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Introduction
The development evaluation sector has had long-standing debates around what decoloniality 
means for the sector (Chilisa & Mertens 2021;  Omosa et al. 2021). In Africa, this has been because 
of the neocolonial nature of the development industry in general and what it means for 
evaluation to operate primarily in this donor-driven context (Auriacombe & Cloete 2019; 
Robinson 2021). This has made reliable and valid evaluation findings difficult to obtain in a 
context where evaluation practitioners often know little about the local culture, political system 
and developmental context within which a programme is being implemented (Tirivanhu & 
Mapitsa 2019).

One of the results of the neocolonial nature of development is that many development organisations 
from the Global North have operational and procurement systems which incentivise the 
appointments of lead evaluators from their country of origin (Denny-Smith  et al. 2019; Kithatu-
Kiwekete & Phillips 2020; Ngwabi & Wildschut 2019). This relegates local evaluators, who may be 
able to provide leadership around contextually appropriate framing for an evaluation to data 
collectors within evaluations that have already been defined in scope and direction (Uwizeyimana 
2021). Linked to this is a long-standing debate within the evaluation sector between those who see 
evaluation as a neutral field of measurement, and promote a technicist approach to evaluation 
(Mouton 2007), and those who argue that evaluation is an inherently political practice (Abma 
2006; Raimondo 2018; Wilson & Howcroft 2005).

Background: Acknowledging the need to transform the evaluation sector in Africa, locally 
generated approaches have been a recent area of contestation for both researchers and 
practitioners. Whilst the need for an African evaluation approach has been well established in 
the literature, there are still significant gaps in a proactive response. One of these gaps is the 
role of indigenous knowledge systems in these evaluation approaches. Indigenous knowledge 
systems have been a priority research area for decades, often in fields of science and technology, 
education and in research methods. Despite these strong overlaps with areas of interest to 
evaluators, there has been relatively little intersection between research on evaluation systems 
and that on indigenous knowledge systems.

Objectives: This article brings together these two areas of research to see what lessons for 
African-rooted evaluation approaches emerge from the body of research on indigenous 
knowledge systems.

Method: To do this, a scoping review was conducted, applying a thematic analysis to literature 
identified for inclusion in the study.

Results: This study found that there is considerable scope for the evaluation sector to draw on 
indigenous knowledge systems research, particularly drawing on process and methodological 
lessons from designing studies, as well as defining power dynamics and critical systems 
approaches.

Conclusion: This analysis can contribute to a needed debate about how to define and promote 
localised, contextually relevant evaluation tools and methods. It can also contribute to building 
a research agenda around African evaluation approaches. 

Keywords: evaluation; critical systems; indigenous knowledge systems; research methods; 
applied research; transforming development.

A scoping review of intersections between indigenous 
knowledge systems and complexity-responsive 

evaluation research

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

http://www.aejonline.org
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8189-8451
mailto:caitlin.mapitsa@wits.ac.za
https://doi.org/10.4102/aej.v10i1.624
https://doi.org/10.4102/aej.v10i1.624
https://doi.org/10.4102/aej.v10i1.624
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.4102/aej.v10i1.624=pdf&date_stamp=2022-07-22


Page 2 of 10 Original Research

http://www.aejonline.org Open Access

The latter school of thought is aligned with researchers 
working on indigenous knowledge systems in that they are 
both premised on a critical systems starting point as 
fundamental to understanding how a programme, project, 
research or data collection process will be framed (Lub 2015). 
Given the linkages between evaluation and programme 
planning and design, programme managers often see 
evaluations as a tool to shift the paradigms espoused by 
development projects (Guyadeen & Seasons 2018). With that 
in mind, many evaluators believe that evaluation can be a 
lever for transformative change in this context, in particular, 
through evaluations that are designed through the paradigms 
of the intended beneficiaries of development interventions 
(Chaplowe & Hejnowicz 2021). However, both practitioners 
and scholars in the sector have struggled to articulate what 
the key processes and characteristics of these approaches 
look like. This has many causes, which will be discussed in 
more detail below. Salient definitions of a ‘Made in Africa’ 
evaluation approach centres on power and hegemony in 
their discussions, but also stops at describing the problems of 
articulating and implementing such an approach (Mbava & 
Chapman 2020; Omosa 2019).

With these commonalities in mind, this research explores the 
intersections between research on indigenous knowledge 
systems and ‘Made in Africa’ evaluation practice. It considers 
what lessons research in the field of indigenous knowledge 
systems holds for defining a ‘Made in Africa’ evaluation 
approach, as well as the possibilities and limitations of 
promoting more synergy between the two fields of enquiry.

This article carries out a scoping review of African research 
on indigenous knowledge systems over the past decade and 
explores lessons that the evaluation sector can take from 
research on indigenous knowledge systems. Through 
creating stronger linkages between these two areas of 
discourse, the article aims to contribute to a wider agenda to 
build evaluation approaches that engage meaningfully with 
indigeneity and the potential of evaluation to pivot 
development planning in the direction of transformative 
paradigms. This article does not describe, synthesise or 
present the content of these knowledge systems, which might 
be an important step in moving from understanding the role 
of these systems to creating the actual tools and processes 
that would define their contributions to specific areas of 
evaluation.

Context of indigenous knowledge 
systems and evaluation
One of the ways in which evaluation aims to contribute to 
development is by influencing the paradigms, definitions of 
success and mental models programme staff members use to   
understand how a change happens (Ofir 2021). As 
development is increasingly viewed as a series of complex 
systems, evaluation has responded with the creation of tools 
and approaches that can navigate this context (Bamberger 
2015). Since the foundation of development evaluation, there 
has been a focus on conceptual evaluation use, and how 

evaluators can facilitate changing the lenses through which 
programmes are planned, designed and implemented. This 
can appear in evaluation practice in a range of ways, from 
challenging neoliberal approaches the public sector may take 
to service provision to developing process steps that shift 
leadership in the evaluation process from commissioners of 
the evaluation to the intended beneficiaries of the programme 
being evaluated (Robinson 2021).

Whilst the study of indigenous knowledge systems is not 
new, both the interest in and volume of research have been 
growing as climate change has highlighted the potential of 
indigenous knowledge to contribute to more sustainable 
approaches (Petzold et  al. 2021). This has been further 
compounded by the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic, which has demonstrated the interconnections 
between ecosystem knowledge, public health and the global 
economy (Sibanda & Ofir 2021). The radical social changes 
brought about by the pandemic have created a space for 
mainstream discussions about different ways of social, 
economic and environmental organising (Patton 2021).

Whilst there is no single definition of indigenous knowledge, 
most of the widely used definitions share three key features. 
The first is that indigenous knowledge has evolved over 
many generations and is historically rooted in a community. 
The second is that it exists in a certain cultural context. Whilst 
this can be difficult to define precisely, and difficult also to 
interpret through intersectional lenses of diversity, it is an 
important feature of indigenous knowledge. The third is that 
it is often geographically bounded in some way (Gadgil, 
Berkes & Folke 202; Oloruntoba, Agolayan & Yacob-Haliso 
2020). Whilst no populations are entirely homogeneous, nor 
entirely sedentary, historically, cultures have formed that 
have been linked to certain ecological systems, and values 
systems, history, spirituality and mythology have been 
impossible to disconnect from ecology, geography and place-
making. Within the evaluation sector, there has been an 
increased interest in indigenous paradigms, particularly 
around the ways in which they frame the success of socio-
ecological systems (Latulippe & Klenk 2020; Thompson 
Lantz & Ban 2020). Whilst indigenous knowledge systems 
research often engages  in the complex power dynamics that 
influence the dynamics of uptake of exclusion of indigenous 
knowledge, it also seeks to contribute to a body of knowledge 
within the technical sector of focus, such as environmental 
science or education. It is this process of generating research 
with a sectoral focus that the evaluation community often 
fails to draw on whilst considering the lenses through which 
programmatic success can be viewed.

There has been a tendency for traditional knowledge to be 
viewed as ‘data’, rather than a different paradigm, and lifting 
specific pieces of information without the worldview from 
which they came makes it difficult to apply an evaluative lens 
appropriately (Casimirri 2003). Inappropriate approaches to 
locating or interpreting indigenous knowledge often lead to 
its rejection because it has been placed in an incompatible 
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system (Tran, Takeuchi & Shaw 2009). As Casimirri (2003) 
highlights, ‘traditional ecological knowledge is only 
considered relevant when validated by Western science’. 
Early literature on indigenous knowledge often viewed it as 
discrete pieces of information, for example, about uses of 
certain plants or of meaning-making in weather patterns 
(Konadu 2007). Over time, the ‘systems’ piece of indigenous 
knowledge has become increasingly important, and the 
discrete pieces of information have been replaced by an 
understanding that this information is located in a worldview 
which encompasses ethics and values, as well as institutional 
and technical components. Figure 1 illustrates what this 
systems approach may look like, including interconnected 
components of data, ethics and values, governance and 
management. This is an important reminder that a specific 
piece of indigenous knowledge cannot be directly imported 
into a Western academic of evaluative paradigm and assessed 
out of the context of original submissions. Rather, significant 
work is needed to ensure that this information is interpreted 
appropriately and located within this system.

A similar shift has taken place in the same time period in the 
literature on evaluations. Whilst evaluation practice was 
initially seen as a discrete entity, over time research on these 
evaluations evolved from considering individual evaluations, 
to systems of evaluation practice that include multiple 
stakeholders and the relationships amongst them (Figure 2).

Whilst neither of the models above are exhaustive in their 
reflections of indigenous knowledge systems and evaluation 
systems, respectively, and whilst they are not identical in 
scope and focus, they do demonstrate the considerable 
overlap in the ways both systemic approaches link the 
technical aspects of data collection and observation to broader 

systems of values and culture, through institutional 
mechanisms of management and governance. The two 
systems differ somewhat in scale and intent, but both grapple 
with common issues of working across sectoral areas and 
balancing multiple stakeholder viewpoints. If any central 
difference could be extracted, it would be that indigenous 
knowledge systems research focuses more on the processes of 
knowledge generation, whilst evaluation systems research 
focuses more on the processes of use. Both, however, are 
concerned about the relational aspects of knowledge and the 
power dynamics within the respective fields. Perhaps a 
second difference worth noting is that much research on 
indigenous knowledge systems is located from the perspective 

Source: Adapted from Parsons, M., Nalau, J. & Fisher, K., 2017, ‘Alternative perspectives on sustainability: Indigenous knowledge and methodologies’, Challenges in Sustainability 5(1), 7–14. https://
doi.org/10.12924/cis2017.05010007 

FIGURE 1: Indigenous knowledge systems.
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FIGURE 2: Diagnosing evaluation capacity in Africa.
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of holders of indigenous knowledge, who are often critiquing 
unequal power dynamics from a perspective of lived 
experience (McGloin 2015; Cornielje 2021). Evaluation 
research, on the other hand, often critiques hegemony from 
the positionality of a ‘neutral’ third party in the development 
space. This gives both areas of exploration a certain legitimacy 
in their voice, although there is much research that still needs 
to be conducted to better understand how positionality, 
identity, indigeneity and other factors are expressed in the 
applied research space (Tirivanhu & Mapitsa 2019).

Indigenous knowledge systems offer a wide range of 
approaches to framing socio-ecological systems in ways that 
challenge conventional models of growth and development. 
However, integrating them into contemporary evaluation 
practice is challenging for a range of reasons, including 
difficulties in accessing this knowledge, their diversity in scope, 
and often the application to contexts which can be different 
from that in which development programming takes place. 
Despite these challenges, they can still play an important role 
in guiding the way development is framed and understood. 
Perhaps most helpfully, the area of indigenous knowledge 
research that considers methods, ontologies and approaches to 
data collection can help the evaluation field centre these 
paradigms as part of a complexity-responsive systems 
approach to development.

Methods
This article adapts a scoping review methodology, with an 
aim to map research on indigenous knowledge systems that 
hold lessons for ‘Made in Africa’ evaluation. The scoping 
approach is designed to identify studies that focus on 
research about indigenous knowledge systems, which could 
include the research on the indigenous knowledge systems 
themselves, should the methodology be sufficiently 
explained and discussed, or could be papers that have an 
explicit focus on research paradigms, processes, approaches 
and techniques. The aim was not to fully review literature on 
the content of indigenous knowledge systems in Africa, 
which has already been done in a range of national-scale 
multistakeholder initiatives (Balogun & Kalusopa 2021), but 
rather to draw a small sample of studies that will allow for 
the identification of points of intersection between 
indigenous knowledge systems research and evaluation 
discourse in Africa.

The study adopted the five-stage framework of Arksey and 
O’Malley (2005) and applied it as described below. First, the 
research question was defined, and a brief protocol was 
developed that included inclusion and exclusion criteria in 
line with the question. Studies that did not either describe or 
reflect on the methods used were excluded, as were studies 
that were exclusively technical in nature, such as listing and 
describing local language names of plant species, for example.

A search was carried out on Google Scholar that included 
components of indigenous knowledge systems research in 
Africa, as well as on South Africa’s Department of Science 

and Technology database, to identify studies that had been 
conducted in English within the last 10 years. This was a first 
step in identifying relevant studies, although it initially 
yielded 168 000 studies. These were extracted into a comma-
separated values (a filetype) (CSV) format and imported into 
Excel to draw a random sample of 250 studies. This number 
was chosen primarily because of practical limits of the 
author’s time and resources and also because the first 50 
studies were reviewed in some detail to consider whether 
there was diversity in terms of geography, sector, gender of 
the author and methods covered. Two-hundred-fifty was 
identified as a more than adequate number to reflect diversity 
in all of these areas, as well as to provide sufficient data to 
map key debates and identify points of intersection.

Studies were reviewed by the author to see whether they 
contained the following relevant issues:

•	 methodological lessons
•	 considerations of power, relational approaches or 

stakeholder dynamics
•	 conceptual or epistemic reflections
•	 reflection on the nature or role of indigenous knowledge 

systems
•	 considerations of indigenous knowledge use.

If the above issues were not present, they were replaced by 
the next available study on the randomisation list until 250 
studies were filled which met the criteria (this required a 
reading selection of 732 studies). These were then appraised, 
based on the identification of lessons that are relevant to 
either evaluation systems or evaluation approaches, and 
were thematically coded. Based on emergent results, the 
data were charted to identify themes. This served to map 
the literature extracted and form the basis for the thematic 
analysis that informed the results and discussion below. 
Whilst thematic coding included the various types of 
diversity that were included in the study, a quantitative 
breakdown to reports by type, sector, theme, etc., has not 
been included in the article primarily because this review 
was not intended to be systematic, but rather to be 
sufficiently comprehensive to map out key points of 
intersections and synergy. Whilst the studies reviewed were 
sufficient to allow for this discussion, they are not intended 
to be either comprehensive or representative of the body of 
literature as a whole.

In addition to looking at research methods and data collection 
approaches as per the inclusion criteria above, there are 
certainly lessons evaluators could learn through an 
interrogation of the indigenous knowledge systems content 
itself. One area this study expressly did not address represents 
the large number of studies where evaluation work and 
research on indigenous knowledge systems have been 
conducted on overlapping or cognate technical fields, such as 
early childhood development, farmer extension programmes 
and more. Any one of these would merit a synthesis review as 
a promising area of future exploration, but the intention was 
not to consider the specific results of the studies in question, 
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but rather to extract methodological lessons that may allow for 
either better integration of indigenous knowledge into 
evaluation process or at least consideration for the experience 
and conceptual lessons of research in this field. Research on 
indigenous knowledge systems and evaluations that have 
been conducted reflected similar sectoral distributions, with 
much research concentrated in education, health and 
agriculture. This coheres to the sectoral distributions of 
evaluation reports in the African Evaluation Database (Blaser 
Mapitsa, Tirivanhu & Pophiwa 2019). Because this review was 
not systematic and followed different search methods and 
inclusion criteria for the development of the African Evaluation 
Database, it would not be appropriate to directly compare a 
sectoral distribution. However, the anecdotal similarities 
suggest that there is significant potential for co-investigation 
within these technical areas.

Results
Synergy, alignment and contestations
What emerged from a thematic analysis of the studies was a 
very clear alignment and integration between literature on 
evaluation systems and indigenous knowledge systems. The 
greatest area of alignment was around similar concerns about 
power involved in both data collection tools and methods 
and also in the methodologies implied by taking a systemic 
lens to both fields – considering and including a reflection of 
the commissioning organisations, the identity of the 
researchers and the participants in the research and locating 
each individual study in a wider values system. These often 
manifest in discussions around elements of participation, 
stakeholder engagement and relational dynamics. There was 
a seemingly shared dilemma around how to address power 
dynamics in the field, including researchers or practitioners 
who are ‘outsiders’ in the data collection process.

There were also certain similarities in the structure of data in 
the field of indigenous knowledge systems and those 
obtained for the purposes of evaluation. In particular, both 
often engaged in a limited number of communities, without 
the ability to generalise results across a wider population. 
This has specific implications for the ways in which evidence 
is drawn on for use in policymaking or programmatic 
design. A range of synthesis tools, such as evidence reviews 
and knowledge gap maps, are currently a popular response 
to research bases which have not necessarily been 
systematised, and there is considerable scope for a shared 
investigation of the potential of these methods in both fields 
(Saran & White 2018).

Both fields struggle with issues of intellectual property and 
data ownership, although the drivers of this differ, and as a 
result, there is a divergence in the way this issue manifests in 
both fields. In evaluations, commissioning agencies often 
legally own the intellectual property of the evaluation, 
despite the evaluator often having a larger stake in 
knowledge production. In indigenous knowledge systems, 
indigenous knowledge holders often should hold the 
intellectual property rights to their knowledge, but the legal 

systems that would enable that are exclusionary in a variety 
of ways, limiting the ways in which these rights can be 
claimed (Lawson & Adhikari 2018). Similarly, Casimirri 
(2003) points to the problem that ‘the way knowledge is 
transferred may vary culturally and much TEK [traditional 
ecological knowledge] research requires that knowledge 
holders breach cultural codes about how and to whom new 
knowledge is given’.

Related to this is the stigma ‘research’ has for many 
indigenous people. In many communities, research is 
(Armatas et al. 2016): 

[A] reminder to many indigenous peoples of colonial excesses 
including the exploitation, extraction, and assumed ownership 
of knowledge, and attempting to overcome this intellectual 
imperialism by blurring the lines between the two intellectual 
traditions (i.e. western science and IK [indigenous knowledge]) is 
unrealistic. (p. 7)

Whilst these areas of synergy between evaluation and 
indigenous knowledge systems research are promising for 
collaboration, there were also numerous points of difference 
between evaluation practice and indigenous knowledge 
systems research. Both have divergent target audiences, and 
the difference in intended use was important in locating the 
studies. Whilst both fields of research often have some 
advocacy objectives in addition to scientific enquiry, these 
were often directed to the academy, in the case of indigenous 
knowledge systems research, and at development industry 
practitioners and policymakers, in the case of evaluations.

What is discussed below is not intended to be a full review or 
synthesis of existing evidence, which would undoubtedly be 
interesting and valuable. Rather, it is a selection of a small 
number of studies that can illustrate certain themes and 
trends in research on indigenous knowledge systems, and 
within these, areas of synergy can be identified with the 
research agenda on African evaluation systems.

Need for an integrated approach
There are many factors that point towards a need for lessons 
from indigenous knowledge systems to be prioritised by 
complexity-responsive evaluation approaches. One of them 
is that an intersectional approach to rights in development 
demonstrates the need for power to be challenged from 
multiple perspectives (Hankivsky & Cormier 2011). A second 
factor is that there is a demonstrated need in research for 
diverse, complexity-responsive models to transform socio-
ecological systems (Biggs et al. 2021). Finally, there is a unique 
opportunity right now created by the convergence of multiple 
crises. This has created a space for listening amongst many 
stakeholders in evaluation systems building.

Both development evaluation systems and indigenous 
knowledge systems are explicit about challenging power 
structures as part of a transformative agenda. In the field of 
evaluation, part of this evolution has been considering a 
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number of cognate fields beyond evaluation practice, 
including evaluative thinking in management, for example. 
Research on indigenous knowledge systems often speaks 
about this expanded approach to evaluation. As Levac et al. 
(2018)  frame this:

[W]hen undertaken in a way that does not merely ameliorate 
conditions of inequality, but redresses them, multi-epistemic 
scholarship changes not only how we work (our methods), and 
how we talk about or share our work (knowledge mobilization), 
but also how we exist as reflexive and relational beings. (p. viii)

Feminist research has, since its inception, been based on using 
tools and methodologies of research to transform power 
dynamics, which means it has important lessons for both areas 
of enquiry (Bamberger & Podems 2002; Weerawardhana 2018). 
Often in feminist evaluation research, it can be superficially 
challenging to pull apart a programme with planned results 
that are feminist in nature or benefit women and an evaluation 
methodology that can encourage feminist outcomes for 
programmes not specifically working towards gender justice-
related results (Jansen van Rensburg & Mapitsa 2017). 
Similarly, there are many projects and programmes that aim to 
benefit indigenous communities or promote intersectional 
strengthening of socio-ecological systems. This is distinct from 
using a lens of indigenous knowledge to evaluate a programme 
that may have other technical or sectoral objectives. Both 
evaluation systems research and indigenous knowledge 
research grapple with separating an epistemological lens for 
approaching a topic, from the topic itself.

A second consideration is the current importance of framing 
evaluations in a way that is simultaneously contextually 
responsive and systematically framed (Reynolds et al. 2016). 
The confluence of climate change, COVID-19 and rampant 
inequality has meant that the intersecting and collective 
nature of global development problems must be centred on 
values-driven evaluation (Gullickson & Hannum 2019). 
Whilst indigenous knowledge systems cannot single-
handedly solve this challenge, the contextual diversity from 
which indigenous knowledge emerges, combined with 
systemic worldviews being common in many approaches, 
means that this holds promise for being particularly relevant.

Finally, there is growing recognition, both within the evaluation 
community and more broadly, that traditional approaches to 
development, be they the system of international aid, more 
localised national development planning or even 
multistakeholder initiatives like the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), are failing to shift the underlying causes of 
poverty and inequality, let alone shift global trajectories 
around climate change (Forestieri 2020). Reconciliation 
requires mutual learning (Levac et al. 2018), and the context is 
currently open for this learning to take place.

Barriers to integrating indigenous knowledge 
systems research into evaluation
There are significant barriers to integrating indigenous 
knowledge systems research approaches into evaluation. 

Some of them are barriers that are linked to the characteristics 
of indigenous knowledge, and these pose a challenge to its 
use across sectors, not only to evaluations. Data quality is 
often described as having the following requirements: 
completeness, validity, timeliness, consistency and integrity 
(Sebastian-Coleman 2013). By its nature, data stemming from 
indigenous knowledge systems face challenges to meet data 
quality standards. Chronic under-investment and contestation 
by hegemonic powers have meant that indigenous knowledge 
is rarely complete. Linguistic and geographic barriers to 
collecting indigenous knowledge, in addition to the systemic 
exclusion of indigenous people from centres of knowledge 
production, mean that gathering indigenous data is rarely 
timely. The context-dependent nature of indigenous 
knowledge is not always consistent; Sharma (2021) refers to it 
as ‘the heuristic of the everyday’. This can be at odds with 
needs for comparability and compatibility of many kinds in 
data sets – linguistic, digital, legal, etc., and these are not 
often feasible for indigenous knowledge systems to meet, 
precisely because of the different purpose and paradigm for 
which these systems exist.

In addition to the factors above, there are additional barriers 
that are unique to an evaluation context. One of the more 
central challenges is that evaluations are often specifically 
designed with a use focus in mind (King & Alkin 2019). This 
means that the paradigms and worldviews of the 
commissioning organisations are centred on evaluation 
planning processes, and these are often at odds with 
indigenous  worldviews. Furthermore, many people and 
organisations experience ‘confirmation bias’ and tend to be 
more willing to accept evaluation results that reflect their pre-
existing worldviews (Dickinson 2020). This makes it particularly 
challenging for marginalised paradigms to be taken up more 
broadly (Castleden et al. 2017) and requires, as Wilson (2008) 
says, ‘deep listening and hearing with more than the ears’.

Pre-existing notions of which paradigm should lead the 
evaluation agenda are not only built into evaluation planning 
processes, they are often institutionalised bureaucratically in 
development organisations. Notions of who should be an 
evaluator and what kinds of organisations hold the legitimacy 
to bid for evaluation projects often hold back indigenous 
evaluators from leading the thought process on evaluations, 
even when these people are part of the community of 
intended beneficiaries (Cram & Mertens 2016; Van Rensburg 
& Loye 2021).

A further difficulty in integrating indigenous knowledge 
systems research into evaluation arises from their common 
‘sectoral agnosticism’. Whilst both fields hold a certain 
transdisciplinarity and focus on contextually relevant 
methods in common, there are also disciplinary norms and 
contextual diversity that make it difficult to share lessons, 
methods, approaches and paradigms across individual 
topical and geographic areas. This was described in a recent 
meta-analysis of studies on indigenous knowledge in climate 
adaptation that described the work on the subject within the 
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as 
‘regionally heterogeneous and thematically generic’ (Petzold 
et  al. 2020), highlighting the challenges of building a deep 
understanding of highly localised beliefs and practices 
through the aggregation of multiple local approaches. 
Similarly, Sharma (2021:35) points to the challenges of 
engaging with the variations in indigenous knowledge by 
articulating the challenge of neocolonial knowledge 
production ‘as a uniform system of oppression rather viewing 
it as dispersed practices that have produced hierarchies and 
silences’. Various scholars have defined and aggregated these 
approaches in different ways, but they have been consistently 
difficult to scale or apply across contexts, precisely because 
they are so embedded in individual cultures, programmes or 
situations (Gaotlhobogwe et al. 2018).

And finally, one of the biggest challenges to integrating 
indigenous knowledge systems into evaluation is that many 
systems of knowledge are virtually, by definition, difficult to 
access, simply because of their nature. As shown in Figure 3, 
the characteristics of indigenous knowledge remain the same 
whether this knowledge is mobilised for research or 
evaluation. This knowledge may exist in languages that are 
not often translated or do not exist in written form. They may 
be deeply embedded in a cultural context that has not been 
described in detail, and they may be held by communities and 
difficult to extract from their unique contexts. In fact, 
researchers who are not from the community may not even 
know what form the knowledge takes, whether it is through 
cultural rituals, oral histories, various forms of art, written 
archives, intergenerational lessons and more. Even if this is 
known, these diverse forms of knowledge vary in the ease of 

capture and translation into academic norms. These challenges 
are not insurmountable, and many of the studies provide 
strategies, tools and approaches for carrying out research 
despite these challenges. For example, ‘[t]he absence of 
documentation which seems to be regarded as a setback for 
perpetuation of IKS may be resolved through audio and video 
tapes’ (Hlalele 2019).

Considerations for theory and practice
Research on indigenous knowledge systems has the potential 
to contribute significantly to ongoing exploratory research 
about African evaluation methods and approaches. There is 
a clear need for further synergy and joint exploration. This 
will be made easier by the number of shared views 
around power imbalances in current development practice, 
an  acknowledgement that most formal structures of 
knowledge  generation are exclusionary and a commonly 
voiced critique over the exclusion of indigenous people, as 
well as people with other intersectional identities, not only 
from formal  institutions of knowledge generation but also 
from institutions where this knowledge is used for decision-
making (Sylvain 2014).

What both disciplines bring are a multitude of tools and 
approaches that can be used to centre and value indigenous 
knowledge in the research or evaluation process. These 
include well-documented methodological choices such as 
appreciative inquiry and participatory approaches. However, 
they go further than this to take a systemic view of the data 
collection process and intentionally interrogate the power 
dynamics at each node of this process. The identity of the 
research, entry points to the community, the selection of 
participants in research, the ownership of the data and so 
on – all these are areas that require more joint exploration by 
evaluators and indigenous knowledge systems researchers.

Concretely defining and advancing a ‘Made in Africa’ 
approach to evaluation will require some level of defining and 
synthesising a range of worldviews that hold certain common 
characteristics, some of which may be undefined or 
contradictory. This is a task that should be done with some 
care, because there are risks of dichotomising African and 
Western worldviews, which is certainly not the nature of 
contemporary knowledge in the region. Furthermore, it risks 
romanticising some possibly unknowable ideal that was likely 
developed to reflect a social and ecological order very different 
from the one that currently exists. Finally, it risks homogenising 
indigenous communities, which have contestations over 
power, voice, authority and narrative in their own contexts. 
The challenge of contextualising indigenous knowledge in the 
current evaluation landscape is one that should be approached 
with genuine listening (Latulippe & Klenk 2020).

There is a further risk that the process of accessing indigenous 
knowledge for the goals and objectives of strengthening the 
development evaluation sector will be extractive, however 
well-intentioned the process. The processes of co-production, 
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Machinery, Shenzen, China

FIGURE 3: Contextual challenges to the integration of indigenous knowledge 
into research and evaluation systems.
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intentional listening and building on indigenous research 
methodologies will be critical for mediating this risk (Chilisa 
2019). This is framed by different texts in different ways. For 
Gillespie et  al. (2020), ‘[a]ccountability is a core aspect of 
relationship and concerns how we respect and maintain 
balance in our relationships and honour the responsibility 
that comes with fulfilling our relationships’.

Mostly absent from the studies on indigenous knowledge 
systems, surprisingly, were reflective inputs on ethics. Whilst 
this is an area of considerable research focus globally, it has 
been significantly overlooked in Africa. There is scope for 
global exchange around this issue, but it should not be 
neglected.

Significant work has been conducted to describe 
methodologies and processes that are appropriate for 
culturally responsive evaluations, as well as indigenous 
methodologies that describe processes of access and 
description (Goforth et  al. 2021). However, less has been 
done to reflect on how these methodologies have been 
applied in the specific community context of the study. 
Furthermore, rigorous comparative work would help build 
an evidence base on methodological appropriateness in 
different contexts, or for different purposes. Whilst the 
researcher identity is undoubtedly enabling for some 
purposes, it may be a barrier for others, similar to the ultimate 
use objectives of the study.

Finally, processes of participation and co-creation have 
been central to building an intersection between evaluation 
and traditional knowledge systems (Dahler-Larsen & 
Mbava 2019). Such processes would no doubt be even 
more promising at the intersection of evaluation and 
indigenous knowledge systems research. It would not 
only centre and legitimise indigenous knowledge in 
evaluation process, but it could also be a transformative 
lever within the evaluation space itself, allowing emerging 
evaluators, indigenous evaluators and others to contribute 
to evaluation debates.

Conclusion
Indigenous knowledge systems research cannot necessarily 
transform the evaluation landscape in Africa, but they have 
an important role to play in helping define a contextually 
relevant approach. The value it holds for evaluation research 
is clear, despite a range of barriers that pose a challenge to 
their application and uptake. Indigenous knowledge systems 
research is also uniquely located to contribute to the ongoing 
‘Made in Africa’ evaluation discourse, which would benefit 
from a process of co-creation.

One of the most promising tools that can link indigenous 
knowledge systems research with the evaluation sector is the 
rich body of work that speaks about processes, methodologies 
and approaches that help researchers, whether indigenous or 
nonindigenous, access these knowledge systems. Given the 
challenges of describing, synthesising and applying such a 

wide range of paradigms and the risks that come with over-
simplifying a diversity of ontological approaches, a process-
based method that can map ways of engagement seems like 
a suitable pathway for the regional evaluation community to 
travel in the process of listening, learning and building 
decolonial approaches.

An area identified for further research is that of sector reviews 
that are carried out jointly in evaluation databases and 
those  of evaluation practitioners across the region. Here, 
collaboration could move beyond methods, processes and 
approaches and look at synthesis work around different 
thematic areas. This could strengthen both areas of practice 
considerably and uncover additional information about key 
questions for both bodies of literature, including the complex 
relationship between the identity of the researcher, their 
relationship with the community in question and the research 
results themselves. 
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