
Changing landscapes, changing 
structures: 

DSS approach to policy 
advice and evaluation



Overview

• DSS approach to policy advice

• Elements of the DSS centralised 
approach to evaluation

• Drivers of change 

• Our vision for the future – 2020

DSS approach to policy advice and evaluation 2



DSS approach to policy 
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Department of Social Services:
Vision and mission

Vision: To be Australia’s pre-eminent social policy 
agency

Our mission is to: 
Improve the lifetime wellbeing 
of people and families in 
Australia



DSS approach to policy advice: Policy Frame
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…issues of national 
significance…

…understanding of the 
issues and evidence…

…likely impact of 
government action or 

inaction…

…policy outcomes can take 
time to deliver…well-

considered strategies for 
evaluation…
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DSS Wellbeing Planning Frame



Four year DSS Evaluation Plan
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Evaluation nominations 
assessed against 

evaluation 
prioritisation tool



Elements of the DSS 
centralised approach to 
evaluation
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Key elements of the DSS 
centralised approach

• Centralised Evaluation Unit located in the Policy Office

• Governance arrangements for evaluation

• Ongoing funding for Evaluation Unit

• Impact Evaluations are conducted by centralised Evaluation Unit 

• Policy/program areas conduct:
– Post implementation reviews (process evaluations)
– Program performance reviews (ongoing monitoring)
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DSS Evaluation Framework

• High level, outcomes-focused approach to 
evaluation 

• Standard processes, roles, responsibilities and 
structures 

• Promotes evaluation readiness

• Principles for conducting all DSS impact 
evaluations
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Centralised Evaluation Unit 
focuses on impacts

• Did the policy/program deliver intended 
outcomes in short, medium & long term, for 
whom, in what ways & in what 
circumstances? 

• What unintended outcomes (positive or 
negative) occurred?

• To what extent can changes be attributed to 
the policy/program?

• What particular features of the policy/program 
made a difference, or had most impact?

• What was the influence of other factors?  
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Benefits of centralisation

• Location in Policy Office 
 enables us to readily access relevant internal networks 

• Increased independence / more distance from programs
 though no evaluator is completely objective (Conley-Tyler, 2005)

• Greater policy/program accountability (Rogers et al, 2015)
• Harnesses technical expertise in a central area – this facilitates efforts 

to build evaluation capability across DSS
• Stronger quality assurance of impact evaluations (Laubli Loud, 2016)
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Challenges of centralisation

• Evaluation Unit needs to develop a comprehensive knowledge and 
understanding of the policy measure to be evaluated

• Cultural change takes time; it can take time to build evaluation readiness 
(NSW Government Evaluation Framework 2013; Stewart, 2014)

• Multi-year planning at the organisational level is challenging (Porteous & 
Montague, 2014)

• Still need evaluation capability in line areas to achieve quality input, as 
well as strategies to improve ownership by line areas, while still 
promoting the independence of the evaluation (Laubli Loud, 2016)
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Drivers of change
“After you've done a thing the same way for two years, look 
it over carefully. After five years, look at it with suspicion. 
And after ten years, throw it away and start all over.” 
Alfred Perlman (1902-1983)
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Drivers of change

• Public Governance, Performance and Accountability Act 2013 (PGPA 
Act), including enhanced Cth performance framework

• Policy focus on assessing impact of DSS activities on lifetime wellbeing

• Strengthening in-house data and data governance (PM&C, 2015)

• Whole-of-Government innovation agenda

• Data Exchange (DEX)

• Community Grants Hub: evaluation as a critical element of grant design
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Our vision for the future 
– 2020
“The voyage of discovery is not in seeking new landscapes 
but in having new eyes.” Marcel Proust (1871-1922)
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Our vision for the future - 2020

• Strong evaluation culture, all major policies/programs are evaluation ready

• Shift to more holistic, cross-cutting evaluations

• Evaluation capability has broadened to include in-house data and system 
analysis capability

• Co-designed evaluation frameworks 

• More innovative approaches to evaluation, for example:
– greater application of behavioural insights 
– use of Randomised Control Trials as an evaluation methodology
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Thank you
Dr Wendy Paterson
Director, Evaluation Unit

Email: evaluation@dss.gov.au
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