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30 August 2019

Commissioner Romlie Mokak
Productivity Commission

Locked Bag 2, Collins Street East
Melbourne Vic 8003

Dear Commissioner,
Indigenous Evaluation Strategy — Save the Children submission

Save the Children welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Productivity Commission’s development
of an Indigenous Evaluation Strategy. We support the development of this Strategy and the Commission’s
broad remit to recommend changes.

In this submission, we make recommendations about the following matters:
1. What should the Strategy’s objectives be?
2. What evaluation approaches and methods should the Strategy use?
3. What principles should an Indigenous evaluation framework include?
4, What should the evaluation priorities be?

Our recommendations are summarised in Attachment 1. These recommendations are strongly
informed by the partnerships we have formed with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and
organisations over many years. Attachment 2 provides a short case study describing one such
partnership and illustrating points made throughout the submission: our partnership with Empowered
Communities body Aarnja as part of the Woombooriny Amboon Angarriiya Partnership Initiative.

This submission has been developed with the advice of Save the Children’s Reconciliation Advisory
Committee and in consultation with our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employee Network.

Save the Children’s work and expertise

Save the Children is a leading independent international organisation for children and child rights. We
have worked in Australia for more than 65 years, with and alongside Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities. In 2018, over half of our direct programming work was in Australia, supporting
around 30,000 children and adults across around 200 communities and locations in every State and the
Northern Territory. This includes programs spanning supported playgroups, early learning and family
strengthening services (including intensive support and domestic and family violence programs), school
education engagement initiatives, and public health-informed youth justice programming.

Our approach is framed by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People. We
support the ACFID Practice Note on Effective Development Practice with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Communities,’ and we are a proud signatory to the Aboriginal Peak Organisations NT
Partnership Principles? and the Western Australian Ngulla Boodjar (Our Land) Ngulla Moort (Our
Family) Ngulla Kaartadjin (Our Knowledge) vision statement.?
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Consistent with our global approach to development, we work in genuine partnership with local
Aboriginal community-controlled organisations (ACCOs), prioritise building community capacity to
embed sustainable change, and actively innovate and adopt place-based approaches that respond to
community priorities and needs. We know that lasting and positive change only happens when people
and communities are active agents in their own future.

While we are a mainstream (non-Indigenous) organisation, we provide our recommendations based on
our programming experience, our policy and technical expertise, our global perspective, the knowledge
and expertise of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce, and what we have learned from
the privilege of our work in partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and
communities in Australia over many decades.

What should the Strategy’s objectives be?

The Issues Paper indicates that the Strategy’s overriding objective is to improve outcomes for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people. This could be supported by the more specific objectives below.

Evaluation should drive improved design, delivery and funding of services

Evaluation and the evidence it generates should be embedded in policy development, program delivery
and decision-making, to enable and drive effective long-term investment in pursuit of long-term goals.

Appropriate funding arrangements for service provision are particularly critical to achieving self-
determination, community empowerment and improved outcomes.* The Strategy can support these aims
by creating mechanisms and incentives to ensure that evaluated outcomes, impact and other critical
indicators are preconditions to program rollovers or scale-ups, and that evaluation results inform
decisions about funding arrangements.

The Strategy should aim to support efficient allocation of funding to need, including through Australia’s
federal system of financial transfers. It is arguable that current arrangements for distribution of GST
revenue to States and Territories do not adequately reflect the extreme level of disadvantage faced by
remote Indigenous communities or the much higher cost of service delivery in remote settings, such as in
many parts of the Northern Territory.® Better evaluation can help ensure that the true needs of
Australia’s diverse Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including variations in need across
States/Territories, regions and settings, are accurately understood. This in turn can enable better
decisions about the level, distribution and type of expenditure required to fully meet those needs.

Evaluation should be embedded in broader government decision-making processes. For example, the
Government should require any new policy proposals to Cabinet to be accompanied by a funded
evaluation plan for the proposal and a statement of how previous evaluations have informed the
proposal. There are precedents for such requirements. The Hawke, Keating and Howard Governments
all operated at various times with a requirement that Ministers’ new policy proposals include a statement
of proposed arrangements for future evaluation.® This was part of a broader evaluation strategy
requiring all programs to be evaluated every three to five years, annual three-year forward look
portfolio evaluation plans, and publication of completed evaluation reports except in exceptional
circumstances.” The World Bank has identified Australia as a case study for best practice in monitoring
and evaluation during the period that the strategy was in place (1987-1997) and commented on a more
recent drop in the quality of evaluation in Australia.®

Structural barriers to high quality program evaluation should be addressed. In particular, program
funding from government should include specific funding for evaluation activities, and there should be a
focus on building evaluation capacity and an ‘evaluation culture’ within government. These are essential
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investments to embed evaluation within the policy cycle. As a long-standing partner to government, Save
the Children has observed a continuing diminishment in government’s evaluation capacity over time. This
can lead to government commissioning and accepting evaluation reports which do not provide robust
evidence. For example, the evaluation of the cashless debit card trial in the Ceduna and East Kimberley
regions’ was based on a methodology with a number of problematic elements which may have promoted
a positive bias in the survey results, including selection of the sample population, survey question design
and lack of respondent anonymity.

Evaluations should be planned during program design and integrated into the program logic and intended
outcomes. Unfortunately, it is far more common for evaluation planning and activities to commence only
near the end of a program, often without robust baseline data, making it very difficult to produce useful
evaluations from which anything meaningful can be learned.”

The evidence base about ‘what works’ should be expanded and made available, accessible and useable, including to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities

Evidence should be robust, independently evaluated where possible, transparent and widely disseminated.

The evidence should be available in a single place, which includes existing resources such as those
prepared for the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse and new research. It should include underlying data in a
form that can be analysed and disaggregated at least to program or community level. This can unlock
improvement across sectors and empower communities and non-government organisations to
understand and identify policy solutions to local problems. It should also include brief summaries and
evidence reviews, as well as more detailed year-by-year data reports.

Particular consideration should be given to accessibility and useability by the communities to whom the
evidence and data belongs and relates. This should be built into evaluation activity from the outset. It
could include reporting back through appropriate community forums, translation into language, and
presentation in plain language. To the greatest extent possible, researchers should actively engage
communities in the findings once their work is complete. This is particularly pertinent when data is
collected from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander engagement with, and ownership of, policy processes should be increased

As the Issues Paper suggests, increasing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander input into policy processes
should be a core objective. The aim should be to “make evaluation relevant to communities” and increase
accountability to communities of governments, ACCOs, service providers and partners, and evaluators."
Funding, policy and evaluation should be guided by common underlying principles aimed at supporting
self-determination and empowerment to improve Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander outcomes.

What evaluation approaches and methods should the Strategy use?

The solutions to underlying problems that will be effective and acceptable in individual Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander communities are not always known in advance. This means that program flexibility
and adaptability is important,'? and effective initiatives often rely on a theory of change that depends
explicitly on practice and adaptation, and not solely on program elements in the traditional sense.

The Strategy should recognise that randomised controlled trials (RCTs) are just one of a number of
evaluation approaches that produce robust evidence. RCTs are “often not suited to the relatively
uncontrolled environs of service provision or whole of community interventions™3 of the type that may
address the needs and priorities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. As Kelaher et al
argue in a report for the Lowitja Institute:
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https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/utilization_focused_evaluation
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