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Cost-neutrality in the public 
sector:

Pipe dream or within reach?

• Christian Jung – Manager
• Stephanie White – Senior Evaluation Officer
Evaluation Practice (EP) - Department of Education (Victoria)
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Part 1: Cost-neutrality

Part 2: Planning

Part 3: Monitoring 
What’s that?

…what’s that?
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Cost-neutral means no net costs for the org

• Really that novel?
• Many business areas in the Public Service run a 

‘cost-recovery’ model (e.g. in IT)
• Recovered does not equal neutral
• Recovered: cost is covered to some degree by 

project revenue
• Neutral: entirety of costs of the whole business area 

is covered by project revenue (aka: ‘net zero’) 
• Revenue >= salaries + ops costs
• Revenue….? What revenue???
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Revenue is evaluation funding

1. Revenue is what Dep’t of Education 
program areas pay EP to conduct 
evaluations 

2. It is money that is provided as part 
of the programs’ funding bythe 
Dep’t of Treasury & Finance

3. At the budget bid stage, evaluations 
are costed at commercial rates

4. This allows program areas to 
choose to either let EP conduct the 
evaluation or approach the market

5. In FY2223 EP ‘earned’ $3.4m of 
internal revenue.

6. NB: This is money that would 
have ordinarily gone out to 
external consultants

Program ID EP funding ($)
Program A 130,379
Program B 80,124 
Program C 307,533 
Program D 376,500 
Program E 313,025 
Program F 60,000 
Program G 518,750 
Program H 305,000 
Program I 186,915 
Program J 63,836 
Program K 74,080 
Program L 40,000 
Program M 80,000 
Program N 55,121 
Program O 385,000 
Program P 79,527 
Program Q 109,719 
Program R 206,675 
TOTAL 3,372,184
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Cost and spend: monitoring and forecasting

EOFY salary costs EOFY total costs

Comparing ‘revenue’ and (estimated) spend shows 
whether we are cost-neutral (or how far off +/- we are)  

Incoming: $3.4m
Outgoing: $3.2m
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Part 2: Planning
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Planning – Public Sector constraints

• Need to plan carefully, because we 
cannot (quickly) add more (staffing) 
resources

• Should work at or near maximum 
capacity
o Under-utlisation jeopardises the cost-

neutral model
o Over-utlisation means we cannot 

deliver
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‘Cannot deliver’ means funding might be jeopardised

• Evaluations are mandated by the Vic Dep’t of Treasury & 
Finance’s ‘Resource Management Framework’

• Imperative for budget bids – programs need to be evaluated 
(and demonstrate merit for continued funding)
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Planning – Costing Templates

• For all projects we populate who does what and 
when

• Allows to gauge resource need and cost of the 
project
o Need to ensure work commensurate with funding
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Planning – Allows gauging resource need ‘globally’



11

Planning – Resourcing forward estimates
    (where are the bottlenecks?)
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Planning – Allows gauging individual ‘capacity’

• How much work can we take on?
• Who can do the work?
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Planning – Public Sector constraints

• Need to plan carefully, because we 
cannot (quickly) add more (staffing) 
resources

• Should work at or near maximum 
capacity
o Under-utlisation jeopardises the cost-

neutral model
o Over-utlisation means we cannot 

deliver
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Part 3: Monitoring 
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We know about the revenue already

Program ID EP funding ($)
Program A 130,379
Program B 80,124 
Program C 307,533 
Program D 376,500 
Program E 313,025 
Program F 60,000 
Program G 518,750 
Program H 305,000 
Program I 186,915 
Program J 63,836 
Program K 74,080 
Program L 40,000 
Program M 80,000 
Program N 55,121 
Program O 385,000 
Program P 79,527 
Program Q 109,719 
Program R 206,675 
TOTAL 3,372,184
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But we can also plot that against the ‘estimated spend’

Program ID EP funding ($)
Program A 130,379
Program B 80,124 
Program C 307,533 
Program D 376,500 
Program E 313,025 
Program F 60,000 
Program G 518,750 
Program H 305,000 
Program I 186,915 
Program J 63,836 
Program K 74,080 
Program L 40,000 
Program M 80,000 
Program N 55,121 
Program O 385,000 
Program P 79,527 
Program Q 109,719 
Program R 206,675 
TOTAL 3,372,184
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And then add what we actually spend

Program ID EP funding ($)
Program A 130,379
Program B 80,124 
Program C 307,533 
Program D 376,500 
Program E 313,025 
Program F 60,000 
Program G 518,750 
Program H 305,000 
Program I 186,915 
Program J 63,836 
Program K 74,080 
Program L 40,000 
Program M 80,000 
Program N 55,121 
Program O 385,000 
Program P 79,527 
Program Q 109,719 
Program R 206,675 
TOTAL 3,372,184
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Task tracking (=Jira) to connect dots
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Can track all tasks associated with a project

Project I
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Individual task cards capture all relevant information

Time spent on the task

Person doing the work
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Build a database: ~1,800 rows each week

Money spent on specific task
Parent card (=project)

Person doing the work
Time spent on the task
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Connect Jira with Excel (or R, Python, Stata) for 
reporting
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Monitoring works not only at the project level…

Program ID EP funding ($)
Program A 130,379
Program B 80,124 
Program C 307,533 
Program D 376,500 
Program E 313,025 
Program F 60,000 
Program G 518,750 
Program H 305,000 
Program I 186,915 
Program J 63,836 
Program K 74,080 
Program L 40,000 
Program M 80,000 
Program N 55,121 
Program O 385,000 
Program P 79,527 
Program Q 109,719 
Program R 206,675 
TOTAL 3,372,184
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…but at the program level as well (in the same way)



25

Up to 1,800 cards on our Kanban board
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Can use to track effort and costs for non-project work

Project Hours Cost
2022 Budget Bid 
Advice

226 $38.5k

Re-establishing the DE 
Evaluation Panel

1,028 $196.5k

2023 Annual DE 
Evaluation Plan

37 $6.0k
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Some further considerations

• Time tracking tool is essential – no need for Jira, but 
needs to have certain functionalities

• Daily rate and underlying assumptions have big impact on 
the ‘actual costing’, esp. ‘time on the tools’

• VPS-internal Daily Blended Rate is always much cheaper 
than consultancies’ rate
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On top of cost neutral we also deliver savings

Because Public Service staff are cheaper than 
commercial providers, we can ‘set aside’ a proportion 
of the funding as ‘savings’ 
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Questions?


