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Abstract

This paper examines how inclusive and participatory evaluation can be sustained under the extreme conditions of war
in Ukraine. Drawing on four practitioner perspectives - rapid evaluation, humanitarian assistance, mine action, and
public administration - it argues that participatory approach is not optional but essential for relevance, legitimacy, and
learning. The text highlights the shift from traditional, static evaluation models toward adaptive approaches such as
Real-Time Learning, which enable continuous feedback and timely decision-making. It also explores ethical and
methodological dilemmas, including trade-offs between speed and depth, safety and openness, and data quality and
feasibility. Empirical examples from Caritas Polska and humanitarian mine action in Ukraine demonstrate how
participatory practices can be implemented with vulnerable and traumatised populations. At the systemic level, the
paper discusses the disruption of Ukraine’s data ecosystem and the need for “good-enough” evidence, triangulation,
and rebuilding local statistical capacities. The study concludes that evaluation in wartime must prioritise learning,
dignity, and local agency to support recovery and European integration.
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Poza symulacja interesariuszy: Al jako narzedzie eksploraciji
dokumentéw w ewaluacji polityki migracyjnej

Abstrakt

Artykut analizuje, w jaki sposéb inkluzywna i partycypacyjna ewaluacja moze by¢ prowadzona w ekstremalnych
warunkach wojny w Ukrainie. Na podstawie czterech perspektyw praktykéw - ewaluacji szybkiej, pomocy humanitarnej,
rozminowywania oraz administracji publicznej - pokazuje, ze podejscie partycypacyjne nie jest opcjonalne, lecz stanowi
warunek trafnosci, legitymizacji i uzytecznosci ewaluacji. Tekst wskazuje na odejscie od tradycyjnych, statycznych
modeli na rzecz podejs¢ adaptacyjnych, takich jak Real-Time Learning, umozliwiajgcych biezgce uczenie sie i szybkie
reagowanie. Omawia takze dylematy etyczne i metodologiczne, w tym napiecia miedzy szybkoscig a pogtebieniem,
bezpieczenstwem a otwartoscig oraz jakoscig danych a ich dostepnoscia. Przyktady z dziatan Caritas Polska i
aktywnosci humanitarnej w zakresie rozminowywania w Ukrainie ilustrujg, jak wdraza¢ partycypacje w pracy z grupami
wrazliwymi. Na poziomie systemowym artykut analizuje zatamanie systemu danych i potrzebe stosowania
»wystarczajgco dobrych” dowodoéw oraz odbudowy statystyki lokalnej.

Stowa kluczowe

ewaluacja partycypacyjna, uczenie sie w czasie rzeczywistym, pomoc humanitarna, rozminowywanie, systemy danych
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Background and context

The session, co-hosted by Ukrainian Evaluation Association (UEA), addressed a question that has
become central for the evaluation community since the start of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine:
How can evaluation remain meaningful, ethical and genuinely participatory when it is carried out in a
country living through war, mass displacement and permanent uncertainty?

Ukraine is currently one of the most challenging environments in Europe for planning and conducting
evaluations. Programmes are being redesigned on the move; local partners and target groups are
displaced; physical access to sites is disrupted; and all actors — public administration, civil society,
humanitarian organisations, international partners — are under extreme pressure. At the same time,
expectations around accountability, learning and evidence-based decision-making have not
disappeared; if anything, they have increased, given the scale of humanitarian, reconstruction and EU-
related support.

Against this backdrop, the panel brought together practitioners working in very different parts of this
landscape — programme evaluation, faith-based humanitarian response, humanitarian mine action and
public administration / statistics — to explore how inclusiveness and participation can be protected and
even strengthened in wartime evaluation. Within this setting, the panel asked three core questions:

e How can evaluation remain useful and timely when the context changes from week to week?

¢ What does it mean to be “inclusive” and “participatory” when people are traumatised, displaced
or living under threat?

¢ How can the data and evidence needed for evaluation be rebuilt, especially in view of Ukraine’s
path towards EU membership?

The panel brought together practitioners working in different parts of this landscape — evaluation,
humanitarian response, mine action, and public administration — in order to look at the issue from several
angles. Despite the diversity of these fields, the four contributions converged on a powerful claim: In
wartime Ukraine, inclusiveness and participation are not “nice-to-have” elements in evaluation; they are
core conditions for relevance, legitimacy and learning.

The sections below summarise each presentation and then return to the cross-cutting messages
highlighted by the moderator.

Inclusive and participatory approaches to rapid evaluations and reviews in
the context of war in Ukraine

Evaluating in a constantly shifting context

The talk was grounded in the lived reality of evaluators working inside Ukraine after February 2022:
projects were relocated, partners changed, legal rules were amended, and communities could be
evacuated or cut off from one week to another. Drawing on humanitarian and development experience,
the presentation outlined how:

¢ Project designs and intervention logics may change several times a yeatr;

e Implementation areas become inaccessible or unsafe as frontlines shift and infrastructure is
attacked;

o Key staff are mobilised, displaced, or experience burnout;

¢ Communities receiving support are repeatedly evacuated, split, and re-formed in new locations.

In such circumstances, the “classic” evaluation model — fixed questions, stable logframes, long inception
phases, large representative surveys, and a final report delivered many months after data collection —
becomes very difficult to implement and often fails to deliver timely learning. Evaluations risk turning into
technically solid but practically irrelevant documents. Against this backdrop, the audience was invited to
re-imagine evaluation not as a one-off product but as an ongoing process of real-time learning.
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Real-Time Learning (RTL): from one-off evaluation to continuous learning
Using examples from work, Real-Time Learning (RTL) was presented as a way of keeping evaluation
both responsive and participatory under war conditions. RTL assumes that:

e Evaluation must follow the dynamics of the intervention rather than impose rigid timetables;

e Short feedback loops are crucial — evidence must arrive quickly enough to influence decisions;

e Learning is modular and iterative — questions evolve and methods are adjusted as circumstances
change.

In practical terms, RTL relies on light and flexible tools, such as:

e Brief online or phone surveys with staff, partners, and participants;

e Short semi-structured interviews and focus groups (in person or remotely);
o Simple feedback forms embedded in aid distribution or services;

e Regular reflection sessions with project teams and partners.

Instead of trying to answer all evaluation questions at once, RTL breaks work into learning cycles or
“sprints”. Each sprint focuses on a limited set of priority questions (e.g., “Are we reaching newly displaced
people?” “Which groups are we missing?” “Is our communication channel still working?”), gathers
targeted data, and leads to concrete programme adjustments.

Participation as co-creation, not just consultation

It was also stressed that speed must not become an excuse for centralisation or technocracy. A rapid
process can be deeply participatory if participation is built into the design. Three stages were highlighted
where patrticipation is crucial:

o Defining the questions: Staff, local partners, community representatives, and people receiving
support help identify what matters most at a given moment. This often surfaces issues invisible
in routine monitoring.

¢ Interpreting the data: Data from rapid tools are often partial or contradictory. Joint sense-making
sessions allow different stakeholders to explain patterns, highlight contextual factors, and
challenge premature conclusions.

¢ Validating conclusions and recommendations: Before recommendations are finalised, they are
discussed with key groups to check feasibility, acceptability, and potential unintended
consequences.

This approach treats stakeholders as co-authors of the evaluation, not just respondents. Participation is
about sharing control over the learning process, not just adding a few participatory techniques at the end.

Dilemmas and ethical safeguards
Rapid evaluation should not have been romanticised. There are several dilemmas that must be taken
seriously:

e Time pressure vs. depth — under pressure, “participation” can be reduced to quick surveys or
token meetings, creating the appearance of inclusion without real listening.

e Digital tools vs. exclusion — heavy reliance on online tools can silence those without electricity,
internet, devices, or digital literacy — often the most vulnerable.

e Safety and confidentiality — in war, giving feedback can feel risky. People may fear that critical
comments reach local authorities, armed actors, or powerful stakeholders.

The answer is “methodological humility”: accepting that some traditional ambitions (large samples,
complex designs) are unrealistic, while protecting what really matters — diverse voices, ethical
safeguards, and learning that stays close to those affected by decisions. Methods can be simplified;
people cannot. It can be concluded that rapid evaluation in war is not about doing the same things faster.
It means doing different things: valuing proximity, adaptability, and voice over formal perfection.
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“Ordo Caritatis — The Order of Charity” and participatory evaluation in
Caritas Polska’s assistance projects in Poland and Ukraine

From emergency response to structured learning

It is worth recalling the first weeks and months after 24 February 2022, when Caritas Polska and partner
Caritas organisations in Ukraine were confronted with huge flows of refugees and internally displaced
persons. Local Caritas centres, often based in parishes, suddenly had to provide food, shelter, clothing,
transport and emotional support to thousands of people.

In this context, evaluation was not an immediate priority. Staff and volunteers were exhausted; many
feared that additional questionnaires and procedures would simply take time away from the primary
mission of saving lives and reducing suffering. However, because Caritas is a long-term, community-
rooted actor, questions of fairness, quality, and accountability surfaced quickly:

e Were the most vulnerable being reached, or only those able to arrive at Caritas centres?

o Were services organised in ways that preserved dignity and agency?

e Were there unintended negative effects, such as tensions between refugees and host
communities?

Caritas drew on its existing MEAL systems and Caritas Internationalis Management Standards (CIMS)
to integrate monitoring, accountability, and learning into the emergency response, gradually shifting from
pure crisis response to structured learning.

Local Caritas centres as hubs of participatory feedback

It was emphasised the particular role of local Caritas centres as trusted spaces embedded in parishes
and neighbourhoods. These centres became everyday hubs of participatory feedback, combining formal
tools and informal listening:

e Suggestion boxes and feedback forms, placed in visible yet discreet locations;

e Short questionnaires and QR-code surveys offered after receiving assistance;

¢ Informal conversations during community meetings, support groups or children’s activities;

¢ Thematic meetings with specific groups (mothers with small children, older people, persons with
disabilities, host families, etc.).

What distinguished this from “data collection for reports” was that local teams had real decision-making
power. They could change opening hours, reorganise waiting areas, adjust the content of assistance
packages, introduce psychosocial services, or improve information materials based on what people were
saying. Evaluation was thus tightly linked to everyday management, not only to donor reporting.

Ethical participation with highly vulnerable groups
A substantial part of the presentation focused on highly vulnerable groups, where traditional interview-
based evaluation can be intrusive or even harmful, for example:

e Children in foster care or alternative care, many of whom have experienced separation or
evacuation;

e Persons with disabilities, facing both physical barriers and social stigma;

o Elderly people living alone or without family support.

For these groups, Caritas preferred methods that minimise pressure:

e Careful observation in safe environments (children’s clubs, day centres);

¢ Child-friendly tools such as drawing, storytelling with puppets, or simple emoji scales;

e Psychologist-facilitated group conversations, where participation is voluntary and informed
consent is carefully assessed,;

e Where necessary, proxy feedback from caregivers rather than direct questioning.

To mitigate internal hierarchies and confirmation bias, Caritas also used external monitoring visits and
triangulated information from staff, volunteers, and participants.
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Participation as part of the “order of charity”
This approach may be framed within Caritas’ “ordo caritatis” — the order of charity — which includes:

e Responsibility — being accountable not only to donors, but first of all to people served,

e Subsidiarity — supporting local initiatives and capacities instead of replacing them;

e Respect for dignity — seeing each participant not as a “case” or “data point”, but as a person with
agency.

Within this perspective, participation is more than a technique. It is an expression of solidarity: standing
with people, listening attentively, and being willing to change one’s own practice in response to what is
heard.

Participatory evaluation of humanitarian mine action in Ukraine

Humanitarian mine action in the Ukrainian context

It was stressed that Ukraine faces the largest landmine and explosive ordnance (EO) problem of the 21st
century. UN estimates suggest that almost 140,000 km2 — around a fifth of the country — may be
potentially affected, with contamination that shifts as frontlines and shelling move. In this context, mine
action can be presented as not only technical but also social, political, and ethical. Humanitarian Mine
Action (HMA) is typically described through five pillars: risk education, demining (survey, mapping,
marking, clearance), victim assistance, stockpile destruction, and advocacy. The work discussed during
the presentation is rooted in the first two pillars — risk education and demining — examining both technical
land release and changes in knowledge, behaviour, and perceived safety among people living with
contamination.

Participatory evaluation: Concepts and approaches relevant to HMA

Participatory evaluation means that stakeholders, including affected communities, shape what is
evaluated, how data are collected and interpreted, and how findings are used. It emerged as a response
to top-down, donor-driven evaluation that treated people as data sources rather than partners. Practical
Participatory Evaluation focuses on improving decisions: evaluators work with managers, authorities, and
operators to test assumptions, surface trade-offs (for example, speed vs depth of clearance), and make
findings usable. Collaborative Evaluation goes further on relationship-building and joint sense-making;
evaluation becomes a shared process of dialogue and witnessing rather than inspection. This is
particularly relevant for Explosive Ordnance Risk Education (EORE), where local narratives and lived
experience strongly shape how risk messages are heard and acted upon.

How participation changes HMA evaluation

Standard mine-action metrics — square metres released, hazards removed, people reached — are
necessary but incomplete. It was underlined that participatory evaluation adds the lived dimension: time
parents regain when a safe school route reopens, informal support networks that revive when paths feel
safe, the psychological “breathing space” after years of hyper-vigilance. It strengthens adaptive
management by creating feedback loops that allow operators and authorities to adjust demining
strategies and EORE content in real time as risks, behaviours, and movement patterns shift. Participation
also improves prioritisation and transparency: communities, local authorities, and operators jointly
discuss where to clear first and why progress may be slower than hoped. This builds legitimacy but also
exposes two recurring challenges: keeping people physically safe in or near contaminated areas, and
avoiding evaluation fatigue or renewed mistrust in communities repeatedly approached by external
actors.

Lived realities and implications in Ukraine

In Ukraine, participatory HMA evaluation takes place amid destruction and ongoing threat. Neutral
questions can trigger flashbacks; interviews often occur where no intact houses remain. Under these
conditions, evaluation is never a neutral technical act. It was stressed that trauma-informed facilitation —
anticipating triggers, allowing pauses, validating pain — is essential, and participatory tools like mapping
or storytelling function as recognition, not just data collection. Communities also show signs of crisis
“normalisation”; adapting to danger as a long-term condition. Without participatory dialogue, evaluators
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may misread coping as acceptance of residual risk. Ukrainian evaluators act as trust mediators whose
shared cultural and emotional references lower barriers to honest conversation and shift narrative
authority toward affected people. It was concluded that overall, participatory evaluation in mine action
keeps technical rigor but anchors it in dignity, dialogue, and local ownership. It is not decorative: it is how
we learn whether technical outputs truly translate into lived safety, use, and collective recovery.

Rebuilding data systems and evidence for European integration

Wartime disruption of the data ecosystem

Shifting from sectoral examples to the macro-level, it was examined how the full-scale invasion has
disrupted Ukraine’s already fragile system of public statistics and administrative data, and what this
means for evaluation and evidence-based policymaking, particularly given Ukraine’s EU candidate
status. There were highlighted several layers of disruption:

¢ Interrupted surveys and censuses — many regular household, labour force and enterprise surveys
have been postponed, shortened or only partially implemented;

¢ Non-covered or occupied territories — in some areas, data cannot be collected at all, breaking
time series and making comparisons difficult;

e Displacement of staff and damaged infrastructure — local statistical and administrative capacities
have been weakened,;

e Security-related restrictions — detailed geospatial data and information on critical infrastructure
cannot always be openly shared.

The result is that evaluators and policymakers often work with incomplete, delayed or fragmented data,
especially at sub-national levels.

“Good-enough” evidence and triangulation
It was argued that under these conditions, waiting for perfect data is not an option. Instead, the evaluation
community must adopt a notion of “good-enough evidence,” which means:

e Triangulating multiple imperfect sources — administrative data, partial surveys, NGO monitoring,
satellite imagery, big data and expert judgement;

e Being transparent about assumptions, gaps and uncertainties;

e Using sensitivity analyses to test how robust conclusions are to different plausible values of
missing data.

This does not lower quality standards; it makes uncertainty explicit and manageable, integrating it into
decision-making rather than hiding it.

Rebuilding from below: local statistics and GIS

Looking ahead, it was emphasised the need to rebuild the data system from the bottom up, with a strong
focus on municipal and community-level statistics. Ongoing decentralisation reforms mean that many
decisions about reconstruction, services, and local development are now made at the local level. There
Three priorities were identified:

e Strengthening local statistical capacity — training municipal staff, standardising concepts, and
establishing basic digital infrastructure.

o Developing simple, standardised templates — for collecting local data on population, services,
infrastructure, economy, environment, and war-related damage.

e Building a Unified Geographic Information System (GIS) — integrating local and national data,
administrative records, survey results, and spatial information into a single digital environment.

Such a Unified GIS, currently being developed, would allow Ukraine to track recovery and inequalities
spatially, monitor infrastructure and service provision, and align its systems with EU cohesion policy and
statistical frameworks.



81

Polski Przeglad Ewaluacyjny 1(4)/2025

Data, democracy, and EU accession
Finally, there were stressed the political and democratic dimension of rebuilding data systems:

Reliable, transparent statistics are essential for public trust, especially when large domestic and
international funds are spent on defence and reconstruction;

They enable citizens, civil society and local communities to scrutinise decisions, track
implementation and demand accountability;

In the context of EU accession, alignment with EU data, monitoring and evaluation standards will
be a core element of negotiation and institutional reform.

Investing in data is therefore also an investment in democratic governance and European integration.

Concluding remarks
In final remarks, there were stressed several cross-cutting messages:

Evaluation in wartime must prioritise learning and adaptation, not just accountability. Classic
accountability requirements to donors and taxpayers remain relevant, but if evaluation does not
help programmes adapt and improve in real time, it risks becoming irrelevant in a fast-changing
environment.

Participation is an ethical stance, not just a technique. Whether in Caritas centres, mine-affected
communities or online feedback tools, the key question is whether people truly have a say in what
is evaluated, how findings are interpreted and what is done with them — and whether organisations
are prepared to change course in response.

Local actors and local data systems are indispensable. Ukrainian evaluators, NGOs, municipal
officials and community leaders bring contextual knowledge that cannot be substituted by external
expertise. Without local-level data and perspectives, both evaluation and policymaking develop
serious blind spots.

Dilemmas must be acknowledged rather than hidden. There is no perfect reconciliation of
tensions such as speed vs. depth, safety vs. openness, and data quality vs. feasibility. Honest
acknowledgment of these trade-offs is a precondition for building trust and for joint problem-
solving.

The Ukrainian—Polish and broader European dialogue is mutually enriching. Experiences from
Ukraine push evaluation communities in Poland and across Europe to rethink evaluation in crises,
resilience and just transition. At the same time, European partners bring frameworks and tools
that can support Ukraine’s reconstruction and EU integration.

The session was closed by emphasising that evaluation, when conducted with humility and courage, has
a role to play even in war: it can help improve decisions, strengthen relationships and support a more
inclusive and just recovery. The panel showed that evaluation is not a luxury reserved for peaceful times.
When designed and implemented with inclusiveness, ethics and flexibility, it becomes:

A practical tool for improving programmes under extremely difficult conditions;

A way of recognising and amplifying the voices and agency of those most affected by war;

A mechanism for rebuilding trust and accountability between citizens, institutions and international
partners;

An integral component of Ukraine’s path towards recovery and European integration.

Across all four presentations, one idea kept returning: Evaluation must stay close to people. It must listen
carefully, adapt quickly, and be honest about what it can and cannot know.

In wartime Ukraine, inclusive and participatory evaluation is therefore not only about better methods. It
is part of a broader struggle for dignity, justice and a future in which people have a real say in the
decisions that shape their lives.
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Endnotes

The panel was facilitated by Dr. Olha Krasovska, UEA Board Member, a senior evaluator with over 15
years’ experience in designing, managing and evaluating national and international projects in regional
development, labour markets, local democracy, digitalisation, innovation and R&D, including in conflict-
prone and post-conflict contexts. Olha is active member of European and UK evaluation societies and
NESE Board Member.

The panellists who participated in this session:

Dmytro Kondratenko — Ukrainian evaluator and Board Member of the UEA, with more than 10
years of experience in monitoring and evaluation of humanitarian, educational, and development
programmes. He has conducted over 15 external evaluations (including for UN OCHA and the
OSCE Support Programme for Ukraine), developed M&E systems in fragile contexts such as
Ukraine and Pakistan, and worked extensively on Feedback and Complaint Handling
Mechanisms and Accountability to Affected Populations (AAP). During the panel, Dmytro focused
his presentation on rapid and participatory evaluation in wartime Ukraine;

Magdalena Fac-Skhirtladze — an experienced researcher and evaluator with over 20 years of
professional experience in the NGO sector in Poland and abroad. She has held research,
advocacy and managerial roles in organisations working on education, health, disability and social
inclusion. Since the full-scale war in Ukraine, she has been actively involved in humanitarian aid
as an evaluator and project coordinator; for the past two years she has served as MEAL Expert
at Caritas Polska. During the session Magdalena discussed Caritas’ experience of ethical
participation with vulnerable groups;

Liubov Margolina — a senior consultant and trainer with over 25 years’ experience in the
development and technical assistance sector. She has managed and evaluated projects funded
by a wide range of international donors and, since the full-scale invasion, has been involved in
third-party monitoring and independent evaluations of humanitarian demining projects in Ukraine.
She is a member of the Ukrainian and European Evaluation Societies and holds advanced
degrees in public administration and physics. Liubov focused her presentation on participatory
evaluation in humanitarian mine action;

Michat Sobol — Chief Expert at the Office for Polish-Ukrainian Development Cooperation in
Poland’s Ministry of Development Funds and Regional Policy. He works on Polish-Ukrainian
development cooperation, especially the Ukrainian Facility and capacity-building for Ukraine’s
administration in preparation for EU accession, and is closely involved in work on Chapter 22
“Regional Policy and Coordination of Structural Instruments.” He is a lawyer by training, a PhD
student in social sciences, and a graduate of the National School of Public Administration. During
the panel, Michat discussed rebuilding data systems and evidence for public policy and European
integration.



