Notes: Algorithmic Tokenism vs. Digital Marema-Tlou: Decolonizing AI in Evaluation
Webinar summary
Quick recap
Thabiso Lakajoe led a discussion on algorithmic tokenism in AI-enabled evaluation, focusing on how AI systems can miss important community voices and cultural context when collecting and analysing data from beneficiaries. The conversation featured examples from a water project in Lesotho where participants like Mmamosa and Temba from KwaZulu Natal provided nuanced responses that AI might struggle to fully understand without proper context and translation. Thabiso explained the concept of algorithmic tokenism, where community voices become mere data points rather than being properly understood, and introduced a proposed African framework called "Digital Marema-Tlou" with principles including "listening before measuring" and community validation. The discussion highlighted the importance of involving communities in both the design of evaluation questions and the interpretation of results, with participants sharing insights about the challenges of stakeholder inclusion and the need for more meaningful community engagement throughout the evaluation process.
Next steps
Ana
· Incorporate final reflection or workshop sessions at the end of evaluations to allow stakeholders and community members to review and validate evaluation reports before finalization.
· Raise awareness and, where possible, influence commissioners of evaluations to support the inclusion of stakeholders in the validation of evaluation findings and reports, especially when organizational resources or preferences may limit participation.
Thabiso
· Develop and promote guidelines for evaluators to ensure evaluation questions are workshopped, piloted, and validated with community members, beneficiaries, implementing partners, and program staff before evaluations commence.
· Advocate for and implement feedback loops in evaluation processes, ensuring that data, analysis, and reports are shared with and validated by the communities from which data was collected.
Collaboration
· All participants (Thabiso, Ana, Manuela): Before using AI tools in evaluations, proactively assess whose voices, languages, and knowledge may be missing, and take steps to ensure linguistic and cultural inclusion in data collection and interpretation.
· All participants (Thabiso, Ana, Manuela): Encourage the use of Digital Marema Tlou principles, listening before measuring, community validation, linguistic inclusion, context preservation, shared interpretation, and ethical knowledge stewardship in the design and implementation of AI-enabled evaluations.
Summary
Ethical AI in Community Engagement
Thabiso led a discussion on algorithmic tokenism and the importance of using AI ethically in data collection and analysis, particularly in evaluation and community engagement. Participants introduced themselves, with Thabiso sharing her background as the founder of Mphatlalatsane Management Services and an advocate for community engagement. The group discussed the critical question of whether AI can effectively hear and understand people's voices before measuring them in evaluations.
AI Language Challenges in Africa
Thabiso discussed challenges with AI understanding local languages and metaphors used by community members in Africa, particularly in rural areas. He provided examples of responses from beneficiaries like Mmamosa from Lesotho, who used a river metaphor to describe improved water access, and Temba, who mentioned escaping problems at home. Thabiso emphasized that AI systems struggle to capture these nuanced responses and cultural context, which can be problematic for accurate evaluation.
AI in Community Evaluations Challenges
Thabiso discussed the challenges of using AI in community evaluations, highlighting how AI cannot capture complex social issues like domestic violence or neglect without proper context and community input. He explained the concept of algorithmic tokenism, where community voices become data points rather than being meaningfully included in evaluations. Thabiso emphasized the importance of involving communities in the evaluation process through practices like workshops and piloting questions with beneficiaries, drawing from his experience with the Nelson Mandela Children's Fund. He introduced the Digital Marema Tlou framework, which proposes an African approach to AI-enabled evaluation with principles including listening before measuring, community validation, linguistic inclusion, and shared interpretation of data.
Community-Centred AI Evaluation Processes
Thabiso discussed the importance of ensuring that evaluation evidence serves communities rather than just institutions or donors, emphasizing the need for human wisdom to collaborate with responsible AI in evaluation processes. He highlighted the challenge of whether AI can truly understand people before measuring them, noting that AI can only interpret the information provided to it. When asked by Ana about validating interpretations, Thabiso suggested involving community members and beneficiaries through stakeholder workshops to validate data interpretation before finalizing evaluation reports. Thabiso also acknowledged Ana's observation about variations in stakeholder inclusion depending on who commissioned the evaluation, explaining that meaningful evaluations require involvement from the beginning to end and should be understandable to the communities from which data was collected.

