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About this resource
This short resource defines program evaluation in the context of child and family support services. It was
written for those who are new to evaluation and unfamiliar with evaluation terms.

Definitions of evaluation
Evaluation refers to the systematic process of assessing what you do and how you do it to arrive at a judgement
about the ‘worth, merit or value’ of something (Mertens & Wilson, 2013; Scriven, 2003–04). Essentially, evaluation
involves taking a series of planned steps in order to better understand a program or service.
There are many types of evaluation designed for different situations and with different objectives. You can find
more detailed information about specific evaluation types on the Better Evaluation website.
In this resource, we discuss process and outcome evaluations because they are the most commonly used in the
child and family support sector.
Evaluations that focus on process want to understand how a program works. This type of evaluation is typically
focused on the who, what, where and how (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2018). A process
evaluation often asks:
• Was the program content delivered as the program developers intended?
• Was every program session delivered?
• Did participants attend each session?
• Who attended the program and were they from the population group the program was designed for?
• Are staff appropriately qualified to deliver the program?
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Evaluations that focus on outcomes are interested in whether, how well (or how much), and for who a program
has met its goals. Outcome evaluations can also look at whether a program, policy or service has produced any
unintended outcomes or changes. These evaluations are sometimes called ‘impact evaluations’. An outcome
evaluation often asks:
• Did the program achieve its intended outcomes or goals? To what extent? Did it have a positive effect?
How much of an effect?
• Who benefited from the program or service? Who did not benefit? Why?
• Have there been any unintended outcomes for participants?
In order to understand whether a program or service has achieved its goals, it’s often useful to collect data at
different times. This can be necessary to assess whether or not change has actually taken place and, if so, how
much change. For example, data might be collected at the start and at the end of a program or at defined time
points after a client enters a service (e.g. six months or a year after entry or when they leave).
You can find further guidance on how to design an evaluation that suits your needs here.

Reasons to evaluate
Evaluation has increasingly become a necessary part of service delivery and decision making. Evaluation findings
can be used to assess whether or not programs and services should continue to be funded or if change is
needed. They can also explain if, how and why things are working and recommend improvements or adaptations
to programs, services and interventions. What we learn through evaluation contributes to our collective knowledge
of what works for families and children. And importantly, there is an ‘ethical obligation’ (Giancola, 2021) to
evaluate because we need to be sure that:
1. families and children are actually benefiting from the programs they attend
2. funds are directed towards good quality programs
3. programs are not causing harm
Evaluating what you do and how you do it can let you know if you are achieving these aims and, if not, how a
program might be improved.

Is monitoring the same as evaluation?
Most services collect some form of routine data about their programs; for example, attendance and referral
numbers or website traffic. If you’re using this data to keep track of what is happening across your service, then you
are engaged in a practice called monitoring. Monitoring is really useful for tracking progress towards service‑wide
goals, identifying problems that arise in real time and making adaptations, and for meeting reporting requirements.
Monitoring overlaps with process evaluation (and data collected through routine monitoring can be used to
answer evaluation questions) but is often seen as slightly different. This is because while monitoring might
describe what is happening, it doesn’t explain why it is happening (Funnell & Rogers, 2011). In contrast, evaluation
usually aims to go beyond description and to explore why something is happening, how much a program or
service is responsible for a change and what this means for future actions.
Evaluation usually involves writing evaluation questions (high-level questions that will be answered in the
evaluation) and systematically taking steps to answer those questions. Engaging in evaluation is often an
essential way to inform program decisions (e.g. ceasing operation or scaling-up a program) and it gives our
communities confidence that they are accessing quality and responsive services that will address their needs.

Steps in evaluation
However you want to focus your evaluation, you will need to decide on:
• evaluation questions
• data collection methods and measures
• how to conduct data analysis
• how the data will be used.
That is, you need to be systematic in your approach.
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Child and family support workers frequently make judgements and decisions based on what clients and
colleagues tell them and on their own observations. Evaluation simply formalises this way of thinking by
systematically working through a series of steps to arrive at a judgement about the ‘worth, merit or value’ of a
program (Mertens & Wilson, 2013; Scriven, 2003–04).
If you are new to evaluation or need help with planning your approach, read our resource Planning an evaluation:
step by step, which describes the key steps and actions involved in evaluation.

Evaluation resources to get you started
• Identifying evaluation questions
A short article for people new to evaluation who are planning to conduct or commission an evaluation
• Planning an evaluation: Step by step
A practical guide for people who are new to evaluation and need some help with developing an evaluation plan
• A guided tour through measuring outcomes
An instructional video that steps audiences through how to measure outcomes
• Tips for commissioning an external evaluation
A short article for anyone planning to commission an evaluation from an external evaluator
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