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Abstract 

Most extension program evaluations ask farmers what happened to them; participatory approaches ask farmers to help decide what counts as 

success in the first place. This research compared participatory and conventional evaluation methodologies across 18 extension programs 

serving 324 farming households in Ahal and Lebap Provinces, Turkmenistan. A mixed-methods action research design was implemented 

from January to December 2022. Participatory evaluation programs achieved 2.6 times higher stakeholder ownership of evaluation findings 

and 41.3% greater implementation of resulting recommendations compared to externally conducted evaluations. Farmer participation was 

highest during problem identification (78.4%) and data collection (71.3%) but dropped sharply during analysis and interpretation (34.8%). 

Extension agents who co-facilitated participatory evaluations reported 58.7% higher confidence in using evaluation results for program 

improvement. Program managers rated participatory findings as more actionable (3.9 vs 2.6 on a 5-point scale). These results support 

embedding participatory methodologies into routine extension evaluation practice, provided that analytical capacity building accompanies 

participatory design. 
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Introduction 

A fundamental methodological tension runs through 

extension program evaluation: the people best positioned to 

assess whether a program worked the farmers themselves 

are typically the least involved in designing how that 

assessment takes place [1]. Conventional evaluations rely on 

external experts who define indicators, collect data, analyze 

results, and deliver reports to program managers. Farmers 

appear in these evaluations as respondents and data points, 

not as co-designers of the evaluation itself [2]. This 

extractive approach produces technically defensible reports 

that often sit unread, partly because the people who need to 

act on them had no hand in shaping the questions [3]. 

Participatory evaluation offers an alternative methodology. 

Rooted in Chambers’ [4] participatory rural appraisal 

tradition, it positions stakeholders as co-researchers who 

collaborate on problem framing, indicator selection, data 

collection, and interpretation. Cousins and Whitmore [5] 

distinguished between practical participatory evaluation, 

aimed at increasing use of findings, and transformative 

participatory evaluation, aimed at empowering marginalized 

groups. Both traditions argue that involving stakeholders 

improves evaluation quality, relevance, and uptake [6]. 

Yet rigorous comparisons of participatory versus 

conventional evaluation are scarce in agricultural extension 

contexts. This research addressed that gap by implementing 

both methodologies across matched extension programs in 

Turkmenistan and comparing their processes and outcomes 

[7]. 

 

Conceptual Model 

The research integrated Patton’s [8] utilization-focused 

evaluation framework with Fetterman’s [9] empowerment 

evaluation model. Patton argues that evaluation use depends 

on stakeholder engagement throughout the evaluation 

process; Fetterman adds that evaluation itself can build 

community capacity for self-assessment. We hypothesized 

that participatory evaluation would produce higher 

stakeholder ownership (engagement pathway), more 

actionable findings (relevance pathway), and stronger 

recommendation implementation (utilization pathway) 

compared to conventional external evaluation. The model 

was tested across five evaluation phases: problem 

identification, indicator selection, data collection, analysis, 

and reporting. 

 

Materials and Methods 

Material 

This action research was conducted through Turkmen 

Agricultural University across Ahal (38.95°N, 57.74°E) and 

Lebap (38.99°N, 63.57°E) Provinces from January to 

December 2022. These provinces feature arid continental 

climate with irrigated agriculture dominated by cotton, 

wheat, and horticulture. Eighteen extension programs were 

paired into nine matched sets based on program type, 

duration, and participant demographics. Within each pair, 
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one was evaluated using participatory methodology (n = 9, 

involving 168 farming households) and the other using 

conventional external evaluation (n = 9, involving 156 

households). A total of 324 farming households, 36 

extension agents, and 18 program managers participated. 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Turkmen 

Agricultural University Research Committee (TAU-RC-

2021-014, approved December 8, 2021). 

 

Field Research Design 

Participatory evaluations followed a five-phase, 12-month 

timeline (Figure 2). Phase 1 involved stakeholder mapping 

and recruitment of evaluation working groups comprising 

farmers, agents, and managers. Phase 2 used community 

workshops to define evaluation questions collaboratively. 

Phase 3 involved joint development of locally meaningful 

indicators. Phases 4 and 5 combined participatory data 

collection—including farmer-led focus groups, community 

scoring exercises, and photo-voice methods—with joint 

analysis workshops. Conventional evaluations followed 

standard practice: external evaluators designed instruments, 

collected data through structured surveys, analyzed results 

independently, and submitted written reports to program 

managers. 

 

Methods 

Data were analyzed in SPSS version 27. Stakeholder 

ownership was measured through a validated 12-item 

Evaluation Ownership Scale scored 1-5. Recommendation 

implementation was tracked at six months post-evaluation 

through structured observation. Mann-Whitney U tests 

compared ordinal outcomes between participatory and 

conventional programs. Chi-square tests assessed 

participation rate differences across evaluation phases. 

Agent confidence was measured pre-and post-evaluation 

using paired t-tests. Qualitative data from 18 stakeholder 

debriefings were analyzed using directed content analysis. 

Significance was set at p<0.05. 

 

Results 

 
Table 1: Evaluation Process and Outcome Comparison (n = 18 programs) 

 

Indicator Participatory (n = 9) Conventional (n = 9) U/χ² p Effect 

Stakeholder ownership (1-5) 4.1 1.6 U = 4.5 <0.001 r = 0.82 

Actionability rating (1-5) 3.9 2.6 U = 12.0 0.003 r = 0.63 

Recommendations implemented (%) 67.4 26.1 χ² = 14.3 <0.001 V = 0.54 

Agent confidence gain (1-5) +1.4 +0.3 U = 8.0 <0.001 r = 0.71 

Evaluation duration (months) 11.4 4.2 U = 0.0 <0.001 r = 0.89 

 

Participatory evaluations outperformed conventional ones 

on all quality measures (Table 1). Stakeholder ownership 

was 2.6 times higher (4.1 vs 1.6), and recommendation 

implementation reached 67.4% compared to 26.1%. The 

trade-off was duration: participatory evaluations took 11.4 

months versus 4.2 for conventional ones. 

 

 
 

Fig 1: Stakeholder participation scores across five evaluation phases by participant group (participatory programs only, n = 9) 
 

Participation was uneven across phases (Figure 1). Farmers 

contributed most during problem identification (78.4%) and 

data collection (71.3%) but participation dropped to 34.8% 

during analysis and interpretation a phase where program 

managers’ involvement was highest (67.2%). This analytical 

participation gap was the most frequently cited challenge in 

stakeholder debriefings. 
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Table 2: Factors Associated with Higher Recommendation Implementation (n = 18 programs) 
 

Factor r p β SE Regression p 

Stakeholder ownership score 0.78 <0.001 0.42 0.09 <0.001 

Farmer participation in analysis 0.64 0.004 0.31 0.10 0.008 

Manager involvement in design 0.58 0.011 0.24 0.11 0.042 

Evaluation methodology (participatory = 1) 0.71 <0.001 0.18 0.12 0.146 

 

Stakeholder ownership was the strongest predictor of 

implementation (β  =  0.42, Table 2), followed by farmer 

participation in the analysis phase (β  =  0.31). Notably, 

once ownership and participation variables were entered, the 

methodology variable itself became non-significant (β  =  

0.18, p  =  0.146), suggesting that participatory 

methodology works through the engagement it generates 

rather than through any inherent methodological superiority. 

 

 
 

Fig 2: Timeline of the participatory evaluation research methodology showing five implementation phases across 12 months 

 

Discussion 

The finding that methodology became non-significant once 

ownership and participation were controlled reveals the 

mechanism at work: participatory evaluation doesn’t 

produce better findings through technical superiority, but 

because stakeholders who shape the evaluation invest in its 

conclusions [10]. This aligns with Patton’s [8] core argument 

that evaluation use depends primarily on the personal 

factor—whether intended users are meaningfully involved 

throughout the process. The 67.4% implementation rate for 

participatory evaluations, compared to 26.1% for 

conventional ones, represents a practical return that may 

justify the longer timeline [11]. 

The analytical participation gap deserves particular 

attention. Farmer involvement dropped from 78.4% during 

problem identification to just 34.8% during analysis—

precisely the phase where meaning is made from data [12]. 

Without analytical participation, farmers may own the 

questions but not the answers. Bridging this gap requires 

specific capacity building: training in basic data 

interpretation, visual analysis methods such as community 

mapping and scoring, and structured sense-making 

workshops where farmers interpret patterns alongside 

evaluators [13]. Extension agencies should plan for this 

capacity building rather than assuming participatory 

enthusiasm at early stages will naturally carry through to 

analytical work. 

 

Limitations 

The matched-pair design with nine pairs limits statistical 

power for detecting smaller effects. Programs were matched 

on observable characteristics, but unobserved factors 

(facilitator quality, community dynamics) may have 

influenced outcomes. The researcher served as participatory 

evaluation facilitator, introducing potential experimenter 

bias. Turkmenistan’s centralized agricultural governance 

context may limit transferability to countries with 

decentralized extension systems. Longer follow-up periods 

would clarify whether implementation gains persist beyond 

six months. 

 

Conclusion 

Participatory evaluation methodologies produce 

dramatically higher stakeholder ownership, more actionable 

findings, and over twice the rate of recommendation 

implementation compared to conventional external 

approaches. The mechanism is engagement, not 

methodology: when stakeholders shape the evaluation, they 

invest in its conclusions. The critical bottleneck is the 

analytical phase, where farmer participation drops sharply 

unless specific capacity building is provided. For extension 

agencies in Turkmenistan and comparable contexts, the 

practical choice is between fast evaluations that generate 

ignored reports and slower participatory processes that 

generate acted-upon findings. The additional time 

investment in participatory methodology pays for itself 

through implementation rates that actually change extension 

practice. 
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