and 
sectors under evaluation, misunderstandings are 
less likely to arise. 

The evaluation team may be perceived as having 
links with a specific group, thus placing them at 
risk. 

An evaluation can highlight problems related 
to mismanagement, abuse, as well as errors 
in the initial design or difficulties that were not 
taken into account. Decisions have to be made 
and actions taken that may endanger those 
who detected the problem or those who were 
responsible for it.

In some contexts, meeting and talking with 
affected populations places them at risk. 
Discussions, especially individual interviews, 
may be seen as an occasion for handing over 
‘strategic’ information.

Evaluations may be seen as ‘sanctions’ and as a 
threat to employees and other people involved in 
the project. 

Your principles and your mission can place 
you at risk as an evaluator, for example, if your 
mission involves convincing people to bear 
witness of human rights violations.

Humanitarian 
Principles

Some groups may wish to manipulate 
the process in their interest and make 
recommendations that benefit them at the 
expense of other groups.

Tip
s &

 W
ar

ni
ng

sIf the evaluation has been commissioned by an external agency, be ready to 
provide information about their mandate, mission and strategic goals. 

Participation in an evaluation is especially useful when people understand the 
benefits for the affected population. 

Whether it is an internal, external or joint team of evaluators, it is important 
that they are perceived to be ‘independent’, i.e. as a separate entity from the 

project team.

Find out what people’s perceptions are of the commissioning agency and 
whether this presents any specific security or protection issues in this context. 

You need to ensure that you do not place informants, aid workers and/or 
evaluators at risk.

If the evaluation is likely to touch upon sensitive issues such as 
mismanagement, corruption, loss of assets or other problems related to 

resources management, be careful not to be ‘over communicative’, or to be 
perceived as ‘looking for the guilty party’.

The reason for carrying out an evaluation may be related to the crisis (e.g. 
security concerns, new vulnerable groups) or to the demands of a specific 

population (e.g. complaints about targeting procedures, products and services 
being misused or exchanged). Be careful when you communicate this 

information, that you are not compromising people’s safety. 

Evaluators are often mistaken for ‘other INGOs’, raising the population’s 
expectations. Be ready to communicate to the affected population that the 

evaluators will not directly provide any new projects, products or services.

Be sure that you use the correct translation of ‘evaluator’ in local languages. In 
some circumstances, the term evaluator may carry another hidden meaning, 

such as ‘investigator’ or ‘intelligence agent’. 



In all of these cases, the reasons for carrying out the eva-
luation should be communicated to the affected population. 
The greater the degree of transparency, the more willing 
they will be to participate.

Evaluations can be carried out by 
an external group of evaluators, a 
team of stakeholders or joint teams. 
The evaluators are not necessarily 
employees of the commissioning 
agency. An important issue at this 
stage is to clarify who is who, and 
who will be conducting meetings 
and focus groups ‘in the field’.

Why launch an evaluation now? 
The time when the evaluation takes 
place will affect both:

• the motivation of population mem-
bers to participate. 

• their availability to take part.

Communication about the pertinence 
of the evaluation and the reason why 
it is carried out at a particular time 
is of key importance in motivating 
people.

X.1.2  Drawing up Terms of 
Reference (ToR)
Involving the population in drawing 
up the ToR can encourage their 
involvement in the evaluation and 

increase their sense of ownership of the results.

Defining the objectives of the evaluation
It is fundamental to define the evaluation objectives col-
lectively with the affected population. Possible objectives 
include:
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• to assess the programme’s relevance from the perspec-
tive of the affected population and to gauge whether needs 
have changed or not

• to identify the effects of the intervention on a specific set of 
problems

• to evaluate the programme’s impact

• to adapt the intervention to the current situation

• to compare how activities have evolved in relation to the 
initial action plan

• to initiate a learning process, aimed at preventing errors 
from being repeated

• to assess the population’s level of satisfaction

Evaluation objectives should respond to specific needs, 
should be perceived as useful and/or necessary for the pro-
gramme and, if possible, should be related to specific benefits 
to the population. 

It should be made clear from the outset that the evaluation 
does not seek to apply sanctions. In this way, you can encou-
rage participation and develop a process based on trust and 
empathy.

Working with partner organisations tner organisations

Establishing a partnership in order to carry out an evaluation 
requires time and implies shared responsibility for the eva-
luation. At the same time, evaluations of this kind tend to be 
richer and can provide an overall view of the situation that 
goes beyond the project scope and limits.

It is very important to clarify each stakeholder’s role and field 
of responsibility, and to ensure that they have the capacity 
(e.g. resources, time, know-how) to fulfil these commit-
ments. If you intend to establish a partnership to carry out 
the evaluation, you will find some advice in Chapter 6: Making 
partnerships work. You may have to draw up a contract and 
clarify each party’s commitments, especially in terms of 
communication, who is responsible for the evaluation results 
and other issues such as confidentiality, independence, etc.
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Tip
s You may ask participants to 

propose dates and times for 
evaluation activities. You can 
make use of participatory 
techniques such as timelines and 
daily calendars to identify when 
the affected population is available 
to participate in your evaluation 
(days and also times of the day).

Be aware that women and girls 
may have far less free time and 
freedom than men and boys in a 
community, due to their household 
and caring responsibilities, and 
that there may be restrictions 
on their movement outside the 
home, particularly after dark. 
Try and arrange for evaluation 
activities to be at a time when it 
is acceptable and convenient for 
women to attend, and make sure 
that evaluation activities are not 
too lengthy.

Tip
s A focus group can be held where 

participants are encouraged 
to take part in brainstorming 
activities to generate ideas for the 
ToR.



Defining evaluation criteria 
and indicators
Quality criteria are principles 
or standards that are used to 
assess the quality of a project. 
Indicators are variables used to 
measure whether quality crite-
ria have been met according to 
specific thresholds.

Involving stakeholders (primary 
stakeholders and/or partners) in 
designing the evaluation criteria 
and indicators will enhance their 
motivation and facilitate the pro-
cess of adapting indicators to 
the local culture and capacities. 

If evaluation criteria and/or indi-
cators differ from the project 
quality criteria, it may be useful 
to assess in what way they are 
complementary before engaging 
in the evaluation.

If stakeholders were involved 
in the design phase, they will 
already have participated in 
designing project objectives, 
quality criteria and indicators 
(see Chapter 9 Designing a parti-
cipatory monitoring system).

If participation is one criterion 
or objective of the project, it 
must be evaluated as such 
(see Review of participation 
sections at the end of each 
project cycle phase).

The profile of the evaluation team
An evaluation is generally a fairly brief intervention (in rela-
tion to the project itself) and as such the personal skills, 
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image, attitude and objectivity of 
those conducting the evaluation 
are key factors in rapidly esta-
blishing a relationship based on 
empathy and understanding. 

Defining the methods for 
gathering and analysing data
Methods for gathering infor-
mation can be defined with 
the participation of the popu-
lation. This can add a further 
dimension to the evaluation 
process and the recommenda-
tions which are produced and 
can increase the population’s 
ownership of the evaluation 
results.

Communicating and validating 
the Terms of Reference 

To stakeholders
Once the ToR are complete, it 
is useful to present them to the 
stakeholders. This will allow 
everyone to publicly validate 
the responsibilities of the dif-
ferent parties, the objectives 
and expected results of the 
evaluation and the resources 
required by the team. 

To the affected population
You can present the ToR to 
representatives of the affected 
population during a traditio-
nal assemblies, workshops or 
focus groups. When the eva-
luation covers a large region, it 
is important to validate the ToR 
in each area that you visit. 
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s Potential partners include traditional 
assemblies and local institutions. It 
may be useful to ask the population to 
identify existing collective problem-
solving mechanisms, providing they are 
culturally and socially accepted, and to 
try to work with them.

Given that an evaluation is a complex 
multi-stakeholder exercise, formal 
procedures are important. For example, 
a steering committee, composed of 
representatives from the various 
stakeholders, can be very useful.

It is very important to identify the most 
appropriate partners for the evaluation. 
Being in charge of or involved in an 
evaluation can be a source of power. To 
ensure objectivity, organisations that 
are perceived as non-representative or 
have an inappropriate history must be 
avoided. If one organisation is unable to 
gain access to a key population group 
(women and other ethnic groups, for 
instance), it may be possible to work 
with several organisations to ensure that 
a representative sample of the population 
is consulted. 

Take care to avoid the risk of being 
manipulated or instrumentalised by 
actors with a hidden agenda or by actors 
involved in the crisis, especially in armed 
conflicts.

It is essential to ensure that once 
you have initiated a participatory 
approach, traditional assemblies and 
local institutions continue to be involved 
in feedback exercises throughout the 
evaluation process.

Ex
am

pl
eGoal Team Consult (GOTEC), a 

Congolese organisation, was asked 
to ‘evaluate the socio-economic 

impact of the reconstruction of the 
Sake–Masisi trunk road and other 

interventions in favour of populations 
of this region, undertaken by German 

Agro Action (GAA)’.

Focus groups and interviews (using 
a questionnaire) were among 

the various methods used in the 
evaluation. The people who asked 

to attend the focus groups were 
‘people who had a certain influence 

in community leadership, such as 
development committee members, 
traditional authorities and political-

administrative authorities, teachers, 
nurses, health centre workers and 

church ministers.’

Tip
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sIf you carry out a participatory 
evaluation, you have to be ready to 

measure the programme against 
criteria and indicators put forward 
by the population and local actors. 
They will not necessarily fit neatly 
with criteria and indicators set by 

the donor or agency headquarters, 
or with internationally recognised 

standards, but may reflect more 
adequately local realities and 

priorities. 

You may need to explain the terms 
‘quality criteria’ and ‘indicator’. If so, 
make sure your explanation is clear 

and simple. 

Try to “translate” the meaning of the 
criteria put forward by donors or 

headquarters, bearing in mind they 
may have to be adapted or revised 
to match the views of stakeholders 

involved in the participatory process.
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X.1.3  Gathering and 
analysing data 

Getting going
Before starting the evaluation, 
questions to be raised include:

• Are partners prepared and 
do they fully understand their 
role in the process?

• Do all the team members 
understand the ethical issues 
involved in the evaluation, 
as well as the importance of 
confidentiality and avoiding 
taboo subjects?

• Has the population been infor-
med about the evaluation, 
where it will take place and 
why?

• Has the population expressed 
any expectations or concerns 
regarding evaluation outputs 
and how can the evaluation 
team take these into conside-
ration? 

Gathering data
At this point, we strongly recommend that you re-read Chap-
ter 4 (Communication techniques) and Chapter 5 (Making 
partnerships work). However, below are some of the key 
points related specifically to evaluation. 

Be prepared to introduce yourself and go over the ToR with 
the population every time you are in a new group. Make sure 
that the population knows who you are and what you are 
doing here. Remind them of your role and that it differs from 
the project team.  
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s When composing your evaluation team, it is important to pay attention to the 
sensitive issues related to accessing different population groups (notably male and 
female roles) and local customs. 

Try to get an insider-outsider balance when composing your team. For example, 
you can recruit:
• a local evaluator, who knows the region, understands the conflict and how it has 
affected the population and who will engage with the population with the necessary 
sensitivity;
• an external evaluator, with a global vision and previous experience in other 
contexts.

Depending on your evaluation objectives, the evaluation team can also include 
population representatives selected by members of the population. The legitimacy of 
these representatives is essential to ensure that the evaluation process and its results 
are accepted by the population. The potential disadvantage of this approach is that 
population representatives may be reluctant to raise problems that are specific to a 
given group, but this can be overcome by involving several stakeholders.

At least one member of the evaluation team must speak the local language and 
dialects fluently to ensure subtleties and nuances are truly captured.

When working with a translator, make sure that s/he also has some understanding 
of participatory methods.

The distinction between the evaluation team and the project team should be 
explained to the population. This is important to ensure they are comfortable 
pointing out project weaknesses with the evaluation team.

Try to ensure that the team composition does not automatically exclude certain 
population groups or raise the likelihood that some minorities will not be heard. In 
conflict zones in particular, there is a risk that evaluators will be perceived as biased 
or at least not entirely neutral (because of their nationality or profile). 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Remember that “too much information kills information”: try to identify which 
information is essential to collect and what are the most suitable means of collecting 
this information, in relation to your time and resource constraints. Discussing 
this with participants can help identify original ways of focusing on and obtaining 
essential information. 

Local stakeholders can help you determine what is feasible and adequate, in line 
with the budget and time you have available. Furthermore, they may be able to 
contribute resources and time to facilitate the process, for example by proposing 
venues for discussions with population members, organising feedback sessions, 
providing access to certain groups, etc.

Do not forget to budget and plan for the activities that take place before and 
after participatory exercises, such as contacting populations before the meeting, 
confirming the meeting, planning a meeting to present results, etc.

Tip
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Ensuring that the population is 
informed about the ToR using 

existing communication channels can 
have a very positive effect on your 
evaluation. Information should be 

available in local languages and in a 
medium that is culturally accepted. 

Be ready to adjust the ToR based 
on feedback from stakeholders and 
population members. Failing to do 
so can lead to a loss of participant 

motivation before the evaluation has 
even begun.

Ex
am

pl
eDuring a general meeting, the 

project team introduced the 
evaluator as ‘someone from head 

office’. The evaluator intervened 
to clarify his role, that he was 

an external evaluator and not an 
‘insider’, thereby inviting population 

members to speak more openly 
about certain issues concerning 

the programme and implementing 
agency. 



Triangulation as a rule
Remember that the aim is both to gather opinions and also 
to achieve a reasonably objective view. Therefore it is 
essential, when gathering data to:

• triangulate facts, opinions and rumours, that is, verify 
what you hear by checking it with more than one source

• provide evidence for findings or statements.

Participatory data analysis  
Data analysis is rarely done in a participatory way. The evalua-
tion team is often left to collate the information it gathers and 
to analyse it by itself. Participatory analysis can help provide 
multiple views and analysis of the same information. It also 

supports ownership by relevant sta-
keholders of the evaluation results 
and recommendations.

Data analysis often starts when 
gathering data, especially when 
doing participatory exercises, as 
participants are likely to express 
their views and analysis. But data 
analysis continues throughout the 
evaluation process, as new infor-
mation and opinions are gathered, 
until the final report is written and 
disseminated. 

Continuously review the 
methods used 
Methodological choices made 
when defining the Terms of Refe-
rence may prove inadequate 
when putting them into practice. 
You may find, for example, that 
you are not accessing the right 
groups, or that some of the analy-
sis is biased, preventing you from 
obtaining comprehensive and 
reliable information. 

ParticiPation Handbook for Humanitarian field workers 
InvolvIng crIsIs-affected people In a humanItarIan response

238

Despite time constraints, it is 
important to regularly take a step 
back and see the overall picture 
during the data gathering and 
analysis process. Ask yourself 
the following questions:

• Are the methods being used 
effective? (e.g. are participants 
really being able to express 
their opinions?)

• Is the composition of focus 
groups and assemblies appro-
priate to address important 
issues and ensure participants 
are really involved?

• How can we revise our methods 
in accordance with the above 
observations?

X.1.4  Validating and 
communicating results 
During an evaluation, there can 
be a particular focus on extrac-
ting information: the population 
is consulted and their opinions 
regarding programme quality and 
relevance are recorded. The eva-
luation team then withdraws to 
prepare the report and often very 
little feedback is subsequently 
given.

Participatory evaluation is time-
consuming. The population is unlikely to commit itself to the 
evaluation process unless information is readily accessible, 
data is relevant and consistent, and they receive proper fee-
dback on the results.
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s Make sure that, where possible, 
meetings and/or workshops are 
organised in advance and that the 
necessary materials are available. 

To a large extent, translators 
and local staff will determine the 
quality of your relationship with 
local assemblies. Their personality, 
the way they are perceived by the 
community, and their ability to 
create empathy will significantly 
affect the quality of dialogue.

You do not necessarily have to 
conduct the evaluation workshops 
yourself! Set aside times when 
you can remove yourself from the 
group to observe and listen. This 
is often very useful as you are 
less likely to influence the content 
of the discussion. However, be 
careful that participants are fairly 
represented.

During workshops, interviews, 
focus groups or other types of 
meeting, bear in mind ethical 
issues, particularly the question of 
confidentiality and anonymity.

Tip
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sWhen collecting information 
via group sessions, you can 

analyse the information that is 
being gathered with the group 
(e.g. analysis of a map that is 

collectively drawn). 

You can support analytical 
discussions by asking questions 
such as, “Why do you think this 
happened?” and “How did this 
occur?”. However, participants 

must also feel free to express their 
point of view as they wish.

You can play with group size: 
e.g. small groups can present 

their evaluation of specific issues 
for discussion before a larger 

assembly.

It may be useful to organise 
participants into small groups 
and ask them to present their 

observations regarding specific 
issues. 

Take care to differentiate between 
fact, opinion and rumour. Try 

to validate the facts, justify the 
opinions and understand the 

rumours.

Tip
sTry to discuss preliminary findings 

with key stakeholders as the 
evaluation progresses. This is 

also an opportunity to ask them 
whether they are satisfied with 

your methods. 



Communicating evaluation results and 
recommendations can take place in 
three stages:

1) informally validating the results

2) writing the report

3) formally communicating the results 
and the main recommendations, and 
disseminating the report

1. Informally validating results
Validating results is particularly 
important if you intend to quote com-
ments made by participants to support 
evaluation results. 

2. Writing the report
One of the difficulties arising from 
participatory approaches involves ana-
lysing and presenting the data in such 
a way that the wealth of perspectives 
and involvement of different stakehol-
ders is not lost in the final report. Too 
often, one person, or at most, a few 
people are responsible for the almost 
impossible task of synthesising the 
mass of raw data and presenting it in 
a report.

Report writing can be done in colla-
boration with key stakeholders and 
population representatives. This 
exercise can lead to highly stimula-
ting debate, and innovative ideas and 
recommendations. 

3. Formally communicating results
Formally presenting the results of 
the evaluation to the population is 
just as important as consulting them. 
This is your opportunity to give the 

ParticiPation Handbook for Humanitarian field workers 
InvolvIng crIsIs-affected people In a humanItarIan response

240

population feedback on what has been done and how. In this 
way, you can defuse any rumours that may have arisen during 
the information gathering process. Presenting your observa-
tions in public also gives you the opportunity to express your 
own opinions about the project. 

In addition to making a formal presentation, make sure the 
report is disseminated to the relevant persons and institu-
tions, and in the appropriate language. 
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communicating regularly about 
the evaluation is not without 
certain dangers. Indeed, it 
publicises errors and failures, 
constraints and difficulties, as 
well as successes! It might also 
highlight certain responsibilities 
and specific attitudes of key 
stakeholders. Placing this 
information in the public arena 
can be risky. Be careful not to be 
‘over-communicative’!

Tip
s &

 W
ar

ni
ng

sTry to make the distinction between your observations and your opinions. 
Participants will not necessarily share your point of view, but they can 

validate the relevance of your observations. In this way, you will be able to 
gain their support for findings and conclusions.

Try to avoid providing information the population already has. Be prepared to 
give more detailed information, if requested.

Try to present the results in a way that is interesting and clear for the 
participants. Avoid overly statistical or academic presentations. 

If you have analysed the evaluation results in a participatory manner and 
included the population’s recommendations in your report, you may want to 

refer to this input in your presentation and thank the participants for their 
support. 

A lot can be at stake when tackling evaluation results. There may be tension 
and disagreement among participants regarding which conclusions should 

be retained. Try to stay calm and objective, avoid pointing fingers and getting 
personally involved in the discussion. 

One way of handling disagreement is to remind affected populations that the 
evaluation report represents the recommendations of the evaluators. 

Even if the population expresses satisfaction with the way the evaluation 
team has understood and represented their points of view, it is by no means 

responsible for the evaluation results and report. Make sure that you have fully 
clarified this point.

Be sure to respect promises of confidentiality or discretion you have made 
before quoting specific observations in public meetings. 

Remember that presenting evaluation results in traditional assemblies makes 
them ‘official’, thus harder to modify after the event.

The participatory evaluation, and any rumours it may have generated, may 
have raised the population’s expectations. Your formal presentation is a good 

opportunity to clarify that not all recommendations can be immediately 
implemented. 

Tip
s Try to find the right balance 

regarding language, tone and the 
quality of presentation. 

Try to have a version of the report 
translated in the local language(s).

When writing your evaluation 
report, try to follow the same 
structure that was proposed to 
the population in the Terms of 
Reference to make the report 
easier to understand.

Involving too many people in 
report writing can be difficult. 
It may be more productive 
to consult key individuals on 
specific sections of the report. 
For example, a group of women 
shopkeepers can participate 
in writing up results relating 
to women’s participation 
in economic rehabilitation 
programmes.

Take into account the feedback 
and summaries presented at the 
end of workshops and meetings, 
and refer to them as such in your 
report, as this will add to the 
legitimacy of your findings. 
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1. Prioritising recommendations
Key local partners should be involved 
in deciding which recommenda-
tions are the most important as their 
opinions may differ from those of 
the agency. Representatives of the 
affected population can also provide 
insight into how certain recommen-
dations can be put into practice. 
Involving the local population is a 
good way to ensure there is trans-
parency and communication about 
which recommendations have been 
retained and why.

2. Implementing recommendations
Again, involving population represen-
tatives in the process can enhance 
collaboration, ownership and com-
munication. 

It is important to review how participation has worked 
at each stage of the project cycle. The purpose of these 
periodic reviews is to reflect on your original motivation 
and objectives for using a participatory approach and to 
make any necessary adjustments in order to achieve these 
objectives.

Who participated and how?

The following table will help you to describe how the par-
ticipatory assessment was conducted, by recording who 
participated and how for each step of the evaluation.
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sIt is important that the 
project team communicates 

transparently about which 
recommendations can and 

cannot be taken into account. 
It should explain why some 

recommendations will not be 
put into practice and how the 
recommendations have been 

prioritised.
Avoid “pointing fingers” 

when highlighting errors and 
planning corrective actions. 

This is demotivating and can 
lead to tension between those 

involved in the project.

X.1.5  From lesson learning to lesson using

Quot e

“Learning is not so much an additive process, with 
new learning simply piling up on top of existing 
knowledge, as it is an active dynamic process in 
which the connections are constantly changing and 
the structure reformatted.” 
K. Patricia Cross

Whereas aid workers come and go, population members 
remain and witness the same errors being made again and 
again. To learn lessons and change a project accordingly is 
to show respect for the affected population, and is extre-
mely important in building an organisation’s legitimacy and 
credibility.

Furthermore, an evaluation is a waste of time unless recom-
mendations are implemented to improve the project. This 
is particularly important when population members have 
been involved in the evaluation, as this will have raised 
their expectations. An evaluation which only assesses 
compliance or is limited to information collection can be 
extremely frustrating for local stakeholders.

Implementing recommendations should involve the fol-
lowing steps:

1. reviewing the evaluation results to select and prioritise 
the recommendations that can be acted upon

2. defining mechanisms for putting these recommendations 
into practice

It is rare for these steps to be put into practice and even 
more so for it to be done in a participatory manner. Invol-
ving population members and local partners in this process 
can strengthen the relationship between the affected popu-
lation and the aid organisation and can build programme 
ownership among population members.

W
ar

ni
ng

sWhen involving 
population members in 
the implementation of 

recommendations, try to 
respect their time constraints 

and commitments they 
have elsewhere. It is best to 

avoid delegating activities or 
encouraging participation in 

activities that are too abstract 
or too far removed from 

project outputs.

X.2 Reviewing 
participation in  

the evaluation



In addition to describing what has been done, it is essential 
to consider whether those who took part felt they were 
genuinely consulted, that they were able to express their 
concerns, that the appropriate environment was provided 
so that they could speak openly and that they were genui-
nely able to participate. 

This can be assessed by consulting a small sample of those 
who participated in the assessment. This should prefera-
bly be done by someone who did not facilitate the process 
(as this would bias responses).

Was participation successful? 

You might like to consider some of these questions:

• Security and protection: Was the security of evaluators, 
project team members, participants, other stakeholders, 
or other population members threatened as a result of 
the participatory evaluation process? What measures 
did you take to ensure this did not happen? 

• Impartiality and independence: Were you able to respect 
the principles of independence and impartiality? Were 
you careful about whom you engaged with? Did you 
communicate about your principles?
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• Discrimination and marginalisation: Were you able to 
gain access to minorities, hear unrepresented groups 
and work with them without stigmatising them further 
or creating security problems for them? 

• Did participation enable you to consult a variety of sta-
keholders and provide clear and objective evidence for 
the facts you presented in the evaluation report? 

• Has participation increased the affected population’s 
ownership of recommendations and thereby facilitated 
the implementation of corrective measures?

• Has the evaluation had a negative impact on the security 
of those involved in the evaluation and/or project (e.g. by 
highlighting errors and abuses), and on the project (e.g. 
by highlighting failures and weaknesses)? 

• Has participation and close communication enabled you 
to avoid or reduce any potential negative impact that the 
evaluation may have had on affected populations, on the 
project, on the project team and/or the evaluation team?

• Did participation allow you to take into account the key 
concerns of the affected population when defining the 
objectives and Terms of Reference of the evaluation?

• Did participation allow you to take into account the 
viewpoints of different population groups during the 
evaluation and to make relevant and comprehensive 
recommendations? 

• Did local knowledge, expertise and resources help to 
achieve the objectives of the evaluation, notably by 
highlighting local opportunities or helping to identify and 
overcome constraints?

• Did participation reduce the risk of the evaluation 
process and recommendations being manipulated by 
stakeholders? Did the fact that you consulted a variety 
of groups allow you to remain objective and impartial?

• Do local people feel that they were sufficiently invol-
ved in the evaluation and sufficiently informed about its 
objectives, how it would be carried out and its results?
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STEP WHO PARTICIPATED? HOW DID THEY 
PARTICIPATE?

Initiating the evaluation 
process

Drawing up the evaluation ToR

Gathering and analysing data

Validating and  
communicating results

Learning from the evaluation 



• Does the population feel that the evaluation has taken 
their cultural, social and religious characteristics into 
account?

• Did participation allow you to identify and make use 
of existing information and resources for the evalua-
tion (e.g. previously collected data) and therefore avoid 
undermining or duplicating activities? 

• Did participation allow recommendations to be made 
that were coherent with other projects and activities, in 
particular the activities of the local population?

• Did participation promote ownership of the evaluation 
results by local networks and members of the population?

• Did participants’ feedback and input allow you to adapt 
the evaluation in a timely manner to developments in the 
context and/or crisis?

• Did participation allow you to identify and use local 
resources (e.g. expertise, time, local knowledge, expe-
rience, logistics, etc.) to carry out the evaluation?

• Did the use of local resources (e.g. expertise, time, local 
knowledge, experience, etc.) increase the efficiency of 
the evaluation, e.g. quantity and quality of information 
collected (and/or coverage) versus time and resources 
available?

• Have members of the population contributed to the les-
son-learning process and the building of project memory 
to avoid the repetition of errors?  

• Have members of the population been involved in the 
implementation of key recommendations?

• Did members of the population participate in the evalua-
tion as much as you had planned?

• Did the participatory evaluation achieve its objectives? 
Why/why not?

• If objectives were not met with regard to participation, 
is this attributable to poor communication or ineffective 
management of the evaluation?
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• What lessons have the evaluation team and the project 
team learned with regard to the participatory evaluation 
process?
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