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ABSTRACT.

This pgper presents a case sudy of anine-month process eva uation undertaken as part of a
larger three year project that istracking the impact of organisationd change on hedth
sarvicesin southern Addade in the context of continud reform. An action-research based
gpproach was usad to accommodate the congtantly shifting ground of human service reform.

Thefocus of this evauation was a group of human service managers and bureaucrats from
the inner southern area of Addaide who met on amonthly basis with the objective of
deve oping integrated planning and sarvice ddivery sysemsfor their common dlients

Key issuesfor the evduation incdluded the “ opportunigtic’ way in which the evduaion was
commissoned and the implications of thisin terms of group participation. Also, the
paticipants dtitude to the evaluation and how this affected its utility, the nature of the
evauation as one of process rather than outcomes, the power relationships within the group
and the influence of the evauation on the group processes and progress.

This paper provides some indghts into the chalenge of evauating processes thet are subject
to congant changes and highlights the need to make eva uation as meaningful as possbleto
its sakeholdersin a dimate dominated by uncertainty.
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1. INTRODUCTION.

In 1998, the Hinders Univeraty Department of Public Hedth was awarded a Strategic
Partnerships with Irdustry- Research and Training (SPIRT) grant to carry out athree year
evauation of organisationa change amongst hedth care agenciesin southern Addlade. This
project is known as the “Hedth Care Reform in Southern Addlaide Evauation”. Itsfocusis
the collaborative working rel ationships between three public hospitals and a community
based home care sarvice Snce they began discussons about forming aregiond dliancein
1996.

In late 1997, the South Augtrdian Department of Human Services was formed, amadgamating
hedth, housing and wedfare into one portfolio. One section of this department, the
Metropolitan divison that oversees most community-based primary care services, decided to
examine ways in which the three sectors could provide more integrated services. One
drategy wasto set up regiond planning forums comprised of agency managers from DHS
funded hedlth, housing and wefare services and bureaucrats from the Metropolitan Division.
The"inner southern” group, one of four st up, began meeting monthly in February 2000.
Their am was to discuss ways in which service ddivery and planning for their region could
become more integrated. The group had asitsinitia focus, the proposed congtruction of a
multi-agency centre (MAC) which would alow the co-location of many of their agencies
Thiswas ssen as one way in which dients could receive integrated sarvices from asingle
location. It dso offered a solution to some of the agencies who were experiencing problems
related to their inadequate accommodetion. This part of the proposal subsequently became
know asthe CLC or community link centre project.

In duly, 2000, one of the “Hedth Care Reform in Southern Addade Evduation project”

team members met with a senior manager from the Metropolitan Divison and suggested thet
the inner southern forum could be evauated and included as a case study for the wider
project, usng the exidting funding. The DHS hierarchy was consulted and agreed to this
proposal. A research officer for this eva uation was gppointed in October, 2000 under the
direction of the Hedlth Care Reform in Southern Addade Evauation oversght committee.

It was proposed thet, as with the wider project, an action-research modd of evaugtion be
used. Thiswasto dlow for the changeable nature of human services reform processes and to
fadlitate the involvement of the sakeholdersin the evauation.

Documentation relating to the proposed evauation indicated that DHS fdlt it would:

“..ggnal to stakeholders a willingness for funder/planning intervention processes within
Metro(sic) divison to be critiqued- it offers a measure of reassurance that there is depth to
the change management process as initiated from within Metro Divison.”

DHS Internd Memorandum, July 2000.

Ancther identified benefit was thet it would not require any additiond money. This
memorandum is one of the few pieces of documentation that existed about the group or its
activities prior to the evduaion. No minutes were kept of the meetings beforethe
commencement of the evaluation.



The evaduaion officidly began in October 2000. It was dear from the outset thet it could
only be a process evauation as it was unlikely that any concrete outcomes such asthe
congruction of the CLC would be delivered in the nine months then alocated to the
evadudion. During the time that the eva uation has been running, there have been anumber
of sysem changesthat have affected the group indluding the resignation of the Executive
Director of Metropolitan Divison, followed by arestructure of the divison and turnover of
key gaff within the region. All these externd events have added to the uncertainty felt by the
participants about whether the group can in fact deliver any concrete outcomes.

When the research officer attended her first meeting and introduced an evauation plan to the
group, the main reection from them was uncertainty thet there was anything thet could be
evauated. The little documentation available indicated that the group hed been informed
about the possihility of an evauation some months before but their reaction indicated thet
thiswas either forgotten or not taken in. Nonetheless, those present indicated their
willingness to be interviewed individualy about thelr participation in the group. Initia
observations of the group were not encouraging. Processes gppeared to be dominated by the
DHS participants with little contribution from the agency managers present. Those who did
contribute appeared to be sceptical about the likelihood thet the group would achieve
anything concrete. It is possible thet they extended this scepticiam to the eva uation and what
it could offer them.

2. RESULTSOF THE FIRST ROUND OF INTERVIEWS.

Each participant was interviewed usng a sami- Sructured formet for gpproximeately forty-five
minutes. Questionsincduded their reasons for atending the group, their views on how it was
functioning and what they saw as the main benefits of integration and the barriersto its
achievement. They were dso asked if they had previoudy been involved in planning
integration initiatives and what the outcomes had been. Findly, they were asked about how
they viewed the evduation of the group and waysin which it could possbly be ussful to
them. The interviews were tgpe-recorded, transcribed and analysed using a computer
package.

Key results of the firgt round interviews included:

There was overdl agreement between agency managers and DHS bureaucrats about the
broader aims of the group and the perceived benefits to dients, agencies and the sysem from

human sarvice integration.

There was arange of motivations amongdt the agency managers for their attendance a the
group. Some of these coincided with the Sated ams of the group, i.e. to plan for integrated
savice ddivery to dients, but others were less overt. For example, many of the managers
dated that they felt obliged to attend the group as they believed not to do so may jeopardise
their agency’ s pogition with its funder, DHS. In addition to this, many paticipants felt
pressure to appear positive about the integration proposals and reluctant to raise concerns or
critidsms



“there are alot of people sitting around that table who do not want to go to the meetings but
go because they do not want to be seen to be undermining the process. It’s not that they're
not supportive of the idea, it’sjust that nothing happens”

Theinterviews dso reveded that most of the thirteen agency managers had been involved
previoudy in integration proposads. Some had put agreet ded of time and effort into these,
only to see them fdl by the waysde when there was no funding dlocated or achangein
government policy. For example, one manager had been seeking new accommodation for
their agency for more than ten years ad had even had severa sets of plans drawn up. Each
time, nothing had resulted and this manager was understandably sceptical thet the CLC
would actudly be built. The current proposals had no designated funding as yet and many
participants felt thiswasamgor barrier to the successful operation of the group.

Thefour DHS participants did not share these doubts. Therr interviews reveded thet they
bdieved this initiative would succeed where others hed failed because it was bigger and
better than anything that had gone beforeit. Unlike the agency managers, integration was a
relatively new concept to the bureaucrats and they did not have the experience of past failure
to discourage them. Ther perceptions were that some managers were worried about how
integration would affect their own agency budget and power base- what they described as
“turf issues’. They saw this asthe mgor barrier to the success of the project:

“1 think the barrierswill be what they always are which is the nature of organisations and
competitiveness....so we' ve got a lot of professional interest to work through.”

3. ISSUESFOR THE EVALUATION.
3.1 Building utility for the evaluation.

Thefact that none of the group members hed actively sought an evauation of thisforum
hed sgnificant impact upon the research officer’ s aaility to carry it out, particularly in the
early dages. Inther interviews, some of the agency managers were soeptical about what a
process evauation could offer and afew had a“summative only” view of evauation and
openly questioned exactly what there wasto evauate. This meant time needed to be spent
during each interview explaining what the evauation was about and how it could potentialy
be useful to them. 1t dso meant extra efforts were needed to get the Sakeholdersto
participate in the ongoing directions of the evauation and to consult carefully with them
about the emerging results

In such agtuation, developing a*“ utilisation focus’ (Petton, 1997) for the evauation was a
chdlenge. The stakeholders needed to see the evauation in action and some of the results
before they could envisage how it could be useful to them. Information about the proposed
methodology and interview questions was given to the group but no feedback was received.
Prior to the interviews, a srong emphasis was placed on confidentiaity and de-identification
of any materid to be used. Also the group was assured that the report would be given to



them for input before proceeding further. Thiswas to prove important given the sengtive
nature of some of the information the participants shared about the groups functioning and

thelr reasons for attending.

When the draft of the first report did come back to them, the members were rdieved to see
that thar information had been carefully used and their concerns reflected in away thet was
condructive. Thisin turn enhanced the sanding of the eva uation and facilitated future deta
callection. Thisimproved standing of the evauation was evidenced by the groups request
that the report be forwarded to the DHS Executive group to dlow ther views to be known.

3.2 The natur e of the evaluation.

This process evaudtion of the group began in the middle of the project rather than at the
beginning and will finish long before thereare any large- scale outcomes from the project.
Thefact that no minutes were kept of the group mestings prior to the commencement of the
evauation meant it was very difficult to trace the early development of the group. There
were no dear timdines inplace for the achievement of the group’ s objectives and this means
that afocus on the processes was the only avenue possible for the evauation.

These factors contributed to the fedings of some participants that the group lacked definite
direction and that it was unlikely to achieve anything concrete. However, one pogtive aspect
of the nature and timing of the evauation was thet itsintroduction alowed the group the
opportunity to take stock and identify a possible new direction. For example, once the results
of thefirg round were made known, the group was able to use these to move on from itsfirg
phase to anew one in which issues were discussed more openly and the agency managers
were teking amore active role than previoudy. The DHS gaff aso used the
recommendations of the report in drafting new terms of reference for the group and

uggedting possible directions for the group to pursue in the coming yeer.

3.3 The power rdationshipswithin the group.

As mentioned earlier, it was observed in the first meeting that the research officer attended,
that the group appeared to lack energy and that the DHS staff were the mogt active in terms
of rasng issues and running the meeting. The agency managersin thar interviews agreed

that they felt some members were atending the group out of a sense of needing to be seento
be there and that this adversdy affected the groups function. Oncethefirg evauation
findings regarding this were released, there was avisible rdaxation within the group and
feedback from the membersindicated thet they were rdieved that this information was now
on the table and could be dedt with openly. Further evidence of this“opening up” came with
subsaquent meetings having increased levels of participation by members and more openness
about their doubts and concerns. The perceived power differentia between the DHS gaff
and the agency managers gppeared to have become less problemetic and the members
seemed to have redised that they shared many gods and that this gave them some strengthin
the process.



4. CONCLUSION.
In summary, the key outcomes of the first round of the evaluation were:

Minutes began to be taken at each group mesting, making it possibleto trace the
devel opment and resolution of issues.

Agency managers were empowered by the evaluaion’sairing of their concerns about the
group and began to take a more proactive role within the group.

The evauation moved from being seen as something of questionable utility to being a useful
tool in progressing the groups activities, reflecting their issues and opening up lines of
communication between its members. In other words it gained utility.

The evduator was established as a person who could be trusted to handle sendtive
information ethicaly and present it condructively. Thisin turn fadilitated subseguent
evaudtion ectivities

Ovedl, this process evduation has evolved from gopearing to have little utility and
relevance to stakeholders who did not specificaly request it, to aresponsve and ussful
process that provided information and guidance to a diverse group, operating in an uncertain
environment, with the common god of seeking integrated human services.
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