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Abstract: Interest in participatory evaluation and other collaborative inquiry ap
proaches has risen substantially over the past few decades. However, there appears to
be a lack of practical information about using and applying participatory evaluation
approaches on the ground. This Practice Note uses a participatory impact evaluation
of a leadership development program for people living with HIV and findings from
a meta-evaluation of this work to describe the participatory evaluation approach
adopted, challenges and lessons learned related to conducting a participatory evalu
ation, and some key factors and implications to consider for maximizing the success
of future participatory evaluations.
Keywords: evaluation community, evaluation methods, program evaluation, stake
holders
Résumé : L’intérêt pour l’évaluation participative et d’autres méthodes d’enquête
collaborative a considérablement augmenté au cours des dernières décennies.
Cependant, il semble y avoir un manque d’informations pratiques concernant
l’utilisation et l’application des approches d’évaluation participative sur le terrain.
Cette note sur la pratique utilise une évaluation d’impact participative du pro
gramme de développement du leadership pour les personnes vivant avec le VIH
et les résultats d’une méta-évaluation de ce programme pour décrire la méthode
d’évaluation participative adoptée, les difficultés rencontrées et les enseignements
tirés de la réalisation d’une évaluation participative, et certains facteurs et implica
tions clés à prendre en compte pour maximiser le succès des futures évaluations
participatives.
Mots clés : communauté d’évaluation, méthodes d’évaluation, évaluation de pro
gramme, parties prenantes
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Interest in participatory evaluation and other collaborative inquiry approaches
has risen substantially over the past few decades. Participatory evaluation (PE) is
an approach designed to engage participants in the research or evaluation process,
rather than a specific set of methods or techniques. It relies on engaging nonevalu
ator partners in the act of inquiry (Cousins & Chouinard, 2012). Participatory
evaluations explore multiple perspectives to derive shared meanings (Cooper,
2017). It supports a more democratic and political approach to evaluation in
that it raises questions about who defines and measures change and for whose
benefit this is done (Estrella et al., 2000). From an organizational perspective, PE
is possible when it is valued by the organization, when time and resources are
allocated, when organization is committed to learning, and when primary users
are motivated to participate (Zukoski et al., 2018).
The roles assumed in participatory evaluations vary from traditional evalua
tions, with evaluators and community partners taking the roles of a coach, educa
tor, provider of technical assistance, among others (Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2014).
Participatory approaches to evaluation increase the likelihood of partners using
the information generated by the process. This occurs due to an increase in the
sense of ownership of the evaluation, credibility and trust in the process, and a
more thorough cognitive processing of the information (Cousins, 2003; SuarezBalcazar et al., 2014; Torres et al., 2000). Participatory evaluations have been
increasingly adopted in working with diverse groups (Guta et al., 2013; Rhodes
et al., 2011; Souleymanov et al., 2016).
Depending on the ultimate aim of PE, there are two main types: practical
participatory evaluation (P-PE) and transformative participatory evaluation (T
PE) (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998; King et al., 2007). The goal of the P-PE is to
increase the use of evaluation results through the involvement of intended users
(Smits & Champagne, 2008), whereas the T-PE is rooted in the principles of antioppression and decolonization that need to be addressed through a dialogue.
To be transformative, the messages exposed through dialogues must be situated
within broader conditions (poverty, colonization) to draw a connection to struc
tural problems (MacKinnon, 2018).
Amidst a growing appreciation for the value of participatory evaluation
within community initiatives, literature reports that attempts to support and build
capacity for this work have been challenging. Reported challenges include limited
time and other resources for evaluation activities; communication barriers that
can limit the contact necessary to build trust and effective working relationships;
and past experiences that were not respectful of the different perspectives and
lived experiences (Fawcett et al., 2003).
While the conceptual dimensions of participatory evaluation have been well
defined in the literature (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998) and its merit has been justi
fied from theoretical and empirical bases (Cousins, 2003), there appears to be less
literature about the practical aspects of using and applying the participatory ap
proach and the challenges related to it. This Practice Note aims to address this gap
by illustrating an on-the-ground application of participatory impact evaluation
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.68386
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of a leadership development program for people living with HIV in British Co
lumbia and sharing the findings of a meta-evaluation (i.e., an evaluation of this
participatory impact evaluation) conducted by an independent consultant. In this
article, the authors describe the participatory evaluation approach adopted, the
challenges and lessons learned related to conducting a participatory evaluation,
and some key factors and implications to consider in maximizing the success of
participatory evaluations.

BACKGROUND
The Pacific AIDS Network (PAN) is a provincial, member-based coalition that
provides a network to and builds capacity and skills of its 40 member organi
zations to effectively respond to HIV, hepatitis C, and related issues in British
Columbia. The Positive Leadership Training Program (PLDI) is a three-module
leadership-training program offered at PAN, exclusively by and for people liv
ing with HIV (referred to henceforth as people with lived experience [PWLE]).
The purpose of the Leadership Training Program is to support PWLE to realize
their leadership potential and increase their capacity to meaningfully participate
in and contribute to the community. From 2009 to 2016, over 160 participants
across British Columbia completed the leadership training. Although evaluations
are conducted after each training, PAN realized the need to conduct a deeper
investigation to understand the impacts of the program on its participants, the
community-based organizations that support them, and the greater HIV sector.
An Evaluation Steering Committee was established early on to oversee and
guide the evaluation. The Committee comprised a wide representation of part
ners, including the program’s staff and trainers, PWLE who had been participants
in the program, funders, and community-based organizations involved with the
program.
PAN’s evaluation staff recruited peer evaluators who were PWLE and who
had other lived experiences relevant to the program to develop and implement
the evaluation. The peer evaluators had not worked on evaluation projects previ
ously, so PAN’s staff provided them with training and coaching on each step of the
evaluation process to develop their knowledge, skills, and capacities. This involved
a just-in-time approach to training, when the right information is provided just
ahead of when it is needed to be used. PAN’s staff, peer evaluators, and the Evalu
ation Steering Committee comprised the “core evaluation team.”

METAEVALUATION OF PAN’S PROGRAM PARTICIPATORY
IMPACT EVALUATION
Meta-evaluation data collection
The meta-evaluation was conducted by an independent contractor (McIvor
(Vlahaki), 2017). The core evaluation team was invited to participate in the
© 2021 CJPE 36.2, 236–245
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meta-evaluation at two different time points: midway through the project and
upon project completion. For the midline evaluation, the core program evaluation
team was invited to participate in an online survey to assess early successes and
challenges of conducting participatory evaluation.
Upon project completion, the core evaluation team was invited to participate
in telephone interviews to explore satisfaction with the evaluation process, project
successes, challenges, and lessons learned. PWLEs were provided an honorarium for
their participation. The core evaluation team also engaged in a self-reflection exercise
about their respective experiences in adopting a participatory evaluation approach.

Meta-evaluation data analysis
Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic coding and analysis techniques in
Microsoft Word. Descriptive statistics analysis on quantitative data was run in
Microsoft Excel.

METAEVALUATION FINDINGS
Participation in data collection and analysis
A total of 12 people completed the online, midline meta-evaluation survey, which
represents 92% of the potential respondents (N = 13). An even distribution of peer
evaluators, Steering Committee members, and PAN staff completed the survey
(i.e., four respondents per group).
A total of eight individuals participated in the endline phone interviews,
which represents 57% of the potential respondents (N = 14). Interviewees includ
ed representation from members of the Evaluation Steering Committee (n = 3),
the peer evaluators (n = 3), and PAN’s staff (n = 2). It is important to highlight that
some interviewees represented multiple perspectives, such as Steering Commit
tee members who are also the program’s graduates. Three individuals declined to
participate in an interview, and three others did not respond.

Challenges of adopting a participatory approach to evaluation
Applying the participatory evaluation approach consumed more time and re
sources than initially anticipated. Substantial time and resources were required
to build relationships among members of the core evaluation team, intensively
train peer evaluators in each evaluation step, and support shared decision mak
ing throughout the project. Some meta-evaluation respondents reported that it
would have been beneficial to have more time for training and mentoring prior
to commencing the actual evaluation.
Time was required for the team to come to a common understanding of
what participatory evaluation entailed and how to conduct an evaluation using
this approach. Time was also needed to train peer evaluators on general program
evaluation knowledge, steps of evaluation, and how to think evaluatively.
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.68386
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Meta-evaluation respondents noted challenges with virtual interactions for
project meetings, training, and ongoing communication. Peer evaluators and
Evaluation Steering Committee members were intentionally hired and recruited
from across the province in order to adequately reflect the provincial nature of
the program. PAN’s staff experimented with different technology platforms to
mitigate issues related to and facilitate building connections; however, the issue of
meaningful engagement across geography remains an ongoing challenge.
Despite the importance of training in participatory evaluation, the inter
viewees shared some ideas for how the evaluation training sessions could be
improved in the future. Four reported that more time was needed for trainees to
absorb the information, identify gaps in knowledge, and develop a true under
standing of the concepts. Three interviewees reported that while the just-in-time
training approach was effective, it would have been beneficial to have all of the
learning materials in advance so trainees could read ahead and gain an under
standing of the larger evaluation process. Finally, two interviewees reported chal
lenges with learning by distance if they participated in training virtually, such as
connection issues and feelings of isolation.
Peer evaluators were not engaged in the data analysis and report-writing pro
cess as initially planned due to time and resource constraints (McIvor (Vlahaki),
2017). Even though an alternative process to engage peer evaluators in the data
analysis was developed and common themes were discussed, some peer evaluators
reported not feeling engaged in the analysis process overall.

Strengths of participatory evaluation
Most interviewees reported that the evaluation training sessions led by PAN’s
support staff were very useful throughout the program’s impact evaluation pro
cess. Four interviewees were particularly satisfied with the “just-in-time” learn
ing technique that PAN staff used and the opportunity to learn from previously
developed examples. One interviewee expressed appreciation for the respectful
learning environment that was fostered during the training sessions, as it provided
them with a space to ask questions and learn at their own pace.
Half of the interviewees reported improvements in the self-esteem and ca
pacity to conduct future evaluations as a result of participating in the evaluation
training sessions. As one of them reported:
. . . my self esteem is boosted . . . I come with pre-conceived notions that I am not
going to be heard and not taken seriously but now I feel like I can walk into a room
with peers and feel like I’m not a sore thumb.

Half of the interviewees also reported that they have been able to apply the
knowledge and skills they developed during the evaluation training sessions in
other contexts. These interviewees explained that they have been able to apply
their learning to other research and evaluation projects, such as how to collect
qualitative and quantitative data. Another interviewee reported that the training
© 2021 CJPE 36.2, 236–245
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Figure 1. Survey respondents’ ratings of any impact the PLDI’s evaluation has
had on their evaluation knowledge and skills
sessions taught them how to foster more collaborative approaches within other
research and evaluation projects.
Other partners emphasized the value in learning from a diversity of per
spectives and different ways of knowing throughout evaluation processes (e.g.,
learning from people with lived experience). Team members who responded
to the survey identified a number of key impacts the PLDI’s evaluation had on
their evaluation skills and knowledge, including on increasing their knowl
edge of evaluation approaches and their ability to think critically about the
evaluation (see Figure 1). Reflecting on the value that peers brought to evalu
ation, specifically data collection, one participant said, “Peers just connect to
each other. That created this rapport that might not be as easy to achieve with
a professional outside of the peer group.” During data collection, we found
that Peer Evaluators built rapport more quickly and deeply with evaluation
participants.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR EVALUATION
PRACTICE AND RESEARCH
The findings of the meta-evaluation demonstrated that participatory evaluation is
a value-based practice that seeks to serve the needs of a range of partners, includ
ing participants, practitioners, and organizations and funders. It supports a more
democratic and political approach to evaluation in that it raises questions about
who defines and measures change and for whose benefit this is done.
Informed by the findings of the meta-evaluation and through team reflection and
learning, we propose the following approaches to actively and meaningfully engage
program participants and key partners in evaluation through all stages of the process:
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.68386
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Account for necessary resources from the start. Given the focus on learn
ing, discussion and shared decision making in participatory evaluation
(Fawcett et al., 2003), substantial time and resources are required. If suf
ficient resources are not available, adopting this approach could pose risks
for unintentional harm to partners involved (e.g., tokenism rather than
meaningful engagement of partners, damaged trust, unpaid work and
unethical burnout especially for PWLE). Evaluation budgets need to ad
equately account for human resource funds (staff time, honoraria) as well as
communication, meeting, and any training expenses to support the project
from its start to finish (Cooper, 2017). It is also important to budget funds
for knowledge translation, dissemination, and action-planning activities.
Establish trust and relationships. This is critical for providing a space
conducive to meaningful learning for all partners. Trust and relation
ships were foundational to provide support to peer evaluators when
they were grappling with learning evaluation concepts and dealing with
personal issues. Relationship building is also key to avoiding “pseudo
participation” and establishing a process that is meaningful for everyone
(Chouinard & Cousins, 2015).
Adopt “just-in-time” training. A “just-in-time” approach was adopted
to train Peer Evaluators. PAN staff facilitated a training session using a
created Peer Evaluator Training Manual (Duddy, 2017) on a particular
step in the evaluation process immediately before peer evaluators were
to apply their learnings to the program’s participatory impact evaluation.
For example, peer evaluators received training on how to design a part
ner engagement plan, and then they immediately applied their learning
by drafting this plan for the program’s participatory impact evaluation.
Further, peer evaluators were particularly satisfied with this training
approach as it provides information to the learner when they need it
rather than requiring the learner to store large quantities of knowledge
that may or may not be useful to their project. Through a reduction in
the time between learning and applying information, learners’ retention
of knowledge and satisfaction with the training increase.
Fairly compensate all partners who are not paid staff. This is an im
portant step to ensure power imbalances between various partners are
mitigated and partners are able to participate equitably. PWLE support
ing the evaluation work should be paid a wage, honorarium, or another
form of compensation in order to honor their time and expertise.
Ensure partner diversity. A diversity of voices, experiences, skills, and
competencies brought forth by different partners, including funders,
community-based organizations, PWLE, and staff, provides a wider
scope across all steps of an evaluation. Critique and reflection of the
evaluation process and method increased with the diversity of perspec
tives. This allows the evaluation to ask more comprehensive questions
and maximize the use and sharing of findings, and it ensures a more
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effective and rigorous evaluation process and outcomes reflective of the
broader community (Rice & Franceschini, 2007).
Focus on capacity bridging. Acknowledging that everyone on the team
has capacity to build is important for fostering a learning-focused envi
ronment and deconstructing power hierarchies that traditionally divide
those with academic knowledge from those in the community. Work
ing in this reciprocal manner, the team is able to achieve best outcomes
(AHA Centre, 2018). For the program’s participatory impact evalua
tion, some team members had expertise on evaluation methods and
approaches while others taught the team about the program or what it
means to be living with HIV.
Clearly define roles and encourage open communication. For the pro
gram’s participatory impact evaluation team, this meant stepping out of
traditional roles for this participatory model to work. Evaluation experts
and PAN staff let go of control and took on a supportive coaching role,
while peer evaluators took the lead on the project and the Evaluation
Steering Committee provided guidance and governance support. This
role shifting and communicating openly about the roles enabled the
team to conduct a true participatory evaluation and engage in meaning
ful capacity bridging.
Be flexible and trust in the organic participatory evaluation process.
A substantial amount of ongoing adaptation and flexibility was required
throughout the evaluation, given the new and innovative nature of the
approach employed. The evaluation process was treated as an experiment
where unexpected issues and challenges were interpreted as learnings
rather than failures.

CONCLUSION
The article has provided a real-world example of participatory evaluation and out
lined the strengths and challenges of this approach based on the meta-evaluation
of the program. Overall, the participatory evaluation approach promotes the
values of participation, learning, negotiation, and flexibility (Cooper, 2017). It
created a richer pool of human resources and capacities for future evaluation pro
jects and enriched the evaluation data and process. Some of the major challenges
included planning for the time and resources and ensuring engagement across all
phases of the evaluation. The list of recommendations that can be accompanied
by the participatory evaluation checklist developed by PAN may be useful to other
teams considering this approach (PAN, 2018).
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