
There is a tradition of collecting narratives in 
social science research and evaluation, including 
stories of personal experiences from stakeholders 
of development programs, to make sense of 
complex situations. This article explores two 
examples of a structured approach to narratives, 
including elaboration through computer 
applications adopted in IFAD evaluations in 
Cameroon and Niger, in conjunction with other 
analysis methods, notably focus group discussions 
and impact survey data. The article presents 
the contribution of narratives to the epistemological 
(generating new and unexpected findings) and 
axiological (understanding end-users’ perspectives 
and value systems) capability of the evaluation 
exercises, and the key requirements for applying 
these approaches.C
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Background

T his article reviews a particular 
family of participatory, 
qualitative approaches, known  
as Participatory Narrative 
Inquiry (PNI), that can 

complement quantitative methods for 
impact evaluations. With examples drawn 
from Cameroon and Niger, the article argues 
that the above qualitative approaches not 
only help represent the views, experiences, 
and values of end-clients of development 
interventions, but also help evaluators and 
program managers be!er appreciate the 
mechanisms of causation embedded in 
the programs.   

Since the publication of a thought-provoking 
report by the Center for Global Development 
in 2006 (“When Will We Ever Learn?”), the 
demand for quantitative evidence on the 
e"ects of development interventions in 
middle- and low-income countries has 
increased notably. Quantitative evidence 
is produced through impact evaluation 
studies based on experimental and 
non-experimental methods. These methods 
add to methodological rigor by addressing 

bias associated with project selection and 
other confounding factors.

However, traditional quantitative methods 
may fail to identify mechanisms of causation. 
Causal mechanisms tend to be explained 
based on the theory of change formulated 
at design, or previous theoretical and 
empirical evidence, missing the complexity 
of the development process and potentially 
hidden pathways (White, 2009; 2014). This is 
not a minor issue: for development program 
designers and managers, it will be challenging 
to enhance the design of future generations 
of interventions without a holistic 
understanding of the causation pathway.  

For this reason, qualitative methodologies 
can complement quantitative evidence 
by providing additional insights and 
explanation of the results identified by 
quantitative impact evaluations (Chambers, 
2015; White, 2002; 2008). Among qualitative 
methodologies, participatory narrative 
approaches represent a relevant opportunity 
to ensure the participation of beneficiaries 
and obtain their views on the specific 
dynamics of the development process 
(Costantino and Greene, 2003).

Key Messages

 ❚ Participatory qualitative narrative inquiries with end-users of development interventions 
can complement quantitative methods for impact evaluation.

 ❚ Narratives help fill evidence gaps and elicit from respondents their values and their own 
constructs of reality.

 ❚ Through narratives, the evaluations in Cameroon and Niger obtained unexpected evidence 
on program impacts and revisited the assumptions made in their original theories of change. 

 ❚ Narratives helped open rich discussions between project end-users, project designers and 
managers, and promoted learning from experience at the grassroots level. 
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Epistemological justification for 
participatory methods. A first argument 
in favour of participatory methods comes 
from the realist approach to evaluation 
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997). This approach 
has highlighted the importance of 
elaborating a mid-range theory to explain 
causal mechanisms. Such a mid-range 
theory cannot be simply the outcome of 
speculation by experts but needs to be 
fully grounded in the experience of those 
a"ected by the development intervention. 
Hence, the importance of seeking inputs 
and learning from the experience of 
end-users of a program. This serves to 
enhance the understanding of the program 
and its results.  

An axiological justification for participatory 
methods. The second argument in favor 
of participatory methods can be made 
in terms of the constructivist evaluation 
paradigm (see Guba and Lincoln, 1989). 
Under this paradigm, the reality is (in part) 
construed by the actors themselves and 
their system of values (axiology). Therefore, 
development interventions should be 

assessed against the intentions of the 
designers' intentions and against the needs, 
preferences, and values of the end-clients 
that the interventions purport to serve.  

One of the approaches adopted to 
make data collection and analysis more 
participatory is the study of narratives: 
collecting stories of personal experiences 
from end-user of development programs 
to make sense of complex situations for 
be!er decision-making. Examples of 
this (by no means exhaustive) include 
applications to organizational change 
(McClintock, 2004) and to end-users at the 
grassroots level (Dart and Davies, 2003).

A story is an account of a personal experience 
that conveys a specific meaning from the 
narrator's standpoint. A story describes 
an event from a personal experience that 
generates a certain feeling and has its 
perspective. Therefore, stories are a powerful 
and common tool that people use to share 
and remember experiences, understand 
events and the surrounding environment, 
a!itudes, and beliefs (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Key elements of a story

Source: Adapted from Kurtz, C.F. (2014).

Events
(Something happened)

Experiences
(It happened to us)

Emotions
(We felt something about it)

 Perspectives
(We saw it this way)
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The remainder of this article focuses 
on an approach belonging to the family 
of narrative-based data collection and 
analysis methods, namely PNI, and its 
application to evaluations in Cameroon 
and Niger. The evaluations were conducted 
by the Independent O#ce of Evaluation 
(IOE) of the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD) to assess 
IFAD-funded interventions. The approach 
has been construed to provide structure, 
rigor, and analytical standardization to the 
collection and analysis of narratives. The 
approach used in both evaluations was 
similar, with the main di"erences were 
in the structure of the analysis and the 
so$ware package used for the analysis.

Participatory narrative inquiry 
methodology

PNI is based on eliciting stories (narratives) 
from many stakeholders and giving 
the storytellers (not the researchers) 
the responsibility for analyzing and 
making sense of the stories through a 
self-interpretation questionnaire. The 
questionnaire can be developed based on 
the theory of change in a development 
intervention. The questionnaire typically 
contains di"erent types of questions, called 
“signifiers” that allow the respondents to 
place their stories in predefined categories.  

This is expected to reduce an outsider's 
bias and risk of misunderstanding and 
misinterpretation. Because many stories 
(several hundred up to a few thousand) 
are collected and self-interpreted, it 
is possible to conduct a quantitative 
analysis of recurrent themes, perspectives, 
and feelings narrated in the stories. By 
combining qualitative and quantitative 
research elements, the approach helps 
to make sense of complex and evolving 
realities. So$ware can be applied to turn 
qualitative information into graphic 
presentations and conduct statistical 
tests, revealing trends embedded in the 
stories. The researchers will typically 
organize facilitated discussions with key 

stakeholders to discuss the findings and 
further probe them.  

PNI is developed in three distinct phases: 
(i) storytelling and self-interpretation; 
(ii) catalysis; and (iii) participatory analysis:  

 ❚ In the storytelling and self-interpretation 
phase, stories and data are gathered from 
project participants. After telling their 
story, the participants provide their self-
interpretation and make sense of their 
own experience.

 ❚ Catalysis is when the research team 
identifies pa!erns and relationships 
in the data and clusters them into 
themes for further exploration and 
analysis. Catalysis is the second 
instance of sense-making, this time 
by the researchers, where they 
formulate and arrange hypotheses 
about pa!erns and associations 
between variables observed in the 
data. Referring to the project’s theory 
of change, this includes hypotheses 
on how the project may have a"ected 
its intended outcomes and through 
which transmission mechanisms this 
has happened.

 ❚ Finally, during the participatory 
analysis phase, the research team 
discusses and validates the hypotheses 
by involving rural communities and 
local informants. During this phase, 
project stakeholders are involved in 
the third instance of sense-making. 
They think about situations and 
challenges they have faced and the 
decisions they have to, or will, make 
to deal with those situations. The 
participatory analysis is usually 
undertaken in workshops or group 
discussions with the stakeholders, at 
which stories and pa!erns emerging 
from the catalysis phase are discussed. 

While PNI can be done in an entirely 
analog manner, using a pen and paper, 
questionnaire design, data collection, and 
analysis can be greatly facilitated 
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by using dedicated so$ware. In the 
examples discussed here, the commercial 
SenseMaker© so$ware suite2 was used in 
Cameroon and the open-source so$ware 
NarraFirma©3 was used in Niger. While 
the NarraFirma© so$ware is entirely 
free, provides all necessary functions, 
and leaves more freedom in the choice of 
the data collection method, the license 
based SenseMaker© suite has a more 
advanced, visually a!ractive interface 
and has two unique data collection and 
analysis "signifiers" that are not available 
in NarraFirma©, namely triads and 
stone diagrams.4 

Narrative-based methods in action

The case of Cameroon

IOE adopted PNI in a country program 
evaluation conducted in Cameroon 
in 2017, using SenseMaker® software. 
Among the evaluation criteria of 
this country-level evaluation, impact 
featured prominently, and IOE deemed 
that the available secondary data were 
insufficient to apprehend the type 
of changes that smallholder farmers 
were experiencing in their lives, the 
directions of changes, and the factors 
underlying these changes. Thus, the 
application of PNI focused on the support 
provided by IFAD-funded projects to 
smallholder farmers who were members 
of cooperatives in the cassava, onion, and 
rice value chains. It explored the impacts 
of such support from the perspective of 
end-clients of development projects. The 
evaluation team collected stories from 
600 cooperative members, highlighting 
their perceptions and sentiments on the 
changes that had occurred. PNI was not 
adopted in isolation: it was additional 
to the fieldwork by subject-matter 
specialists and the conduct of focus-
group discussions to assess the general 
impacts of the portfolio funded by IFAD. 
The questionnaire used to collect the 
narrative and self-interpretation from 
farmers contained an additional section 

with questions about their perceptions of 
how their farming practices, yields, food 
security, and incomes had evolved over 
the duration of the project. 

In Cameroon, PNI was useful to support 
impact assessment in several ways. First, 
there were no credible data on project-
level impacts on household revenues 
and assets. PNI helped shed light on 
these areas. For instance, it helped 
collect narratives about sale price of 
specific products that the projects had 
supported. As shown in the ‘dyad’ scheme 
of Figure 2, it was possible to generate a 
‘distribution’ of narratives along an axis 
of farm-gate price changes (i.e., three 
possible scenarios: reduction-gate prices; 
no changes in farm-gate prices; increase 
in farm-gate prices) for onions, rice, and 
cassava. By triangulating this distribution 
of narratives with information from 
other surveys conducted by the project 
and more anecdotal sources, there 
was plausible evidence to state that 
project interventions had contributed 
to increases in household revenues via 
effects on prices.

Second, PNI helped understand the use 
of additional revenues. Respondents 
explained that they had used most of 
the revenues to buy inputs for the next 
cropping season or to satisfy immediate 
household consumption needs, far less 
so to buy durable assets for investment 
in their farm (see the triad in Figure 3 on 
alternative uses of revenues).

Third, it helped pinpoint factors that had 
constrained the project’s contribution 
to income generation. For example, it 
showed that most project initiatives 
were aimed at enhancing production and 
selected aspects of access to the market 
(such as by subsidizing 100 percent of the 
costs of building storage infrastructure), 
but had low emphasis on other value 
chain stages, such as transformation 
(Figure 4), which were meant, at project 
design, to be the main drivers of 
impact generation.  
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Figure 2: A ‘dyad’ generated by SenseMaker®. This helps classify the stories collected on the 
perceived change of producer prices of produce (cassava, onions, and rice) along the axis 
between perceived reduction and perceived increase.5 
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5
15116

Reduced

Onion  N=590
NA=15Rice

Cassava 

Remained at the same level Increased

Comparing your current situation with the one before you became a member of the cooperative / common initiative group 
(GIC in French), the prices that you receive for your production….

62

14

Since  I became a member of the common initiative group, the 
PADFA (Project to support the development of agricultural sectors)  
has given us training to improve production.   However, I am not 
happy with the way marketing is done.  Before, I produced much 
but now with the unstable market and the price varying o!en, I 
really have to reflect before I commit to an investment. Buyers fix 
the prices and our cooperative has no way to influence them.  
Before, I could keep my family in good conditions and I could spend 
without keeping track. Now, I calculate everything before engaging 
due to uncertainty”. [Young man, Mokong, Extreme North, Onion 
producer, 11 April 2017].

Source: IOE (2018) 

Figure 3: An example of a triad generated by SenseMaker®. The narratives are distributed 
in three ways in which the household revenues have been used according to the respondent: 
(i) to prepare for the next cropping season (i.e., to buy seeds, fertilizers, pesticides); (ii) to buy 
durable goods to invest in their farm; and (iii) for household consumption needs. 

In your narrative, the revenues from the sale of your crop have been used for

Invest in your farm Cover family needs

Preparing the next cropping season

N=590

30%6%

N=14

Source: IOE (2018) 
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The collected narratives also highlighted 
that project teams underestimated the 
importance of diversifying economic 
activities and income sources as a strategy 
to reduce risks of low-income producers and 
optimize the use of labor, cash, and land. It 
was diversification rather than expanding a 
single economic activity that ranked as the 
highest-level priority of farmers. 

As an additional exploration of factors 
explaining impacts, narratives helped 
understand that changes in prices had to 
do with the higher quality of new crop 
varieties introduced by the project and 
storage capacity provided through project 
interventions. However, the narratives also 
showed that the cost of adopting improved 
techniques was high for poorer farmers, and 
that price volatility was an important risk 
factor, particularly in the case of onions. 

The case of Niger

In Niger, IOE used PNI through 
NarraFirma© in the impact evaluation 
of the Food Security and Development 
Support Project in the Maradi Region 
(PASADEM, the French acronym). This 
project, implemented between 2012 
and 2018, aimed to improve the food 
and nutritional security of 65,000 rural 
households by combining support to agro-
pastoral productivity, access to markets, 
and food resilience, while ensuring 
sustainability through the extensive 
capacity-building of various organizations 
and rural action groups.

PNI was part of a mixed-methods evaluation, 
which included a non-experimental impact 
evaluation based on a quantitative survey of 
1,350 households (614 beneficiaries and 

Figure 4: Another ‘triad’ generated by SenseMaker®. The triad helps classify stories in 
three categories (in this case: production, processing, and sale)6

The change described in the narrative refers to: 

Issues linked to production Issues linked to processing

Sale of the crop

N=590

50%

N=11

I became a member of the common initiative 
group to look for support, as I needed to increase 
my production. Since the common initiative group 
is the one receiving project support, fertilizer and 
seeds, it was important for me to become a 
member.  Before joining the group, I produced on a 
quarter of an hectare between 4 and 6 sacks [of 
rice].  Now I produce at least 15 to 20 sacks on two 
quarters of hectares.  In the group, I have received 
seeds and fertilizers and training on how to sow, 
improve the soil and add the correct fertilizers.”  
[Young woman, Garoua Nord, Rice producer, 11 April 2017].

Source: IFAD (2018) 
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736 control). PNI was used to evaluate 
the effect of PASADEM on women’s 
empowerment and on farmers’ bargaining 
power in the market. The analysis of 
women’s empowerment was based on 
360 stories from women beneficiaries and 
180 non-beneficiary women. It focused 
on changes in female participation in 
household decision-making, gender 
roles, and equality, as perceived by 
rural women. The analysis of farmers’ 
bargaining power in the market was based 
on 360 stories from smallholder farmers 
and 120 stories from small traders. It 
focused on changes in trade negotiation 
capacity due to the construction of 
market infrastructure and the provision 
of market price information. 

The results of PNI complemented 
those of the quantitative analysis. In 
particular, PNI provided a description 
of the pathways of the impacts found by 
the non-experimental impact evaluation 
methods. In some cases, the impact 
pathways hypothesized in the theory 
of change were outlined and enriched 
with further details. In other cases, PNI 
identified impact pathways that had 
not been hypothesized and discovered 
specific dynamics. Overall, PNI results 
enriched the impact estimation conducted 
with the non-experimental method, 
providing additional information on local 
dynamics that could be used to design and 
implement future interventions.

PNI results outlined the contribution 
of cereal warehouses to women’s 
empowerment. Before the planting season, 
between March and June, households 
in the Sahel experience a long, lean 
period: cereals stock from the previous 
harvest are exhausted, and employment 
in the agriculture sector is scarce. Cereal 
warehouses are the only way to access 
cereals for the poorest households. Since 
access is limited to women, this gives 
them an important role in household food 
security during the lean season, enhancing 
their decision-making power within 
the household. 

Another key result of PNI is related to 
small livestock activities. PASADEM 
distributed goats to women, aiming to 
improve household self-production of 
meat and dairy products. Contrary to the 
project's rationale, and detected through 
PNI, women used their goats as a saving 
asset and resilience strategy in the lean 
season. Unlike other animals such as 
sheep and ca!le, goats can be sold all year 
round. The sale of goats allowed women 
to obtain additional income by selling an 
asset during the lean season, while it was 
a short-term profitable investment for 
traders. Goats became an easily tradable 
asset, a source of survival for several 
households, and a coping strategy in case 
of a food shock, well beyond initial project 
expectations. This increased women’s 
capacity to provide food for the household 
during the lean season, and consequently 
their empowerment in decision-making.

PNI results on farmers’ bargaining power 
highlighted some important aspects of 
trade dynamics, partly diverging from 
the hypothesis in the theory of change, 
which explained the increased market 
participation of smallholder farmers. 
According to the PASADEM rationale, 
smallholder farmers would increase their 
participation in agricultural markets if 
they had greater physical access to them. 
Therefore, PASADEM built new markets, 
replacing the previous traditional markets, 
and rehabilitating the main roads. As a 
result, smallholder farmers increased 
their participation in the market, not by 
traveling to the market but by selling 
their produce at the farm gate. The new 
infrastructure reduced transport costs 
by making transactions at farm-gate less 
expensive for traders. In addition, the 
new markets improved price information 
by publicly posting prices in markets and 
broadcasting them on radio. Thus, having 
access to price information, smallholder 
farmers no longer needed to reach the 
market and negotiate the price with traders 
to establish an average market price for the 
day. Finally, PNI results highlighted a credit 
market dynamic—mostly in a cycle of 
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debt between smallholder producers 
and traders—that induced smallholder 
producers to sell at the farm gate.

Key insights and conclusions

Qualitative participatory methods, such 
as PNI, can complement quantitative 
methods for impact evaluation and help 
fill evidence gaps, generate new findings, 
and elicit the respondents’ perceptions, 
sentiments, and values. Collecting and 
elaborating narratives from end-users is 
justified from an epistemological (nature 
and source of knowledge) and axiological 
(system of values) perspective to improve 
the robustness of impact evaluations.

The specific cases of Cameroon and Niger 
show that these approaches—combined 
with quantitative data and other sources—
helped apprehend the nature of impacts 
generated by projects, the directions 
and distribution of changes, and key 
the explanatory factors and limitations. 
The evaluation teams accessed new and 
unexpected evidence on program impacts, 
which could not have been gleaned from 
other sources. It helped the evaluators 
be!er familiarize themselves with the 
expectations, preferences, and priorities of 
project end-users. It also led to discovering 
di"erent mechanisms for the generation of 
impact and to questioning and revisiting 
of hypotheses made in the original 
theories of change, as was acknowledged 
by national stakeholders.

In both Cameroon and Niger cases, 
collecting narratives allowed for 

triangulation with quantitative findings 
and the identification of common findings, 
as well as the inconsistencies. However, 
PNI cannot be considered as an option for 
a rapid assessment. While in both cases, 
the entire data collection and analysis was 
conducted within a US$ 25,000 budget, 
the duration of the overall exercise (from 
planning to report writing) took over four 
months, something that needs to be taken 
into consideration, particularly when there 
are constraining factors to field interviews, 
such as COVID-19 travel related restrictions. 
The approach has specific requirements 
for the preparation and training of 
researchers and evaluation teams. The 
experiences in Cameroon and Niger show 
the importance of:

 ❚ Putting sufficient effort into 
reconstructing the theory of change 
of the intervention before designing 
the survey.

 ❚ Preparing carefully a sampling strategy.

 ❚ Designing carefully the story-prompting 
questions and the questionnaire, which 
are still needed in a narrative-based 
survey, as the respondents’ stories are 
the center of the survey.

 ❚ Allowing su#cient time for the catalysis 
and preparation of the participatory 
analysis phase, including group 
discussions around the stories.

 ❚ Dedicating time to learning the functions 
of the computer so$ware associated 
with the specific PNI tool (such as 
SenseMaker© or Narrafirma©). 
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1. The opinions expressed here are those of the authors 
only and do not necessarily represent the o!cial position 
of the organizations in which they are employed.

2. See: h"p://cognitive-edge.com/sensemaker/

3. See: h"ps://narrafirma.com/

4. Both can be very useful when working with stakeholders 
that have a high capacity for abstraction, but are 
not recommended when the education level of survey 
respondents is very uneven.

5. Specifically, Figure 3 shows that the number of 
narratives related to cases where prices of onions, rice, 
and cassava (oignon, riz, manioc) had reduced were 
low, the number of narratives related to stable prices  
increased, and the number of narratives related to 
increasing prices where the highest.

6. Figure 2 shows that most narratives are about issues 
related to production and to some extent, issues related 
to sales and marketing of produce, while less so to 
issued related to processing.
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