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About Monitoring & Evaluation

What is monitoring and evaluation, and why is it so important?

Monitoring provides us with information that helps us to understand the 
impacts of the program

Evaluation provides us with data on the impacts of the project - it helps us to 
assess the impacts of the overall project

Monitoring and Evaluation is not just about reporting successes.

As dedicated development activists we care about the results of our work. We work hard 
to do things that will increase harmony and sustainability in our world. 

Monitoring and evaluation can help us determine: 

How well have we really done?

Are there ways we could do even better?

How can we design programs which create the most benefit?

Our main aim as sustainable development activists is to improve the lives of the program 
beneficiaries (the people that participate in / or are affected by our work and their 
environments) in a way that will increase over time. However, people often forget:

To ask the program beneficiaries how they feel about the program - how 
they believe their lives have been improved or changed

To find ways to determine the longer-term impacts of programs

For this reason it is important to conduct both ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ monitoring 
and evaluation, and to conduct your monitoring and evaluation over an extended period 
of time - see below for more details.

About evaluation over time

Evaluation should be done regularly, over an extended period of time as:

Many of the results and positive benefits of Permaculture techniques will 
continue to become clearer over time

You need to determine whether your training / program is sustainable - 
continues to work and even increase its benefits on a longer term basis

About Quantitative Evaluation

Quantitative evaluation is objective - that means it is based on the goals of the 
program and the indicators which tell you if these goals have been achieved. It uses 
numerical measurements, data analysis and statistical methods. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Quantitative evaluation should help you to determine things like which techniques and / 
or lessons have been successful, and which have not.  

An example of quantitative evaluation would be to count:

The number of participants who have taken part in training / program

How many of them were women

Their age

Their regular activities before they participated in the training / program

Their level of knowledge / understanding about the topics

What their environments were like before they participated in the program

We can then check to what degree the training / program has changed those 
same people and their environments over time by counting:

The number of participants who are actively using Permaculture techniques in 
their community (usually done during follow-up visits to the field)

How many of them were women or men - helps you to fill gaps and design 
special activities that are most effective for women and / or men

Which activities are more suitable for different age groups / people with different 
regular activities

How many of them changed their activities because of the training / program

What aspects of their environments changed because of the training / program

By determining the right questions which will provide us with the important information 
needed to determine the results, and being honest about the answers, we can learn 
many things from quantitative evaluation.  Most importantly, we can learn how to increase 
the benefits and the success of our work over time. We can also learn how to be most 
effective and efficient so we can make the most of our limited time and resources.

About Qualitative Evaluation

Qualitative evaluation is subjective - it offers an important opportunity for program 
beneficiaries themselves to identify the program impacts and to identify important changes 
(both positive and negative) that they have experienced because of the program. 

These changes are ones that directly relate to their own lives instead of a series of goals 
and indicators that are established by the program designers. Qualitative Evaluation 
should use descriptions and /or interpretations of those descriptions otherwise it may not 
work. It is usually more participatory than quantitative evaluation. 

During a training or at the start of a program we can ask the participants to:

Identify what they feel are the most important aspects of the training / program

Provide reasons why they think they are the most important

In follow-up visits:

The same participants can be interviewed one-on-one or through focus group 
discussions and asked to describe their experiences with the program identifying 
positive and negative results.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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About Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation

Evaluation is often viewed as something that is ‘done to people’ - i.e. someone or a 
group ‘is evaluated’. 

Participatory evaluation is controlled by the people in the program or the 
community. It is a process of reflection and consideration that assists people’s 
development and empowerment. 

When monitoring and evaluating the impact of a particular training or program, 
facilitators need to remember that :

Your students are your best teachers

Permaculture is a very participatory approach to community development. 

The training system outlined in the ‘Facilitator’s Handbook for Permaculture’ is designed 
to allow participants to solve problems as a group, through creative thinking exercises and 
to work together to find the most culturally and environmentally appropriate approaches 
to sustainable living through participatory field activities. 

Permaculture is about designing and implementing integrated designs, and therefore, 
with Permaculture programs there are many variables and aspects of a program which 
can be evaluated when conducting assessments.

By using Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation systems, the project beneficiaries can 
teach you many things you had not even noticed before about the benefits and challenges 
faced when implementing Permaculture in practice.

To understand the wide range of benefits of a Permaculture program, and to ensure that 
the program’s beneficiaries take part in at every level of the program cycle, it is important 
that program beneficiaries actively participate in the monitoring and evaluation of follow-
up activities. 

This can be done easily by:

Collecting stories and / or pictures from the participants, or by 

Conducting focus group discussions 

These approaches enable participants to actively identify the positive and negative 
elements of the activities.

This section includes 4 different monitoring and evaluation tools which can help 
Permaculture designers and workshop facilitators to evaluate Permaculture designs and 
monitor and evaluate program impacts at the community level:

Permaculture Design Check Lists

Project Monitoring & Evaluation Booklet

Participatory Surveys & Focus Group Discussions Outline

Most Significant Change (MSC) stories

•

•

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Permaculture Design Check Lists

External influences checklist

The following check list is useful for assessing a complete Permaculture system design 
and / or any component you plan to integrate into a system before you implement it (e.g. 
compost bins, kitchen, chicken shed, windbreaks, nursery, car park etc). 

• External Influences: the external influences for your program may be 
different from the list below, list whatever external influences affect the site

• Observe: list your ideas of how you can use observation to assess how these 
external influences may have an impact on the site

• Potential Impacts: While at the site, note how these external influences 
actually do impact the site and think about how they may impact the site at 
other times

• Strategies: List your ideas about what strategies can be implemented to 
use and / or deflect these external influences so that they work to the best 
advantage for your design

Component: Liquid Compost production
Planned Location : Beside the compost bins

External
Influences Observe Potential 

Impacts Strategies

Wind 
Direction
Strength
Regularity

•
•
•

Good wind - useful 
for production, 
avoid direction 
directly into house

Add a wind mill to the system to 
stir the liquid compost and add 
air

Sun

Direct sunlight
Shade
Temperature - at various 
times of the year

•
•
•

The direct sunlight 
may result in 
evaporation, high 
temperature kill 
bacteria

Create a covered production 
/ storage area to reduce 
evaporation

Water

Access to water
Rainfall
Water flow at site
Areas which flood

•
•
•
•

Flat areas may 
flood in the rainy 
season

Create a ditch to channel the 
extra water into the gardens 
below, put container near water 
source to keep liquid volume

Fire Fire history & direction 
fire tends to come from

• Damaged facility Keep away from materials that 
burn easily

Wild 
Animals

Which animals
Direction they move
What they can damage

•
•
•

Mosquitos will 
nest in the liquid 
compost

Put a living fence around the 
liquid compost storage area, 
close top of the liquid compost

Pollution
From water ways
From roads
From chemical sprays

•
•
•

No problem here

Utilities Water pipes
Electricity lines

•
•

Provide water and 
aeration of the 
liquid compost

Position utilities safely, put an 
aerator in the liquid compost

Disaster
Earthquakes
Landslides
Storms

•
•
•

Slope may slide if 
very strong rains

Plant the slope just above the 
facility with neem & vetiver

Traffic / 
Access

Proximity to other areas
Material in / products out

•
• Training area Ensure enough space for 

trainees and easy access

Neighbors Sharing of resources
Bothering them

•
•

Ibu Purniyati 
complained about 
proximity

Ask Ibu Purniyati to help with 
gathering the materials & share 
liquid compost with her
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Permaculture Principles checklist

The following checklist can be useful for checking if your design and / or component uses 
as many of the Permaculture Principles as possible.

Principle Considerations Assessment

Diversity
Is there a variety of beneficial plants 
and animals used? How do they inter-
act?

Plant rice and green beans, green 
beans will inject nitrogen to the soil.  
Duck babies (1-2 months) eat the 
weeds in the rice field.

Edge effect Which natural systems are overlap-
ping? How does this help the design?

Plant flowers, foods (sweet potato, 
casava, bamboo, taro, etc) on edge of 
fish pond. This is useful for the fish and 
trees.

Energy 
planning

Does the design make maximum use 
of gravity, wind, water etc.?

Plant legume trees (gamal, lamtoro, 
turi, etc) in the rice field border for 
wind break. The legume trees will 
produce fodder for the animals.

Energy cycling How does the design recycle and reuse 
resources as many times as possible?

Use old tires or bamboo to make 
garden. Tires or bamboo can be used 
for pots or borders of the plantation. 

Scale
Is the system manageable? If not, could 
it be more simple and take achievable 
steps towards an ideal goal.

If not manageable, start from a smaller 
scale that is easy to maintain and build 
towards to another design.

Biological 
resources

What plants, animals, microbes used 
that minimize outside energy input?  

Worms help to crumble the soil so we 
don’t need to dig the land.

Multiple 
elements

Does each essential need / function 
available in more than one way?

For fences we can use bamboo, nets or 
plants to prevent animals entering.

Multiple 
functions

Is there more than one (at least three) 
uses for every element?

Border plants (moringga, turi, banana, 
jack fruit, manggo, lamtoro, gamal, etc) 
can be used for pest control, shade, 
wind break, nitrogen source, animal 
fodder, vegetables, fruits, etc.

Natural 
succession

How does the design work with and 
support nature and natural systems?

Indicators of an organic garden are: 
many worms and frogs, the plants are 
healthy, the soil is fertile.

Relative 
location

Are elements placed in a way that they 
benefit from each other?

Nursery near the garden, compost bin 
and water. These elements benefit 
each other because seedlings will be 
planted in the garden and will need 
compost and water.

Personal 
responsibility

Does the design create benefit for 
others? Could it have any negative 
impacts on other places / people?

The liquid compost needs to be near 
the garden, but the smell can bother 
other people, so we need to cover it.

Cooperation 
not 
competition

How does the design create systems 
that helps people to help each other?

Seed saving garden produces seeds 
and provides local seeds for local 
people.

See solutions, 
not problems

What problems has the design turned 
into solutions for addressing needs?

Garbage has become a problem 
everywhere but organic waste is a 
good solution if we make compost to 
fertilize our plants so we don’t need to 
buy fertilizer.
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Observation

How easy will it be to continue to 
observe each component of the 
design as they develop? Where will 
you be able to see from?

Everything will be easy if we use local 
resources to make every component in 
our design, eg: easy to grow local seed 
and share the information with others. 

Local relevance and replication checklist

Is the component culturally appropriate in the area? 

Is it made from local, renewable, easily available resources? 

Is it designed to use local / renewable resources for production?

Is the technology feasible to be use by the target groups? 

Are the parts easily available if something breaks?

Is the design easily replicable by others?

Is the cost appropriate for the target groups? 

Is the time taken to create the component appropriate?

Permaculture Ethics

How does your design or design component support the Permaculture Ethics?

Care for the earth

Care for the people

Care for the future

The benefits of using these checklists

You will save a lot of time, energy and resources by taking the time BEFORE you 

implement your projects to:

Consider and answer the questions in these four checklists

Adjust your plans and ideas for the maximum benefit

Remember that Permaculture is about creating and using intelligent, well 
integrated designs which mirror, support and work well with natural systems 

These designs will :

• Create the most benefits, now and into the future for:

• Ourselves

• Our children and their children

• Our community

• Our precious resources

• They will also make your work much easier over time

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

1.

2.

3.

•

•
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Workshop Evaluation - Participant Feedback Form

This form has been prepared so you can give us your feedback about the quality and 
effectiveness of the training workshops we offer and help us to improve the workshops on 
an ongoing basis. Providing your contact details will also help us to keep track of those who 
graduate from our courses so that we can contact you in the future about new training or 
program opportunities. 

We appreciate you taking time to complete this evaluation form.

Workshop Information

Course title :

Course dates :

Participant Information

Full Name : Gender : M F

Children :
Include each 

child’s age and 
School status 

Hand Phone : Home Tel : 

Other Tel : Office Tel : 

E-mail :

Address : 

Kampung : 

City : Regency : 

Occupation :

Organization :

Nationality : 

How did you hear about this workshop ?

Radio Int’l NGO Explain other (if NGO list Name):

Newspaper Local NGO

Religious Group Friend

Government Other
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FACILITIES : Please evaluate & give suggestions about the following

INAdEquATE AdEquATE GOOd ExCELLENT NOT SuRE PLEASE GIVE ANy SuGGESTIONS :

Facilities : 

Food : 

Bathroom : 

Site : 

WORKSHOP CONTENTS : Please evaluate & give suggestions about the following

INAdEquATE AdEquATE GOOd ExCELLENT NOT SuRE PLEASE GIVE ANy SuGGESTIONS :

Training materials : 

Tools/equipment : 

Language : 

delivery Rate : 

quality of Info :

Relevance :
 

TRAINERS : Please evaluate & give suggestions about the following

INAdEquATE AdEquATE GOOd ExCELLENT NOT SuRE SuGGESTIONS :

 : 

 : 

 : 

 : 

Would you recommend this workshop to others? yES NO Explain why :

What did you like the LEAST from this workshop?

What did you like the MOST from this workshop?
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How do you intend to use the knowledge you acquired during this training in your 
daily life and your organization’s activities?

Any other comments you would like to make about the workshop :

Would you like to be contacted about future workshops? yES NO

Are there particular workshops that you would be interested in?

Sustainable construction materials : Sustainable Forestry :

  

Soil rehabilitation : Household Food Security :

Waste Management : Appropriate Technology :

Integrated Pest Management : Seed Saving / Nurseries :

Cooperatives / Small Enterprises : Wastewater Treatment :

Animal Husbandry Systems : Integrated Aquaculture :

Intensive Permaculture design : Permaculture for Children :

Permaculture Training of Trainer : disaster Preparedness :

Other - describe :

Other - describe :

Other - describe :

Thank you very much for your participation !
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The Monitoring & Evaluation Booklet

This booklet has been designed to help document workshop / 
program results. It is a quantitative monitoring and evaluation 
tool which is used both during a Permaculture Workshop as 
well as at follow-up field visits.

It can help facilitators to self-evaluate at the time of trainings and 
then observe, monitor and evaluate the results of their trainings 
during follow up visits. It is also a useful tool for keeping your 
project supporters / donors up to date on the status of the 
project’s activities.

The booklet is divided into three sections.

Section 1 - Participant Information - filled in at the time of the training(s) 

Section 2 - Facilitator Self Evaluation - filled in at the time of the training(s)

Section 3 - Follow-up Evaluation - filled in during follow up visits

How to use the Permaculture Project Monitoring & Evaluation Booklet

The facilitator can start by filling in the information on the front cover of the booklet:

Project / Workshop Name & Date

Project / Workshop Location

Names of Key Facilitators

PART 1 - Participant Information

This section provides detailed information on the workshop participants.

Filling in the participant information forms

For every workshop / program the facilitator should first fill in the workshop participant 
information - one for each participant. There are 30  of these forms in each booklet, 
which can be used to document the following information:

Participant No - needed later for follow up stage & data analysis

Workshop attended - for example Permaculture Design Course (PDC), 
Composting training, Appropriate Technology Solar Cookers training etc.

Participant details 

Name of the participant

Their gender 

Their Age

Address - for follow up visits

How to contact them

Their current occupation

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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PART 2 - Facilitator’s Workshop Self Evaluation 

This section of the Project Monitoring & Evaluation Booklet can be used by the facilitator 
to self-evaluate the relative success of the workshop activities. It is filled in at the time 
of the workshop / training.

Step 1  - Filling in the training activities & expected outcomes

There are 12 boxes provided which can be used for listing and self-evaluating up to 12 
different topics / aspects of the training.

Before and / or during the workshop / training the facilitator should fill in:

The topics / aspects  training activity to be carried out, for example : MOD 
1 - Creative thinking exercise “Local ethics that support sustainability’

The expected outcomes of this activity - in the ‘Permaculture Facilitators’ 
Handbook’ each exercise includes an objective (expected outcome).

Step 2  - Scoring the training activity results

At the time of delivering the topic the facilitator should score what they feel 
is the result of that activity using this numbering system:

Grade 1 : CONFUSED - Facilitator feels that the participants still seem very 
confused following the activity

Grade 2 : NOT SURE - Facilitator is not sure how well the activity went and 
whether or if the outcomes were achieved

Grade 3 : NO CHANGE - Facilitator feels there has been no change in the 
participants in terms of the desired outcome

Grade 4 : INCREASED ABILITY / UNDERSTANDING - Facilitator feels that 
participants’ ability / understanding has increased as a result of the activity

Grade 5 : ABILITY / UNDERSTANDING INCREASED CONSIDERABLY 
- Facilitator feels that participants’ ability / understanding has increased 
considerably as a result of the activity

Remember...
This is not an evaluation of 
the facilitator’s performance. 
It is a way to evaluate how 
the activities in the training 
were received by the 
workshop participants.

 It is very important that 
the facilitator be honest 
when scoring. 

Remember that your 
students are your best 
teachers.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Why is this scoring so important?

Facilitators can evaluate the workshop and based on that evaluation they can 
improve the activities and techniques used so that workshops will be even better 
in the future

Facilitators can design new exercises that are more effective by monitoring 
which activities were easily understood and which activities were difficult for the 
workshop participants

Facilitators will be able to identify and note specific aspects of the training that 
may require extra attention in follow-up field visits

Facilitators may be surprised that a topic they thought didn’t work well during 
the training was actually well adopted by the participants and vice versa. 
Keeping track of the scores during and after the workshop will help them to fine 
tune their evaluation skills

The facilitator can help to make the ‘Permaculture Facilitator’s Handbook’ more 
useful by providing critical feedback about exercises that could be improved

Step 3  - Totalling the scores of the training activity results

At the end of the training the facilitator should add up a total score for all of the activities 
conducted during the workshop. 

This total workshop score is useful as it can later be compared to total scores for future 
workshops on the same topics, and the facilitator can see progress over time.

Keep in mind that there are many 
factors that influence the results of 
a workshop including:

Appropriateness of the topics

Participants’ preexisting 
knowledge about the topics

Participants’ interest in the 
topics

Quality of the exercises

Style of delivery

Techniques used for delivery

Facilitator’s skills

Facilitator’s experience

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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PART 3 - Evaluation during Follow Up Visits

The Project Monitoring & Evaluation Booklet has a section designed specifically for field 
assessment during routine follow up site visits. A similar scoring system that was used 
earlier to evaluate the workshop is used, based on the facilitator’s observations of results 
with up to 6 of the workshop participants.

Step 1  - Choose the participants who will participate in evaluation

The facilitator needs to visit participants involved in workshop at their homes / places 
where they are implementing the activities trained during the workshop.

Select up to six (6) participants who will participate in the on-going evaluation. 

The 6 participants should be chosen 
randomly and as much as possible gender 
balance should be maintained - i.e. select 
an equal number of female and male 
participants to be involved in the follow 
up evaluation.

Remember...
Don’t just choose participants you 
think are doing well after the training. In order to learn and become highly effective 
facilitators, we need to understand which aspects of the trainings work best for which 
types of people, and how we can make the trainings more effective for those who have 
difficulties implementing the activities.

Step 2  - Decide on the follow up visits evaluation schedule

It is very important to measure impact over time. Especially for a 
Permaculture program which will take time to develop to its full potential. For 
this reason, at least quarterly follow-up visits - every three months during 
a period of two years - are recommended for on-site evaluations. This will 
allow you to monitor and evaluate the results during complete crop cycles 
and as the  general environment starts to re-adjust to the project. 

The Project Monitoring & Evaluation Booklet provide for up to eight 
(8) assessment visits. Of course, more can be undertaken if needed, 
simply copy the evaluation results onto another sheet of paper.

Evaluation schedules will depend on many things including:

The length of the program

Appropriate times for visits as far as the participants are concerned

Donor requirements

Whether you have the support you need to do the evaluation visits

It is up to the facilitators and their managers to design and agree upon 
the field evaluation schedule.

•

•

•

•
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Step 3  - On-site evaluation during the follow up visits

While at the participant’s location evaluate the results for each of the (up to 12) activities 
included in the initial training. Grade the results using observations of what has happened 
and discussions with each of the 6 participants. For example:

If the workshop activity no 1 was ‘making compost’ use the boxes under no 1 to 
evaluate the participants results making compost

If the workshop activity no 2 was ‘legume types and their uses’ use the boxes under no 2 
to evaluate whether the participants have planted new legumes and started using them

A similar scoring system is used as was used earlier during the workshops:

Grade 1 : NO RESULT - Facilitator observes that the participants were not able to 
implement the activity at their location

Grade 2 : CONFUSED - Facilitator observes that the participants still seem very confused 
about how to implement the activity at their location

Grade 3 : INCREASED ABILITY / UNDERSTANDING - Facilitator observes that 
participants’ ability / understanding has increased

Grade 4 : ABILITY / UNDERSTANDING INCREASED CONSIDERABLY - Facilitator 
observes that participants’ ability / understanding has increased considerably

Grade 5 : RESULTED IN NEW SELF INITIATED ACTIVITIES - Facilitator observes 
that participants’ have, of their own initiative, independently implemented new activities 
using the principles of Permaculture

Once you have visited all six of the participants involved in the evaluation and scored the results, 

the scores can be added together for an average score. You can use this average score by:

Comparing it to average scores of ongoing site visits - monitor progress over 
time

Comparing it to the scores you gave yourself during the training - You may be 
surprised by noting that a topic you thought didn’t work well during the training was 
actually well adopted by the participants and vice versa. 

This scoring card will help you to:

Learn more about how long it takes to start showing results in the field

Identify specific aspects of the training exercises that may need adjusting

Identify ways that you can help the participants with any challenges they are facing

Note: You can make your own version of these booklets and / or if you want to order 
copies of the booklet from IDEP contact: i n f o @ i d e p f o u n d a t i o n . o r g

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Focus Group Discussions with Participatory Surveys 

About Focus Group Discussions (FGD)

Focus group discussions (FGD) are great way to conduct a Qualitative Evaluation, which 
will help you to better understand the program’s results from the perspective of the 
beneficiaries. 

Participatory surveys can be adjusted to suit whatever type of evaluation you need. 
However, sometimes it is difficult to facilitate effective FGDs. 

These two challenges are frequently encountered:

Some members of the FGD are dominant while others are shy and do not 
contribute to the discussion

A lot of time is spent discussing issues that have no relevance to the project - or 
in other words, the focus of the focused group discussion is lost.

One solution to overcoming these challenges is to use a ‘Participatory Survey’ as part of 
the FGD. By using a participatory survey you can ensure that :

Each of the participants actively join the process

Keep the discussions focused

Preparations for a Focus Group Discussion with Participatory Survey are:

Enough large sheets of paper to write one survey question on one paper

Enough cards to that each participant has one card for each question

Enough markers so that everyone can write

Step 1 - Prepare the Participatory Survey Questions

Prepare a range of key questions relating to the workshop or activity that was 
undertaken with the participants. 

The questions should connect to the objective of the activity / program (i.e. sustainability etc). 

The questions you prepare will need to be ‘Open Questions’, i.e. questions that can’t be 
answered by yes or no. For example:

A question that is not open is: ‘Did you learn how to compost?’

An open question is: ‘What did you learn about composting?’

Prepared each of the questions you want to ask on paper large enough so that everyone 
involved in the FDG can see them easily. 

For each of the questions there are five answers from worst-case to best-case scenario, 
something like on the following table.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Has your understanding about farming changed as a result of this project / training?

Decreased considerably Decreased Same Increased Increased considerably

The following are examples of general questions which are related to a standard 
Permaculture training. Note: These examples are simply provided to help explain 
the process and it is important that the facilitator choose or design questions 
which match the training or activity that is being evaluated.

Has your understanding about farming changed as a result of this project / training?

To what extent have ideas from the training helped you get more harvests from your  garden / farm?

How much has your understanding about pollution changed because of this project / training?

To what extent have you used waste management because of this project / training?

How much has your understanding about nutritious foods changed because of this project / training?

To what extent have you started eating nutrient rich foods because of this project /training?

To what extent has your understanding about Integrated Pest Management changed 
because of this project / training?

How much have you started using Integrated Pest Management because of this project / training?

How much has your understanding about Forestry Management changed because of this project / training?

How much have you started practicing conservation because of this project/training?

How much has your family income changed because of this project/training?

How much have you started using appropriate technology because of this project/training?

How much has your understanding about Cooperatives in your community changed 
because of this project/training?

How much has your community started using cooperatives as because of this project/training?

Step 2 - Form the Group for the FGD

Ideally, when forming the group there should be :

No more than 12 participants per FGD 

Equals numbers of men and women 

A mix of age groups

If more culturally appropriate, separate male and 
female focus groups can be formed

Step 3 - Conduct the Participatory Survey

Before beginning the FGD the facilitator should use the questions sheets formed in Stage 
1 to hold a participatory survey. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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This will greatly increase the effectiveness of the FGD as it will:

Act as an ice-breaker for the FGD process 

Allow the facilitator to obtain personal information of the participants 

Introduce the FGD topics to the participants

Paste the big paper with the key question & table in front of the participants

For each question give each participant small 
pieces of cardboard or paper on which they write 
their name, age and gender - for example if there 
are 5 questions, each participant should receive 
five pieces of cardboard or paper 

Each participant stands, comes to the front and pastes 
their cards onto the answer which best suits their situation. 

This way all of the FGD participants interact, think about their answers to the question 
and come to the front to make their choice. This helps to create a better atmosphere for 
discussion and ensure that all participants participate.

Step 4 - Conduct the Focus Group Discussion

It is easier to conduct an effective FGD with two facilitators. 

While one facilitator conducts the discussion with the 
FGD participants, the second facilitator writes up key 
points and issues that results from the discussion.

You can hold the discussion after the participants 
have made their selections on one of the questions, 
or participants can make their selections for all of the 
key questions, then start the discussions

The answers on the key question sheets are very general - the facilitator now 
asks the participants the reasons for their selections

You do not have to ask every participant to provide a reason for their selection. If 
quite a few people have chosen the same answer, then ask a few in order to get 
a sample response. This way the FGD will not be too long. 

On the next key questions ask other participants for their answers to ensure that 
everyone takes part in the FGD

Try to ensure that the discussion does not take longer than 2 hours or 
the participants will be bored and lose concentration

Step 5 - Compile the data

It is important to keep the results of the participatory survey and the Focus 
Group Discussion safe for use in project reporting. 

The data collected can be used for a Quantitative Evaluation (see following 
sections about making effective reports).

•

•

•

1.

2.

3.

•

1.

2.

3.

4.

•

•
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N o t e s . . .
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Most Significant Change (MSC) stories 

This is a simple tool that will enable you to regularly monitor and evaluate the impact of 
your projects by asking the program beneficiaries to tell their stories about important 
changes in their lives or in their area that resulted from the program.

These stories are just like simple case studies. 

Community members and local stakeholders are asked to tell what they think 
was most significant or important for them as a result of the project. 

They are also asked to explain why this was significant or important for them.

The stories can be: 

Individual stories describing the changes experienced by one person

Communal stories describing the changes experienced within a community

The MSC Stories become a form of participatory monitoring and evaluation. The 
information gathered is qualitative data which will provide a picture of change through 
the eyes of the program participants.

After the stories are collected they are shared. Most importantly, the stories are 
shared with the community itself - community members should be able to read and 
discuss these stories.

Following is a guide to implementing the MSC monitoring and evaluation process. However, 
this is a general outline and extra training is recommended for best results.

Step 1 - Create a reporting time frame

You must first determine how often you will collect stories.

You will need to consider:

How often to you visit the communities involved in the Permaculture training?

Do you have time to conduct interviews with program beneficiaries?

What is the duration of your project?

Generally stories should be collected either:

Once a month

Once every two months

Once every three months or

Once every six months

The usual time frame is every three months. You can collect stories at the same time you 
are conducting your routine site visits.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Step 2 - Decide who you will collect the MSC stories from

The MSC Stories will be collected from a selection of program beneficiaries. However, 
MSC stories can also be used as a good way to monitor and evaluate the wider impact of 
your project / program by creating stories other local stakeholders. By doing this you will 
be able to see the wider impacts of the project. You can: 

Evaluate whether:

Program beneficiaries have shared Permaculture techniques with other 
community members

Other community members have adopted techniques after witnessing the 
success of these techniques in practice

Aside from direct program beneficiaries, MSC stories can be collected from:

Indirect program beneficiaries

Other local stakeholders, such as community leaders, district government etc.

Facilitators and trainers

Program field workers

Step 3 - Establish ‘Categories of Change’

The MSC stories technique does not use indicators, instead it uses ‘Categories of Change’. 

These are broad areas of change based on the goals of your project. These categories 
are like sections in a newspaper – general news, international news, sport, finance etc

It is best to identify up to 4 categories of change - try not to create more than 4.

Examples of categories for Permaculture project could include:

Changes in skills as a result of the Permaculture project / training

Changes in overall family health as a result of using Permaculture techniques

Changes in understanding / behavior based on Permaculture techniques; e.g. 
practicing conservation & supporting diversity, energy cycles, planning etc

Changes in family income

These are just examples. Try to think about the training / project you provided 
and a few aspects of changes that you hope will occur as a result of the training and 
implementation of Permaculture techniques in the community.

Step 4 - Create a schedule for collecting the MSC Stories

Stories are most easily collected through one-on-one interviews. 

When designing your schedule you need to work out how many stories can be collected 
during the reporting time frame. For example: If you collect stories over three months, 
try to interview at least six program beneficiaries (this is only 2 stories per month). 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Make sure that you include on your schedule time for interviewing :

Both men and women

Older and younger program participants

Step 5 - Interview the participants (collect the MSC Stories)

As mentioned earlier, the Significant Change Stories are most easily collected through 
one-on-one interviews. 

It is important to remember that the stories do not have to be long - in fact 
short, concise stories are best, but they do need to be relevant to the topic 
and clearly explain how the project / training created significant changes.

Prepare enough copies of the following Most Significant Change Story Sheets (see 
following page) so that you have one sheet for each of the interviews.

Visit the participants that are part of your MSC evaluation and explain to them:

The objective of the MSC evaluation - hearing from their own perspective 
how the project / activity had impacted their lives so that we can learn how to 
best conduct the programs. Sharing their experiences and perspectives so that 
others can learn from them.

The process of creating the stories - Those that are comfortable 
writing their own stories can do so, those that are more comfortable being 
interviewed so that someone else can write the story can do so too. The final 
stories will be brought back to them for verification before being publicized.

The process of sharing the stories - Let the participants know that 
after verification, there will be a process of sharing their story with the rest 
of the community and / or with other communities involved in the project. 
You can tell them that their story will be similar to an article in a ‘good news 
newspaper’. If you already know how you plan to conduct the socializing of the 
stories you can explain it at this time.

3. Once you have answered any questions the participant may have and they are  
comfortable with the process and ready to be involved in the interview, you can 
start the interviewing process.

4.   Ensure that you get all of the relevant details of the participant properly documented for 
future reference. The following Most Significant Change Story Sheets can be used for this.

5.   Use the Most Significant Change Story Sheet as a guideline for questions that will 
help to create the key points for a short story. The answers can be presented as :

Narrative answers written directly on the sheet

Answers written directly on the sheet in the form of bullet points

Verbal answers which the interviewer can document on the sheet

Note: During the interview process remind the participant that the focus of their story 
should stay on the category of Change that has been predetermined. For example 
“Changes in overall family health as a result of using Permaculture techniques.”

•

•

1.

2.

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Most Significant Change Story No:
 Story Title :

 Story Category :

Location :

Interview Date :

Participant / Storyteller Details

Name :

Gender : Age :

Address 

Village :

District :

Kabupaten :

Province :

Family
Married : Single :

No & Ages of Children :

Participant’s Current Occupation :

Project / training  
they participated in

What is was :

When it happened :

Interviewer Details

Name :

Gender : Age :

Position :

Interview

What is the important or significant change you have experienced as a result of 
this project / training?

How did this change happen? Explain the situation now compared to the situation 
beforehand.
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In your opinion why and how did this change occur?

Who or what helped or encouraged this change? 

Where did the change happen? When did the change happen?

In your opinion, why is this particular change important or significant?

What evidence do you have that indicates that this change is important for you? 
As a result of this change how different is your life now or how have your future 
hopes changed?
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Step 6 - Writing the MSC Story

This is often the most difficult part. Many people are afraid of the MSC technique because 
they believe they are ‘not smart enough to write a story’ or they think that the story 
has to be long and complex. This is not so. The story can simply be a series of bullet 
points.

The Most Significant Change Story Sheets should provide all the relevant information 
needed for creating a MSC story. If needed the MSC interviewer can expand on the 
points provided to create a story. The stories do not have to be long - in fact short, 
concise stories are best, but they do need to be relevant to the topic and clearly explain 
how the project / training created significant changes. It should be possible to tell a 
story in five short paragraphs.

Use the following checklist to ensure that the Story is indeed a Most Significant Change 
Story.

Most Significant Change Story - Check List Yes No

Can you answer these questions with information from the MSC story?

1. What is the significant change/s

2. Where did the change happen

3. When did the change happen

4. Who else is affected by the change

5. Why is this change important

6. How has this change improved the person’s life

Does the information adequately tell a story of significant change?

The writer can choose from the following two methods for writing the MSC stories:

Reportage - Stories written in the second person - similar to a newspaper story

Narration – Stories written in the first person in the form of a dialogue

Training may be useful to assist with simple writing techniques.

Step 7 - Verification & feedback on the MSC Story

The most important part of this process is to feedback the information gathered in the 
stories to the community members. This way the technique is not only a monitoring 
and evaluation tool, but an important way to motivate the community by 
providing and sharing examples of success and change.

Verification
If you have conducted an interview with a program beneficiary and written out bullet 
points or a short story about the most important change they have experienced you need 
to go back to the same beneficiary and read the story back to them. 

•

•
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Reading the story back to the participants will provide:

A chance for the information to be verified

An opportunity for the participant to add more relevant information once they 
hear the story

The facilitator / interviewer should also take this opportunity to ensure that:

They have the full name of the SC story participant

They have checked the spelling

Note: They might have agreed to use an alias

Feedback to the community
After verification, you can share the story with the rest of the community and / or with 
other communities involved in the project. This can be done in many ways and you 
should always consider issues of illiteracy and come up with clever ideas to share the 
stories with as wide an audience as possible.

Some ideas include:

Post the story on a community notice board or in a central meeting place where 
many different people can read the stories.

If you hold meetings with the project participants, start the meetings by reading 
out some examples of the story and encourage the community members to 
comment on the stories. Note: This is also a very handy way to generate new 
stories from the community.

Is there a community radio network in your program area? If so organize to read 
some of the stories on this radio network.

Note: Stories may be best translated in local dialects

Step 8 - Quantifiable evaluation of MSC stories 

MSC stories can be further analyzed to provide Quantifiable Data by documenting and 
analyzing the data provided by a set of MSC stories. Then this data can be used in project 
/ program reporting (as well as the stories themselves). 

See the further section of this chapter for more information about data analysis and 
reporting.

Some of the things that can be measured include:

Number of stories per ‘Significant Change Category’

Number of stories written by women

Number of stories written by men

Social status of the story teller (poor / middle class / rich)

Age range of the story tellers

Through this type of analysis we can identify the most common important changes being 
identified by the program beneficiaries themselves.

1.

2.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Most Significant Change Story Examples

MSC Story Sample 1 “Ibu Lisa Expresses Herself”

Ibu Lisa experienced many significant 

changes as a result of the yayasan POdO 

Program. The most significant change she 

experienced was her ability to speak her 

mind freely in her village.

Ibu Lisa is a housewife in Molari, Wayanesa, 

West Timbu. She is 38 years old and has 3 

children, one daughter and 2 sons. In May 2005 

Ibu Lisa joined the Small Enterprise development 

Program that was facilitated by yayasan POdO.

The Small Enterprise development Program’s 

aim was to help increase the income of poor 

families in the area. The program included 

several initiatives such as the supply of farming 

tools and goats, training in organic farming 

and the development of a traditional weaving 

cooperative. The program’s participants were 

mainly women and all of the women involved 

were asked to participate in the planning and 

implementation processes of the program.

Ibu Lisa explained that at the beginning of 

the program, when she joined community 

meetings during the planning stages, she felt 

very nervous sitting next to people that she 

didn’t know.

“I had never been to a meeting before. I 

thought that these kinds of meetings were 

men’s work and women weren’t supposed 

to have these kinds of opinions,” said Ibu 

Lisa. “Women’s role was in the kitchen 

cooking for visitors. I felt really nervous the 

first time I was asked to talk, I wasn’t able 

to say anything!”

After that, bit by bit Ibu Lisa felt more 

confident to speak and eventually she 

became the Leader of the Traditional 

Weaving Group that was part of the 

program. These days many people hear 

Ibu Lisa’s opinions. She said that this new 

ability to speak up was not only a change 

that she herself experienced but a change 

that she saw in many of the women in her 

community at large.

“Before this program happened it was expected 

that women would stay quiet. Decision making 

was done by men only” said Ibu Lisa. “But 

nowadays this has changed. Women can be 

involved in decision making and their opinions 

are given equal value to those of the men.”

Ibu Lisa also said that she invited many 

women to participate in the participatory 

planning meetings so that they could make 

choices about the trainings they wished to 

have. What the women chose together was 

weaving. As well as joining this weaving 

training Ibu Lisa also joined an organic 

farming training together with her husband.

Ibu Lisa said that she now has new skills and 

she feels more able to help with the financial 

needs of her family. With the income she gets 

from selling her weavings her family’s general 

income has increased by 30%. She is now able 

to send all of her children to school. Ibu Lisa’s 

wish is to be able to support her children all 

the way through college. She especially hopes 

that this will be possible for her daughter.

“My hope is that the women in my 

community will continue to work together 

and develop and gain new skills and that 

my daughters will have more opportunities 

than I did”.



M o n i t o r i n g ,  E v a l u a t i o n  &  R e p o r t i n g          119

MSC Story Sample 2

A Kitchen Garden brings Health and Vitality

Mustlane is a village that was devastated by 

the Tsunami in december 2004. Before the 

tsunami most of the community members were 

fisher folk. One of these people is Ibu Laksini 

who used to work with her husband drying the 

fish that he caught and selling them in the local 

market place. Ibu Laksini’s husband died during 

the tsunami leaving her with 4 children to take 

care of on her own.

These days Ibu Laksini is able to ensure that 

her children have good nutrition from a kitchen 

garden that she has made next to her new 

house.  She also has some chickens that supply 

her family with eggs and meat on a regular basis. 

Ibu Laksini is 43 years old and has 4 children, 3 

daughters and 1 small son.

Ibu Laksini  says that this significant change has 

happened since she joined the Good Nutrition 

through Kitchen Gardens Program which was 

facilitated by yayasan BITAMA. Ibu Laksini 

joined the program in July 2005. The Good 

Nutrition through Kitchen Gardens Program 

included a training about good nutrition and 

how to make and maintain kitchen gardens 

and small nurseries. It also supplied the training 

graduates with organic seeds, seedlings, root 

stock and chicks.

Before Ibu Laksini joined the program she and 

her children were only eating the food that was 

given out a the local refugee camp and some fish 

that Ibu Laksini bought at the local marketplace 

once a week using the money she made from 

a cash-for-work programs. Her children didn’t 

have much energy and stayed inside most of 

the time. They were also often sick and always 

getting infections.

“From my kitchen garden I get many different 

kinds of healthy organic vegetables, herbs and 

roots everyday that I use for cooking food for my 

children,” said Ibu Laksini “I can also use some 

of the roots and herbs to make medicine.”

“Before I joined the nutrition training I didn’t 

know how important different kinds of 

vegetables with lots of vitamins were for keeping 

my kids healthy”, she said “these days my kids 

have much more energy and vitality and they 

eat much more than they used to.”

Ibu Laksini  said that she was now able to use the 

small amount of money that she had to buy meat 

and tofu and that she got all of the vegetables, 

herbs and eggs that she needed straight from her 

own garden system.

She also said that she and her children really 

enjoyed tending the garden each day and that 

many of her neighbors were impressed with 

how many different things she was able to grow 

and how big and healthy the plants were.

Ibu Laksini is helping some of her neighbors to 

start their own kitchen gardens and sharing seed 

stock and cuttings from her healthiest plants 

with them. She is very grateful that her children’s 

health is so much better now that they are getting 

good nutrition every day.

“I was very worried about my children. They 

were always getting sick and had many sores on 

their feet and legs. Now they are much healthier 

and I am able to ensure that they stay healthy by 

simply maintaining my garden”.
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MSC Story Sample 3

A Bamboo Weaver increases his income through Creative Designs

Metawae is a village where most of the 

community members are bamboo weavers. One 

of these people is Mr. daluan who has been a 

bamboo weaver all his life.

Mr. daluan is responsible for the life of his 

family. These days he can afford to put all of 

his children through school while he also has 

enough income to support his family’s basic 

needs. He is 51 years old and had 4 children, 

3 sons and a daughter. All of his children are 

now in school, 1 in High School, 2 in Secondary 

School and 1 in Primary School.

Mr. daluan says that this significant change 

has happened thanks to The Small Bamboo 

Enterprises Program which was facilitated by 

yASuPALu. Mr. daluan joined the program 

in May 2005. The Small Bamboo Enterprises 

Program offered small enterprise loans for the 

local bamboo weavers, as well as production 

and marketing training for their products.

Before Mr. daluan received a loan from the 

Small Bamboo Enterprises Program he only had 

very minimal funds that he could use for his 

work. He was able to afford 40-60 bamboos per 

week, which was enough to make 4-5 sheets of 

plain Gedeg bamboo weavings. He was able 

to sell the plain sheets for Rp. 5.000 each, and 

his weekly income was only Rp. 20,000 to Rp. 

25,000 per week. 

With the loan Mr. daluan was able to buy 

100 pcs of bamboo. He also joined a bamboo 

weaving design training. After the training he 

was able to  dye bamboo and add new motifs 

in the weavings that he made. With his 100 

pcs of bamboo Mr. daluan was able to make 

10 sheets of special motif Gedeg weavings that 

he could sell at a much better price, Rp. 25,000 

each. After that his new income was about Rp 

250,000 per week.

“From the profit that I made from the new 

weavings I was finally able to save some 

money. I could use this money for my children’s 

education and I was also able to buy iron for 

fixing the roof on my house while supporting 

my family’s needs.’ said Mr. daluan. “Before 

this time I wasn’t able to afford to pay for my 

children’s schooling, or even to cover my family’s 

daily needs, I just didn’t have enough.” 

Mr. daluan also said that women’s involvement 

in the program had been very beneficial. Many 

women joined the planning meetings for the 

program and gave very useful inputs and 

suggestions. An example of this was that one 

of the women in his community went to Jogya 

to learn the bamboo dying and motif weaving 

techniques and it was she that taught him, and 

others in his community, about how to make 

the new weavings which helped to increase his 

income so dramatically.

He has also joined a community cooperative that 

is now working together to plant and propagate 

new kinds of bamboos so that they can make 

new designs and products in the future using 

their own bamboo.

Mr. daluan is very grateful that he is now able 

to supply his family with their needs and also to 

support the education of his children.

“I am very proud that my children will now all be 

able to complete high school and that someday 

they will be able to get good jobs, this really 

makes my life fulfilled”.
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Creating Effective Reports

About effective reports

Reporting is a key component of almost every project or program. This is the 
project team’s opportunity to self-reflect and share with others: what they have done, 
how they did it, what they have learned and finally what the project / program has 
managed to achieve towards the project’s mission.

Reports are generally made to be read by other people and by keeping in mind a few key 
points you can make your reports much more effective in terms of sharing your results 
with others in a way that they will be able to understand and digest what it is you want 
them to know. 

Effective reports are:

Informative - contain clear information that helps the reader to really 
understand the true results (impacts) of the project. The report should also 
clearly explain what the problem / situation that was addressed by the project 
was, and how the problem was addressed by the project / program. 

To the point - often reports are much too long and contain lots of background 
information, information that does not necessarily relate to the project or that is 
not necessary for the reader to know. This can be frustrating to the reader. The 
reader just wants to know what the result of the project was and what methods 
were used to get those results.

Justifiable - the information that is used in the report must be true and the 
methods used to compile and generate that information should be clearly 
explained. The methods used for compiling project impacts / results should 
also be ones that can be checked later. Usually this is done by compiling and 
analyzing data about the activities conducted and the results of those activities 
(see following section for more details on compiling and analyzing data).

Interesting - you can make your report much more interesting to the reader 
by including photographs which show how the project was done and ‘personal 
interest stories’ - i.e. stories about / by the people that were directly involved in 
the project and how the project impacted their lives.

Understandable - sometimes it is hard for people who are not there in the 
field to understand what it is really like. 

Appropriate - when a donor supports a program / project an agreement is 
usually made beforehand about what their support will be used for. This can be 
in the form of a budget and / or MOU (contract), or even sometimes a verbal 
agreement. The report that is made for that supporter needs to clearly explain 
how you used their support to achieve the agreed goals. If challenges were 
faced in achieving the agreed goals they need to be clearly explained. 

Note: If challenges in achieving agreed goals are being faced once a project 
starts you should contact your supporter right away, explain what is happening 
and work together to find the best solution to amending the agreement. 
Otherwise the supporter may ask for their support to be returned to them, and 
chances are they will not agree to support your work in the future.

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Compiling & analyzing data

The results of your monitoring and evaluations should be able to supply you with important 
data which you can use for creating effective reports. 

This is why it is so important that you document the results of all of 
your evaluations and keep copies of these results.

With Qualitative Evaluation methods such as Participatory Survey / Focused Group 
Discussions & Most Significant Change Stories you can analyze and summarize the results 
of the evaluations to generate quantitative data which is easier and quicker to read in a 
report. For example:

Convert the results of a Participatory Survey / Focused Group Discussion into 
data for reporting:

Document the names and other personal information written on the cards - 
these may be useful as an attachment to your report and if you plan to follow up 
with them later 

Note how many of the participants answered “decreased” or “same” etc. to a 
particular question

For one set of answers like “decreased” note how many of them where women

For a group of women who answered “decreased” note how many of them were 
under or over 30 years of age.

You may choose to present the data in a table to make it easier to read. See 
Table 1. for an example of how this could look. This is the data that explains, 
from the participant’s perspective, what the impact of the activity was.

You may choose to further analyze the data by calculating the percentages of various 
results - this makes it even easier to understand the impacts of an activity, especially if 
your project involves a lot of different people. 

How to generate percentages:

Divide the data from one of the results in Table 1. by the total number of 
participants in the activity - see table 2. for an example.

Data for a report could look something like this:

Changes in understanding about farming as a result of this project / training

Workshop: 
PDC XIII

Decreased 
considerably Decreased Same Increased Increased 

considerably

Gender : Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Under 30 years: 1 1 4 4 2 2
Over 30 years: 2 2 5 2 3 5
Table 1. 

Total participants : 33 people

Under 30 years: 3.3 % 3.3 % 13.3 % 13.3 % 6.7 % 6.7 %

Over 30 years: 6.7 % 6.7 % 16.7 % 6.7 % 10 % 16.7 %

Table 2. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1.
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Qualifying the data on a report

The results of a Focused Discussion Group can then be used to explain the 
reasons behind this statistical data, for example:

3 participants who are farmers increased their income from Rp. 3.000.000 per 
month to Rp. 15.000.000 by integrating an aquaculture system into their farm

Productivity on farms was increased by 60% after using mulching, compost and 
liquid fertilizer

2 hectares of unproductive land was converted into fruit orchards

2 small scale nurseries were established which are now working together to do 
seed exchanges

Most Significant Change Stories can also be a good attachment to a report. 

They will help the reader to:

Understand the results of the activities undertaken

Gain a better understanding of the project’s participants

About using photographs and / or videos for reports

Appropriate Photographs are one of the most effective ways of “proving” the results of a 
project’s activities and their results. People say that:

“A picture says a thousand words”

Images also add a lot of interest to a report. The reader can get a much stronger 
“feeling” about the general environment where the activities were undertaken through 
the use of images.

When using photos or images in a report it is important to remember to select the photos 
which explain the project’s impacts the most clearly. This will be photos that:

Show “before” and “after” images - what the area looked like before the 
project was implemented, and what it looked like afterwards (what changed)

Prove the results - for example if your project explains that “2 hectares of 
unproductive land was converted into fruit orchards” photos of the land before it 
was planted and then the fruit orchards, and participants selling the fruits etc.

Document steps in a process - for example if your project included building a 
workshop for a local cooperative, you can show the steps undertaken to achieve 
this, i.e. building the workshop area, installing the equipment, the cooperative 
members working in workshop area and the trade or sales that resulted

Show how sponsors money was used - if a sponsor gave you money to 
build composting units a photo of the units when they are made is good way to 
make them understand what was done and “feel good” about the results

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Using Visuals - Photos and Video
Some tips for making effective photos

Be prepared before taking the photo

•	 See in your mind the shot before you take it. Remember that what you see with 
your eyes will look different on a simple 2 dimensional photo

•	 Be clear in your mind – what kind of photo it is you want, and what story do you 
want it to tell, before you use your camera

For example 
these photos 
both show a 

Permaculture 
training :

Identify & focus on the subject of your photo

•	 Keep subjects simple - cluttered shots (with too many different things in one 
image) can confuse the people about what you are trying to show

•	 Make sure there is nothing too distracting in the background

Where appropriate 
photograph subjects 
against a plain 
background – you can 
even make a backdrop 
of your own using a 
sheet, wall etc.

•	 It is often impossible to capture all of the aspects of your work in one single 
image - think about dividing your photos into a series of shots, which illustrate 
the steps, or various aspects, of the subject

•	 Unless you need a general overview shot – it is better to focus on individual 
elements of a project

Step 1. Seeding Potting

A hard to see photo of produce An easy to see photo of produce

A difficult to understand training photo An easy to understand training photo

Step 2. Seeding Potting Step 3. Seeding Potting Step 4. Seeding Potting



M o n i t o r i n g ,  E v a l u a t i o n  &  R e p o r t i n g          125

Documenting the progress or stages of an activity

To clearly explain an activity and its processes you may need to take photos 
at several stages. This can include before the activity starts, the steps of 
implementing the activity and the result once the activity is done.

If you are recording a process, you may need several photos to explain it

‘Before’ photos show the impacts of your activity. Photograph the site before any 
work if done. For example, if you are photographing the transformation of a plot 
of land, capture the problem – what is wrong in the area that the activity will 
address. This will help you to explain the transition and progress of your work.

If it’s a ‘before and after’ series – try to capture a ‘like for like’ pair of shots, ie. Take 
the ‘after’ shot from the same angle, position and include the same area, as the 
‘before’ shot if at all possible. This will make the change easier to see and understand.

Remember, this is your opportunity to express how successful your project has 
been (or otherwise).

Return to the site later for an updating picture when for example plants are more 
established, fruits appearing etc.

“Before & After” 

photos show a yard 

that was full of litter, 

cleaned by children 

& then used as a 

play ground

If you are recording a method of constructing or making an item, get individual 
shots of the raw materials before they are used and each step of the process

Try to document each key stage of work – usually you will only get one chance 
to do this so be ready when the work is happening to take the photos 

You may even need to stop work briefly to take the photos and / or ask people 
to remove themselves from the shot, if they are not needed to show the 
process, or even repeat actions (see below ‘mocking up’ section).

For ‘after’ or ‘results’ pictures – wait until all the work is complete, i.e. the plants 
are bedded in and landscaping is finished. Clear away any clutter, litter, tools or 
people that you do not want in the picture before taking the shot.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Step 1 - making Bio X Step 2 - making Bio X Step 3 - making Bio X
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Considerations about lighting

Lighting is the most common area where people make errors when taking photos. 
However, most lighting errors are easily avoidable. The basic rule for lighting is : the 
brighter the light = the deeper, darker the shadows. Think about your source of light 
(where it comes from) - What kind of light is it? How will affect your picture? 

IMPORTANT - Don’t have people or objects:

•	 Facing directly into the sun

•	 Facing bright light

•	 With a bright light source or the sun behind them

The above will create over or under exposed, unclear images, with harsh lighting, squinting 
subjects and unwanted silhouettes and / or shadows.

• Try to avoid ‘red eye’ and ‘white-out’ by making sure your flash is not too bright 
and / or too close to people’s faces or the object you are shooting

• If there is not enough natural light, use a flash and / or a tripod to avoid blurry 
photos caused by the camera shaking while you take the photo

• Use a flash to deal with dark shadows - even outdoors in bright sunlight – this 
can dramatically improve the quality of photos

• A partially cloudy day or shade offers softer light with a better range of tones, 
which will make much clearer photos. If possible, move plants or objects into the 
shade or even inside before taking the shot.

• Early morning or evening usually offers the best, most gentle lighting.

Note: With digital pictures - It is often better to over-expose a little (give too much light) 
rather that under-expose. Because with computer editing software– you cannot 
add light that does not exist – but you can reduce some brightness.

Not enough light / no flash Too much sunlight Light source behind the subject

Good afternoon light Good morning light Nice light effect in semi shade
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Considerations about composition

Angles and positioning for taking photos

• Use your feet - get as close to the subject as you can and don’t be afraid to 
change and experiment with your position

• Use your camera’s zoom or even macro function if it has one, to show the detail 
of seedlings, plants, equipment, products and tools etc. But make sure the 
photo is still in focus (i.e. you’re not too close)

• Ideally your subject should fill the frame – be conscious of what is in the frame 
and at its edges. It is better to leave more space around your main 
subject than going in too close, you can always crop the photo later.

• Change your angle – experiment to see what works best. You can kneel, crouch 
down to the subject’s level or even lie below it, or use something sturdy to stand 
on and to shoot the photo from above the subject

• Change the camera’s position – use landscape (sideways) or portrait (upright) 
shots which best frame the shape of your subject

• You can make shots more interesting by focusing on something in the 
foreground and placing items of interest slightly off-centre in the frame

Photographing people

Photographing people well is not easy – so think about if you really need people in the 
picture - they can be very powerful if used properly – or distracting if used badly.

People in photos can be used: 

To explain techniques – show people doing the activity

To give sense of the size and scope of the work 
– for example a hand can show how big a tomato is and / 
or a group of participants show how many people joined 
a training etc.

To give a personal aspect to your photographs 
– if people are happy or inspired by your work their 
expression in a photo can show this. 

To explain the context / environment - show what 
kind of people are involved in your work and how they 
are affected by its outcome. 

•

•

•

•

Photo shot from above Shot from below A full frame showing the teacher & students

A person showing size & results
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Avoid distracting objects/people in the background of a photo

You only want things growing in the right place – and 
not seemingly, out of someone’s head J. 

Be aware of what is behind and in front of the object 
you are photographing.

Example of an un-useable image because tree is blocking subject 

Use hands are a very useful area to focus on/zoom in on.

Showing hands can be an effective way to introduce a human element without it 
being too distracting

Hands can give an aspect of scale and technique used

Note: another common method of demonstrating scale is to place an object like 
a trowel or ruler next to the subject

Reconstructing scenes before taking the photo

It is nice to try and capture people candidly at work. 
They can look natural, relaxed and it looks ‘authentic.’ 

However, it’s not always easy – especially if you are 
either in the way of the workers while taking photos 
and / or one of the workers yourself. 

What is a more viable option – and used by all 
photographers – is to reconstruct the action that you 
want to document. 

Through reconstructing the scene to take your photo 
you can control the situation more easily – and make 
sure all the elements you need are in the picture. 

Wait until a convenient time or stage in the work 
and ask people to reposition themselves so that 
you can take the photo you need. 

•

•

•

A seedling representing new growth “Planting Begins” Clear foreground & blurred background

Hard to read shot of garden work

Reconstructed shot of garden work
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About Photo captioning

Caption your photographs as soon as possible, before you forget any of the key information. 
Note as much information as possible, including:

Who – who is the subject of the photo

Event (What) – what is the photo about

Location (Where) – where was it taken

Event Date (When) – when was the photo taken (date) and what stage of the 
process does it demonstrate

Why – why is the action happening, what’s is the purpose

How – how does the process your photo describes work

Credit – give yourself credit - list your name as the creator of the photograph

About making and choosing the best quality photos

You don’t need more than one good photo for each subject. Select the photo that 
you think demonstrates the story you are telling the best so as not to overload the viewer 
with too many images about the same thing. 

Think about where your photos will be used

Try to use the best film or highest resolution digital equipment you can - do not 
shoot pictures in low resolution just to save space on a memory card, this can 
result in poor quality images

Digital pictures can always be reduced in size if they are for small or web-use

The basic steps for saving a photo for e-mailing or web sites

Step 1 - Open the image in Photoshop

Step 2 - On the “Image Menu”, choose 
“Image Size”

Step 3 - Type the size that you want your 
photo to be seen - for example 10 
cm high by 15 cm wide, click ok

Step 4 - Make sure the resolution is set to 
72 dpi (pixels/inch)

Step 5 - On the “File Menu”, choose “Save 
for Web”, this will open the picture 
in a new widow like the one shown 
on the left

Step 6 - Select the JPEG format that you 
want from the “Preset” drop down 
menu and click “Save”

Your image is now ready to e-mail...

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Using photos to enhance Most Significant Change Stories

Images always help to explain a story. This is why photographs are used in newspaper 
articles. Photographs can help to make a story more interesting and help people 
feel what it is like to be “inside” the story. 

The Most Significant Change Evaluation system described earlier in the chapter can be 
greatly enhanced through the use of photographs. To do this, either the interviewer and 
/ or MSC participants can use photos to document images that explain or represent the 
changes described in the MSC stories.

A big advantage of using photographs is that they can help to improve the feedback 
process. For example:

Photos taken by participants can help to focus the topic of the MSC story

MSC Stories posted on a community notice board together with photographs, will 
make other members of the community more interested in reading the story

Photos taken by Interviewers

Interviewers may choose take photographs to help to explain the Most Significant Change 
(MSC) Stories they have collected.

Photos taken by Participants

Photography can also be a good way to give an 
opportunity to program beneficiaries to express 
themselves. 

With simple instructions on how to use a camera 
and a basic training on photography techniques, 
program beneficiaries can become important 
visual documenters of the changes that are 
being experienced either as individuals or in 
their community. 

Program beneficiaries are asked to express 
through photography what they think represents 
the significant change experienced. The resulting 
photographs then become tools through which 
the MSC stories will emerge.

This “Visual monitoring and evaluation” 
is both participatory and subjective. 
This means that it involves everyone in the 
process while helping to tell the story from the 
perspective of the participants. 

•

•

Project participant shows his buffalo

Trainee’s new home gardens
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The steps for “Visual Most Significant Change (MSC)”

1) Select the “Visual MSC program participants (photographers) - maintaining a 
gender balance

2) Train the selected photographers in :

how to use the camera

basic photography techniques

3) Establish and agree upon a specific time period for the selected participants to 
take their photographs (could be 2 weeks, 1 month, 3 months, 6 months etc.)

4) After the agreed upon time period, collect the films of the photos taken and print 
the results (if using standard film cameras) or collect the camera media cards (if 
using digital cameras) and make prints or digital copies of the digital images

5) Hold a focus group discussion with the participants using the printed photos and 
/ or displaying the digital images. Ask the participants to choose the photographs 
they think represent the most significant or important changes experienced as a 
result of the program

6) Using these selected photographs as a tool, ask the participants to explain:

Why they took the photo

What the photo represents

What is the change represented in the photo

Why is this change considered to be significant or important

7) As a result of this process you will have a significant change story emerging from 
the chosen photographs

8) The photographs and story can then be:

Posted on a community notice board

Shared with the community through a simple publication

The photograph shown and the story read at community meetings

A series of photographs and stories can also be collected / compiled for a 
village-based exhibition

This process provides an opportunity for participatory reporting of significant change, 
which falls outside of the established program goals, outcomes and indicators.

Example of a MSC Photo story

A man took a photograph of his daughter’s wedding and during a 
focus group discussion choose this photo to represent the most 
significant change for him.

The facilitator was confused because the photo just looks 
like a normal social photograph.

During discussion with the program participant the story emerges... Before 
the program the man’s daughter could not get married because he did not 
have enough money. But as a result of the Permaculture program, crop 
diversification opened up new markets for him and his overall family income 
had increased by 30%. Because of this he could afford to organize his 
daughter’s wedding and that, for him, represented a significant change.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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A note about using video for reporting

As with photographs, videos can be a great way to add a lot of interest to a report. 

People say that:

“If a picture says a thousand words, then a video says a million”

Videos can add extra dimensions to your visual reports, for example, participants can be 
interviewed so people can hear their Most Significant Change Stories told in their own words. 

However, making an effective video is not easy. It is a very big undertaking and the 
process of doing so requires time, a range of skills as well as expensive equipment.

Video planning, shooting and editing training is recommended.

If you have video equipment and you are still learning how to use it effectively 
one good idea is to practice using the equipment by filming yourself delivering trainings 
and then view the video with a group of friends and associates to self-evaluate what you 
think you could do to make your facilitation skills more effective.

digital photos used as part of a training Video interviews for MSC Stories

Creative ways to use Visual (Photos) and Audio Visual (Video) Media


