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Purpose of this Strategy
Following the achievements under the Departmental Evaluation Strategy since its launch in 2012, we are 
now embarking on a further five-year Strategy, over 2016–2021. 

The overall objective of the Strategy is to further embed a culture of reflective and evaluative thinking in the 
Department to ensure we get the best results from what we do. It outlines: 

• what activities the Department has undertaken since 2012

• what the Review of the Departmental Evaluation Strategy found in 2015–16 

• what evaluation is 

• why it is important

• where we will take evaluation over 2016–21, and

• how we will measure the success of the Strategy. 

This document is designed to be relevant and useful to Departmental staff, so that we all have a shared 
understanding and commitment to the Department’s approaches on evaluation. 

Brief history of evaluation in the Department 
In 2010 our Department began to develop and strengthen its evaluation culture. This led to the 
implementation of the Departmental Evaluation Strategy that was launched in March 2012, which was 
focussed on building an in-house evaluation capability. 

In its earliest days, the Department focussed on ‘doing’ evaluations. More recently, there has been a shift 
towards:

• training in policy, programme and regulatory logic diagrams

• monitoring and evaluation (M&E) activities, and 

• an emphasis on the use of evaluation mentors.

This has contributed to in-house capability building and supported line areas engaged in evaluation 
activities. 

A review of the Departmental Evaluation Strategy was undertaken in 2015-16. The review found there 
was a very high level of awareness about evaluation; an appreciation of the benefits of evaluation; and an 
understanding about applying evaluative thinking. The Department’s response to these findings is detailed 
in Section 4.
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What is evaluation and why should we do it?
Evaluation is the systematic and objective assessment of a policy, programme, or regulatory activity.  
It normally addresses aspects of efficiency, effectiveness and appropriateness. This leads to well-informed 
judgements about the impact, achievements and/or merit of that activity. 

‘Evaluative thinking’ is about building evaluation questions and critical analysis into policy/programme/
regulatory design and management and service delivery.

In a nutshell, evaluation helps identify the extent to which objectives have been achieved; what went well 
and what could be done better; contributes to continual improvement; and ensures that the Department 
designs, implements and monitors its policies/programmes/regulatory activities.

Evaluations come in a range of forms, shapes and sizes, as shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Forms, shapes and sizes of evaluation activities
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A typical evaluation should have the following features1: 

Oversight and support from Executive Directors and branch heads

• buy in from the top!

Resources

• who is the team of people who will be doing the evaluation work?

A purpose, scope and terms of reference 

• what is the evaluation going to examine? 
• what is in scope (what really needs focussing on) vs. what is out of scope (what might be unachievable or not as 

relevant)? 
• what is the evaluation going to be used for?

A budget 

• how is the evaluation funded?

A timeframe

• when will the evaluation start and finish?

Data and 
information

Data collection

• what supporting data and information needs to be collected to inform the evaluation? This 
will likely provide quantitative evidence.

Consultation

• who needs to be contacted to provide their views to inform the evaluation? This will likely 
provide qualitative evidence.

A final report 

• what did the evaluation find? 
• are things on track, are changes needed, are there better/cheaper/easier ways of doing things? 

A management response

• what is the response to the recommendation(s)?
• who will implement any required changes to address the recommendation(s) and by when? 
• who will then monitor implementation until completion?

A debrief or lessons learned

• what did the evaluation team learn that can be applied to other activities in the Department?
• what did the evaluation team learn that might possibly help in their future evaluations, what might other staff 

doing evaluations in the Department need to know?

1  NB: these features are not listed in order of priority or necessarily in the exact sequence
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There are many references and resources on evaluation and related concepts. We have put together a list 
that is in the Department’s Evaluation Resource Booklet 2016–21 that accompanies this Strategy. 

Evaluations provide information to assist in improving activities, support the shift of resources into other 
activities, or determine if an activity is indeed a good use of taxpayers’ money. They also contribute to 
performance management and the analysis of policies/programmes/regulatory activities. 

Evaluation can answer important questions such as: 

Does the activity remain relevant and appropriate?

Has the activity achieved its stated objectives? ….. i.e. is it effective?

Should the activity be modified, extended or ceased?

Are there better ways of achieving the objectives?..... i.e. is it efficient?

Are there any unintended outcomes? Are these effects positive or negative?

In recent years, greater attention has been given to whole-of-government initiatives to build capacity and 
capability among the Australian Public Service (APS). The Australian Public Service Commission (APSC)’s 
Leadership and Core Skills Strategy refresh in 2014–15, highlighted some gaps and opportunities for 
the APS in the areas of strategic thinking; strategic questioning; generation of options and possibilities; 
gathering of evidence; weighing up alternatives; and developing and implementing plans for strategic 
action. 

The Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 also emphasises the importance of 
government agencies reporting on the achievement of purposes and objectives. 

In 2012, the APSC undertook a Capability Review of our Department. The Review welcomed the recently 
released Departmental Evaluation Strategy and commented positively on the Department’s ‘mindset for 
improvement’. 

The Department’s Workforce Plan indicates that public servants must have the capabilities to make 
insightful, decisive and defendable decisions based on identifying and analysing multiple and competing 
issues, challenges and opportunities. 

This need is reflected in the divisional priorities and business plans, which highlight the need to improve our 
capabilities in strategic and analytical thinking, to effectively use data and information and to develop and 
articulate sound evidence-based policies. 

Participating in evaluation-related activities contributes to the development of good policy, programme and 
regulation. These activities offer staff professional development opportunities, particularly as most of our 
evaluation effort is focussed on in-house capability building. 

Being involved in evaluation-related activities also provides staff the opportunity to engage with change 
management and innovation. This is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Change management and innovation can come from many directions and have  
many influences
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Evaluation Strategy 2016–21
During the next five years, the Department will continue to build on evaluation capacity and capability. 

The success of the Strategy relies on key actions. These actions were introduced in the 2012 Strategy and 
are just as relevant today.

These actions are:

1. Leadership: it is our aim for all Senior Executive Service (SES) to demonstrate commitment to 
evaluation-related activities. We also strive to find ‘champions’ who are willing to promote the benefits 
and use of evaluation across the Department. 

• The Department will continue to encourage leadership and discussion about evaluative thinking. 
The Secretary, Deputies and all SES become evaluation champions, supported by the Department’s 
Governance Unit. 

• Relevant links will be made to the SES Policy Lessons seminar series, and other related Departmental 
events. 

2. Capacity and capability: to ensure we have the right skills and knowledge to plan, conduct, manage and 
utilise evaluation. 

• The Department’s approach to evaluation is flexible and tailors assistance to line area needs. 
 - Training activities provide a common understanding of key evaluation concepts and provide practical 

skills and examples.
 - Line area staff are involved in planning and conducting evaluations.
 - Mentoring assistance provides guidance and support to staff involved with evaluation-related 

activities, including building practical capability.
• The aim is to make reflective and evaluative thinking part of each Departmental employee’s job, also 

creating a sense of ownership, autonomy and responsibility. 

3. Development of resources and tools: to enable staff to work on evaluation-related activities themselves.

• Understanding the work we do, the policy/programme/regulatory objectives.
• Policy/programme/regulatory logic: clearly identifying and agreeing on inputs, outputs and outcomes.
• M&E: establishing a framework to know if we  are on track.
• Evaluation and review: what should it focus on? how will we undertake and manage it?

4. Coordination and governance of evaluation activities

• Evaluation-related activities are supported by a Steering Committee.
• Staff are provided with advice and guidance on evaluation-related activities.
• Roles and responsibilities during the evaluation process are clear.
• Focus is on current priorities and integration of evaluation with other functions such as planning and risk. 

Continual improvement involves looking again in future (proportionately) at the work we do. In this way, 
evaluative thinking is integral to the policy cycle, in how we ‘plan, do, check and act’. For example, after we 
undertake a policy/programme/regulatory logic, M&E, evaluation or review, we brief our decision-makers, 
providing them with options and discussing whether we continue, modify or halt an activity. 
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The Department’s approach to evaluation over 2016–21 is shown in Figure 3. 

Figure 3: Summary of the Department’s evaluation strategy and approach
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The Department’s evaluation schedule is updated annually, in consultation with Divisions and the Executive, 
and is available on the intranet/ENTR (under ‘evaluation’). The schedule lists the evaluation-related 
activities to be undertaken each year. It also indicates the possible evaluations and reviews that will be 
undertaken in outyears. 

Progress against this Strategy will be reviewed annually, with impact-focussed evaluations intended for 
2018 and in 2020. 

The success measures of the Strategy over 2016–17 to 2020–21:

• The Department’s evaluation-related activities are seen as valuable; staff feedback indicates that they 
are seen as an essential and constructive element of good policy, programme and regulatory design and 
implementation.

• The Department’s evaluation-related products (such as policy/programme/regulatory logics, 
M&E strategies and final evaluation reports) are being used to inform decision-making. 

• Departmental staff are building skills and knowledge; they develop policy/programme/regulatory logics, 
M&E frameworks and evaluation documents (such as planning, conducting and managing evaluations, 
and writing evaluation reports) as a matter of course in normal business. 

• The Department has made relevant links between evaluation-related activities, the SES Policy Lessons 
seminar series, and other related Departmental events.

• The Secretary, Deputy Secretaries and all SES are evaluation champions. 

• Departmental staff view evaluation-related tools and resources as useful and relevant.

• The Department’s governance arrangements are adequate and support staff undertaking 
evaluation-related activities.

• The Department’s evaluation-related products are high quality.

For further backround and practical information about evaluation in the Department, please refer to the 
Evaluation Resource Booklet 2016–21.
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