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Using mobile made films for participatory evaluation 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to introduce mobile made films as a new technique for gathering data for 

participatory evaluation that is especially suited for innovative and creative processes. 

In the first chapter I will argue that participatory evaluation using mobile made films is well suited for 

evaluating creative and innovative processes. Then I will briefly argue, that the technology for filming 

and reflecting in ones owns actions is widely assessable, and that the capacity for using these 

technologies is present in most 1st world contexts. Following that, I will show that the use of mobile 

made films is a new phenomenon in evaluation, and that its uses in this regard is limited to providing 

user input. 

After covering the use of mobile made films, I move on to contextualize it within the literature of 

participatory evaluation, where its closes resemblant is the literature on ‘Photo elicitation’ that in 

itself is a fairly recent technique for purposes of evaluation (Kaminsky 2016). 

Succeeding this contextualization, I make some general methodological remarks on the pros and cons 

of participatory evaluation and what role the evaluator has in this setting. 

Lastly I employ examples of evaluation with photo elicitation in respectively positivist, constructivist 

and empowerment oriented ways, to show how mobile made films can be used for these purposes and 

to discus and compare the methodological and practical pros and cons of using mobile made films 

instead of photo elicitation. 

 

 

The problems of evaluating innovative or creative processes 

Today, innovative and creative solutions are in high demand and lots of resources are allocated to 

optimizing existing processes or devising new approaches to old problems. Following these sizeable 

investments, there is an interest in knowing, whether they have produced value or not – some might 

even argue, that innovation cannot be claimed unless it is proven to be implemented and being more 

efficient than the previous solutions (Dahler-Larsen 2016: 3). Behind this line of though hides the idea 

that innovation has to be new, implemented and valuable, and that innovation is the result of an 

innovative process (Dahler-Larsen 2016: 3). The typical way to govern innovative processes is, in the 

fashion of performance management, to focus on outcomes, as it is the case with The European Unions 

guidance on methods and practises of evaluation innovative processes (Technopolis Group & Mioir 

2012). This approach is, however, wanting in focus the on the process, which limits the knowledge 

attained to confirm that the resources were well spent, and that the project can be duplicated in a 

similar context. If knowledge on the process was obtained, the effective processes could be located 
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and spread to multiple projects in multiple arenas, thus increasing the scope of the innovative 

measure. 

 

The problems with evaluating the process is that the evaluator has to follow the process closely, which 

might inhibit the experimentation required of the participants to create innovation in the first place. It 

might also induce fear and a feeling of being watched, therefore leading to either: passive non-

cooperation (Wilderman, 1979), refusal to fill out forms (Hawkins & Sloma, 1978), through the 

concealment of information (Perloff & Perloff, 1977) or gaming of the evaluation (Heinrich & 

Marschke 2010). Even if the evaluated part concedes in being evaluated, it is very time-consuming 

effort, on the part of the evaluator, to follow the processes and it might also be harder for the evaluator, 

as an outsider to the process, to observe and recognize decisive moments. 

Participatory evaluation in general and evaluation with mobile made films in particular provides a 

solution to these kinds of scenarios as it ensures that: (1) corporations or citizens are engaged in the 

evaluation in a natural and unobtrusive manner, (2) many points of views from within the 

organization are given, and (3) it reduces work on the part of the evaluator, as the participants can 

generate the data themselves. This way the participatory approach adheres to the proportionality 

principle of innovative evaluation proposed by the Danish professor in evaluation Peter Dahler-Larsen, 

who states that, there has to be proportionality between then scope and intrusiveness of the evaluation 

compared to the size of the project evaluated (Dahler- Larsen 2016: 22). Since innovative processes 

often are carried out on small scale before scaling up, the low cost and non-obtrusiveness of evaluation 

with mobile made films provides a viable way of addressing the problems of evaluation of innovative 

and creative processes. 

With this in mind, I will now turn to the description of the status of mobile made films, and its 

relations to the literature of participatory evaluation. 

 

 

The blossoming use of mobile made films in everyday life 

Mobile made films is, as the name implies, films recorded with a camera phone or other transportable 

devices capable of filming, that one would carry around for everyday use – hence also called pocket 

films. This definition is broad, and consequently mobile made films has many uses, which I will not 

endeavor to include into a taxonomy. Instead I will settle for a mentioning of the most obvious uses of 

the technology to make an argument for the proliferation of the technology and the capacity to use it, 

and then I will proceed to a mentioning of the cases that comes closest to using mobile made films for 

purposes of evaluation. 

The rapid rise of platforms for mobile made films such as Youtube, Snapchat and Vine reveals  the massive 

interest and willingness to engage in this form of communication. The technological revolution has enabled 
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digital communication to shift its form and scope from a limited one-way top-down communication to a 

flooding amount of two-way and bottom-up communication, thus lowering the economic and technical 

thresholds of participation and circumventing possible attempts at censorship. This being a fairly recently 

development, mobile made films has just barely begun to branch out from its initial and experimental phase 

of countless Vlogs and Podcasts to more specific uses in cinema, education, advertising and early 

documentation and evaluation, etc. 

In Cinema, festivals dedicated to mobile made films are multiplying (see i.e. Pocket Film Fest 2016 or 

SmartFone Flick Fest 2016). In Denmark, we witness a spread of the method into other arenas, due to 

a Danish based film production company called Lommefilm(2016) (Pocket films) that are working 

with a wide range of external partners and thereby applying the method to other fields. In education, 

where Lommefilm are primarily focusing, they find that the approach engages the pupils in different 

ways than normal teaching, and that the form brings different perspectives to the table. In advertising, 

Lommefilm has worked with campaigns on cancer, bullying and alcohol consumption, where the use 

of mobile made films gives a voice to the users, so their perspective is more directly transmitted 

contextualized, compared to what would have been the case with a more staged advertising spot. 

Finally, Lommefilm has cooperated with the Danish state and municipals in order to provide user 

perspective on given themes. Most notably, they worked with employment management of Aarhus 

Municipality in order to provide user input on the transition from work life to retirement, which is the 

use of mobile made movies that bears the greatest resemblance to evaluation. These efforts, in spite of 

their innovativeness, are far from being classified as evaluation proper, which has to with the demand 

for a systematic approach to data collection and analysis, as Vedungs widely acknowledged definition 

prescribes: 

"Evaluation is a systematic, retrospective assessment of the implementation, performance and outcome of 

public policy that is intended to play a role in practical decision-making." (Vedung 1998). 

There is, however, an entire literature committed to incorporating user input into evaluation, while 

ensuring that the knowledge produced is grounded in a design, which ensures systematic data 

gathering and analysis. 

This literature is called “participatory evaluation” and in the following I will shortly sketch its key-

components, before situating evaluation with mobile made films within this literature, and analyzing the 

methodological prospects and pitfalls of such an approach 

 

 

Participatory evaluation 

Participatory evaluation is evaluation that to different extends integrate the participants of the project 

in the evaluation process, which is why similar practices are found under labels such as: democratic 

evaluation, empowerment evaluation, developmental evaluation, and various forms of action research 
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(King 2007: 83). 

 

A key distinction from other literatures on evaluation is the focus empowerment and user 

involvement (Papineau & Kiely, 1996, Lennie 2005, Smits 2009) that is found to be neglected by 

traditional outcome oriented evaluation (Chouinard 2013: 238-240). 

 

This view is particularly emphasised within the branch of participatory evaluation literature called 

transformative evaluation, where even the goals of the evaluation is co-created with the participants and 

the aim is on empowerment and increasing the evaluation capacity (Lennie 2005). 

 

There is, however, also a branch of the literature on participatory evaluation called practical 

participatory evaluation that differs from transformative participatory evaluation because the goals 

for the evaluations is set in advance, thus mirroring Robert Stakes’ distinction between preordination 

and responsive evaluation (Stake 2004). Although the focus is less on empowerment and democratic 

involvement, it still takes place, and the focus on documenting is highlighted since the goals are set 

from above. These goals might be process oriented or outcome oriented, and the instructions for the 

corps of participatory evaluators will vary in relation to the type of goals sought answered, and the 

methodologies for the data analysis will vary as well, which I will further explain in the subsequent 

chapter on methodology. 

 

Another way to conceptualize the difference between transformative and practical participatory 

evaluation is to consider for whom the evaluation is conducted. For transformative evaluation, the 

evaluation process is meant to benefit all the participants in the project evaluated, through a sense of 

empowerment and purpose. In the case of practical evaluation the evaluation is conducted to give the 

responsible leaders knowledge on whether to continue, dismantle, change or increase the effort (Dahler-

Larsen 2016: 40) 

 

It is, furthermore, possible to distinguish between other dimensions of participant integration, as it is 

relevant whether all or a selected group of participants is included in the evaluation, and whether 

these are only consulted or integrated on a deeper level (King 2007: 84) 

 

In the following chapter, I will highlight the methodological benefits and potential pitfalls of using in 

participatory evaluation, and following that, describe how the role of the evaluator has to change 

accordingly. 

 

Methodical considerations 

The typical methodological advantage of a participatory approach to evaluation is the ability to gain more 
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reliable and comprehensive data, or even getting data at all. These matters are addressed in the literature 

on “evaluation capacity” (Lennie 2005) or “propensity to evaluate” (Smits 2009) that stresses, that 

evaluators depends on non-evaluators in securing the data required for evaluation, and that it is a well-

known problem, that the non-evaluators can resist evaluation through: passive non-cooperation 

(Wilderman, 1979), refusal to fill out forms (Hawkins & Sloma, 1978) or through the concealment of 

information (Perloff & Perloff, 1977). 

The choice to include non-evaluators in the process of evaluations might mend these problems by making 

the evaluation more usable and meaningful for the involved parties (Rebien 1996), and thus 

increasing the propensity for evaluation in the short run (Smits 2009). In the long run the involved 

citizens might learn about evaluation and its uses, and thus be more willing to engage in later 

evaluations (Bowen & Martens 2006). 

On the flip side participatory evaluation has to deal with problems derived from including amateur 

evaluators that are a part of the process, which is being evaluated. The amateur evaluators might not 

be properly qualified in collecting the right data in the right ways (Amsden & VanWynsberghe 2005) 

and participatory evaluation has a tendency of creating a celebratory bias, because the evaluators are 

committed to the process itself (Papineau & Kiely, 1996). 

 

 

The role of the evaluator 

To reap the benefits and avoid the pitfalls mentioned above the evaluator have to play a different role, 

than he would usually do, which I will explain below. 

The problem of relying on participants, that are effectively unpayed volunteers with some affective 

connection to the project they are evaluating, can be dealt with by focusing on what motivates and 

what creates resistance to evaluation – in the literature this is termed propensity to participatory 

evaluation (Smits 2009). 

In comparison to trained evaluator personnel, participant evaluators will not possess the same level of 

education on evaluation and methodology. This will most likely decrease the reliability of the data, as 

they might report on issues irrelevant to the evaluation or answer different sub questions, where a 

consistent focus was needed. The evaluator therefore needs to guide the participants on what to look 

for and report, to mitigate this lack of formal training. 

Furthermore the participants can meet technological barriers in uploading their material to the 

research servers, so this has to be trained as well. 

Some barriers might be motivational or have to do with preference, as participants might prefer using their 

time and energy on the primary activities of the project, thus under prioritizing the evaluation. They might 

also be unmotivated for more general reasons of not seeing the use in evaluation, or the resistance might be 

engrained in the culture of the group or organization (Smits 2009). These barriers might lead to dropout or 
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other insufficiencies in data, and they can be hard to mitigate, as the most typical form of resistance is 

passive non-cooperation, that is hard to sanction (Wilderman, 1979). The evaluator will therefore have 

to focus on co-creating goals and creating a common mission, that can increase some short term 

propensity to evaluate, but if the initial level of propensity to evaluate is too low, one might be better of 

turning to more traditional forms of evaluating, if evaluating at all, as it takes a while to build evaluation 

capacity (Smits 2009) 

 

Another problem that is especially relevant when doing participatory evaluation of creative and innovative 

processes is the complexity of the process. The evaluator will design the evaluation based on the main goal 

of the project (Dahler-Larsen 2016: 12), but the project might develop in an unforeseen direction, and 

then the evaluator will have to follow suit (Dahler-Larsen 2016: 14). When an entire corps of participants 

has to be notified and guided for the new measures taken, this is a more complex task, especially since 

they are a part of an on-going process, from which they will not have much time and focus to spare. 

Furthermore the evaluator must still monitor the process close enough to know if the evaluation has to 

change course in the first place. 

 

A way out of this hassle is to give the participants control and responsibility of the entire evaluation, 

but this requires that some of the participants are seasoned in evaluation and it will increase the risk 

of curtailed instrumental use of the evaluation (Papineau & Kiely, 1996). Another option is to notify 

the participants beforehand that they might have to change focus, and have a procedure ready, so the 

change will cause as little confusion as possible. 

 

To sum up, the evaluator must function more as an early planner, motivator and process facilitator, 

when the task of gathering data is given to the participants. 

Now, through the use of examples of previously conducted participatory evaluations, I will show how 

the use of mobile made films can improve participants’ data gathering process in comparison with 

existing ways of integrating participants and doing participatory evaluation. 

 

 

What does mobile made films bring to the table? 

The use of mobile made films makes it possible to integrate the participant in the data gathering 

process in a different and more elaborate way than before, where the participants often where asked 

to take pictures that related to the topic of the evaluation and then reflect upon them in subsequent 

interviews – a method called ‘photo elicitation’ and ‘photo voice’ (Kaminsky 2016). As I will 

demonstrate in the following examples, mobile made films can be used to elicit more and better 

information from the participant (Kong et al. 2015), illustrate the structuring of their life worlds 
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(Kaminsky 2016) or create empowerment (Lennie 2005). 

The use of mobile made films can make the subsequent interviews of photo elicitation redundant, as 

the participants themselves can add reflections on the image or film captured in real time. On the 

practical level this reduces the cost of the evaluation, if the instructions to the participant are 

elaborate enough so that later interviews are not needed. Taken to the limit, the participants can even 

produce the final product of the evaluation, be it a report, movie or other ways of presenting the data. 

This way of given control and responsibility to the participants is in line with an empowerment 

oriented approach (Lennie 2005), and it reduces the role and influence of the evaluator to planning 

and process facilitation (Westlander 2006). 

The methodological concern as to how much the evaluators affect the situations that they document is 

also most likely to improve. In political science the question is often framed as “social desirability bias” 

(Krumpal 2013), whereas in anthropology and other sciences that relies on observation it is framed as 

the problem of being the “fly on the wall/going native” (Elklit & Jensen 2012: 139). Common to these 

ways of posing the question is the extent to which the data gatherer imposes the gaze of the other on 

the evaluated situation, and thus to which extend the respondents strategically or politely tailor their 

response to, what they think, is the purpose of the evaluator. The respondents can also press their own 

agenda, if they perceive an incongruence of goals between themselves and the evaluator. 

Empowerment oriented and participatory evaluation seeks to mitigate this problem and increase the 

propensity to evaluate by co-creating goals and establishing common ground between evaluator and 

evaluated. This reduces the uncertainty regarding the intentions of each party involved (Smits 2009). 

Furthermore these concerns are mitigated, as the participant evaluators are a part of the process 

themselves, and are thus native, as natives can be. They do, however, have to ask the questions 

imposed on them by the evaluators, and in that way they can inhabit the gaze of an outside other, 

which might elicit unnatural responses. The extent to which this is the case must be discussed in each 

specific evaluation, as this might vary in accordance with the amount of common ground gained 

between the evaluators and the participants, and the character of the questions asked. 

 

 

Examples of how mobile made films can be used for different types of evaluation 

This use of mobile made films can be used serve to different regimes of evaluation, which comes down 

methodological differences in how knowledge is attained from the data generated. In the following 

examples, I will illustrate how mobile made films can be interpreted as factual, fictional or 

performative, that reflects respectively a practical participatory approach that focuses on outcomes, a 

practical participatory approach that focuses on process, and a transformative participatory approach 

that focuses on enacting new power relations. 
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Outcome oriented participatory evaluation with mobile made films 

In Taryn Kong et al.’s (2015) evaluation of land management in South Africa, they first interview local 

farmers on their land management practices and understanding, and then they equip local farmers 

with a digital camera, in order for them to take pictures of their lands. A couple of days hereafter, they 

then return to let the farmer interpret his pictures in a second interview (Kong et al. 2015: 227), and 

they find that the photo elicitation and photo-voice technique provides them with more than 50% 

extra details and new information on land management (Kong et al. 2015: 219). The fact that that 

participatory data gathering enhances the quality of their initial data points to the positivist utility of 

participatory methods in general and evaluation with mobile made films in particular, because “a 

photograph can depict the structure of a plant community instantly and precisely, when it may take 

many words to capture the same information without a photograph” (Kong et al. 2015: 225). The 

photograph is thus valued as a more accurate depiction of reality than the spoken words of the 

interviews, in the sense that they structure the interviews around the factuality of the image. This way 

the researchers get a factual point of reference, which “enhanced researchers’ understanding of 

participants’ knowledge and perspectives” (Kong et al. 2015: 225). 

This is in line with one side of the divide in interpreting visual material as factual, where “the camera never 

lies” (Rose 2007: 15), and formally this type of visually analysis is called ‘content analysis’. In this type of 

inquiry the aim is, in a methodologically strict way, to quantify the contend of the visual material, in order 

to discover patterns across multiple cases and extract the data of the image (Rose 2007: 59-60) 

In sum, this examples speaks for the utility of mobile made films in a positivist inquiries, because videos 

and ‘on the spot’-reflections can give a direct depiction of reality that are not as obfuscated by 

interpretation and hindsight bias (note), than post-hoc interviews are. 

 

 

Process oriented participatory evaluation with mobile made films 

Where Kong et al. (2015) uses photo elicitation to measure outcome (the farmer’s acquired knowledge 

and techniques on land management), Jessica Kaminsky (2016) uses the technique to focus on process, 

as she studies the lived experience and life world of the users of infrastructure in third world 

countries. There is, thus, a qualitative difference in the object of study. In Kong et al.’s (2015) paper 

the object of study is more directly measurable, as they are interested in knowing which techniques 

for land management the farmers know, and the use of photographs mostly functions to ensure the 

validity of the respondents claimed abilities in the interview, and to elicit information, that the farmers 

have forgotten to mention. 

In Kaminsky’s (2016) study of why infrastructure goes unused in third world countries, she uses 
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photo elicitation to grasp the contextual lived experience of infrastructure use (Kaminsky 2016: 951). 

Participant’s pictures of newly build infrastructure, is used to probe reasons for the lack of use of 

infrastructure from within their cultural context and the meaning attributed to this infrastructure by 

the local community. In accordance to her expectations, she finds that a strictly utilitarian approach is 

not enough to understand the disuse of NGO build infrastructure, instead it is important to understand 

and integrate the infrastructure into the everyday structure of normative and cultural meaning in the 

community, if the infrastructure is to be used (Kaminsky 2016: 953). Methodically, she is using 

participatory material to answer questions of causal mechanisms of ‘how and why’ in contrast to Kong 

et al.’s (2015) focus on questions of ‘which and how many’ that concerns causal variance. She does this by 

regarding the visual material as fictional, or at least always framed and narrated, rather than factual. This 

enables a shift from a focus on what the contend is, to how the content of the image relates to each other 

and there which meaning each element has – in short, a semiotic analysis (Rose 2007: 74). 

This process oriented approach on meaning making can also be applied to evaluation with mobile 

made films, as the audio-visual nature of mobile made films enables the participant to capture a 

situation while at the same time reflecting on its meaning. This simultaneous reflection on the image 

will distance the image further from its presumed factuality, and highlight the meaning each element 

has in relation to the cultural context it is embedded in. The methodological risk with this approach, is 

that the reflections made might not be as thorough as would be the case, if an interviewer probed the 

reflection until he was sure he got around surface layers and implied answers by forcing “stupid and 

outside” questions upon the narrative at hand (Edwards & Holland:78). 

In a creative or innovative process, films and reflections can be captured consecutively within the 

course of the project. This way it is possible to document the life world and lived experience of the 

participants, but also to locate when, and for which reasons, they change their perspectives, which is 

often the aim of creativity and innovation. 

This, however, requires a theoretical expectation of which events are expected to effect a change in 

meaning making, and furthermore an overview over the course of events that the project presents. 

That way, the participants can be guided to focus on the events, which are theoretically relevant for 

the evaluation. When change in meaning making happens, then it can be located by process tracing the 

change within the temporal course of theoretically relevant events of the project, and crosschecked 

with the reflections of the participants, in order test whether the change happened for the theoretical 

expected reasons, or if other causes are to be considered (Beach & Pedersen 2012: 236). 

 

 

 

Transformative and empowerment oriented evaluation with mobile made films 

In contrast to the previous two examples the transformative participatory approach focuses on 
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making the evaluation suited for the participants and not necessarily the decision makers. The 

evaluation process thus seeks to improve democratic inclusion, empowerment, and emancipation for 

the participants (Chouinard 2013: 242) 

In June Lennies article (2005), she discusses the potentials and pitfalls of participatory methodologies 

in relation to facilitating and producing empowerment for the participants. She did this through an 

evaluation of a participatory evaluation of a project called ‘LEARNERS’, that aimed at building 

community capacity through the participatory evaluation of new communication and IT technology 

(Lennie 2005: 395). In congruence with the critical theoretical articles on participatory evaluation and 

empowerment, that does not unreflectively consider empowerment and participation a good thing in 

itself (Rebien 1996, Gregory 2000, McKie 2003), she finds that the initiative had empowering effects 

for some and disempowering effect for others. Some learned specific skills about the project; learned 

more general skills on evaluation and coordination; felt they had a say in the process and had increased 

self-esteem, while others did not learn from the project, due to problems of understanding its purpose; 

did feel technologically disempowered; did feel a lack of influence, because of other dominant 

participants conflicting agendas; and some felt a lack of self esteem and frustration (Lennie 2005: 405-

408) 

Some of the problems of transformative participatory evaluation can be mended by the use of mobile made 

films, due to the media’s democratic and intuitive nature. The problems of low self- esteem might not be 

directly mended by the use of mobile made films, as it probably is the result of the process gone wrong. 

Likewise, the problems of the lack of learning due do not understanding the purpose of the project might be 

ascribed to deficient process facilitation. But the problems of technological disempowerment and not being 

heard could be patched by the use of mobile made films, as the of smartphones is already an integrated part 

of most participants’ everyday life, therefore it will not be as big a barrier to evaluation than using a new 

technology for data gathering. Similarly, the problems of marginal groupings or individuals not being heard 

will also diminish as mobile made films is a democratic technology in the sense that each individual has the 

ability to provide input, regardless of the agenda of others in the project. If the editing process is co-created 

too, this might only postpone the conflict, but because the editing phase is more centralised, it is easier to 

facilitate as a project manager, than dispersed data gathering. 

 

 

Conclusions 

In sum, mobile made films is a new technique for participatory evaluation that can be utilized for 

several different methodological and practical reasons. 

Methodologically it can be used in outcome oriented practical participatory evaluation through a 

positivist content analysis of the mobile made films, that can save the time spent for interviews and 

circumvent problems of hindsight bias, due to the immediacy of the reflections made and to elicit 
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more and better information from the participant. For process oriented practical participatory 

evaluation, mobile made films can be used to track when, where and why changes in life world 

structuring and meaning making occurs in a more efficient way, than if the interviews were to be 

conducted by an extern evaluator. Transformative participatory evaluations can also benefit from the 

use of mobile made films, due to the democratic and intuitive nature of the technique that reduces 

problems of disempowerment trough one party dominating the decision making process, likewise 

problems of exclusion due to difficulty in using the technology for evaluation is also reduced, as many 

1st world citizens are familiar with the functionality of smartphones. The technique is also less 

intrusive, as the participants of the project evaluated do not have to relate to the presence of an extern 

evaluator, and take time off for interviews. Instead the participants themselves become native 

observers, and the methodological problem of the act of observing affecting the observation and 

interfering with the project is thus reduced, which makes this type of evaluation especially suited for 

evaluation of creative and innovative processes. 

Practically the technique is more assessable and comprehensive than photo elicitation, as many 

people have smartphones. It is also cheaper than doing interviews, but it is not problem free. It suffers 

from the problems of using volunteers as data collectors, and if the method is to reap the economical 

benefits of skipping the subsequent interviews, the extern evaluator must focus his attention to early 

planning and process facilitation. 

 

These generic problems with participatory evaluation should be considered when choosing with way 

to evaluate a project. But if a participatory approach is chosen, then mobile made films is an intuitive 

and unobtrusive way to engage the participants in evaluation. 
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