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The information provided in these materials has been independently prepared by Dr Rob Simons and 
the opinions contained herein do not necessarily reflect the opinions of CPA Australia.  These 
materials are intended to be a guide only and no part of the contents of these materials or the oral 
presentation are intended to be advice whether legal or professional.  All participants are advised to 
seek independent advice.   

 

 

Introduction: finding suitable accountability framework s in complex environments 

 

The Queensland Chart of Accounts Project 

Before it is possible to achieve a ‘right balance’ between effectiveness, transparency and 
accountability, the complexity of organizational systems has to be broken down into manageable 
components.  A good example of the need to break down complexity in relation to transparency and 
accountability was provided last March by Myles McGregor-Lowndes at a seminar hosted by 
Philanthropy Australia on “Measurement and Evaluation: How? Why? When?”1  He selected a project 
that the Centre of Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies at the Queensland University of Technology had 
been commissioned to undertake by the Queensland Government: “The Queensland Chart of 
Accounts Project”. The problem was that different government departments had very different and 
complex contracts and acquittal requirements that were not very effective and resulted in many Not for 
Profits (NFPs) having multiple accountabilities with heavy compliance burdens and, in some instances, 
having to spend more time on administration, than on providing services. This excessive complexity 
wasted resources for both government departments and the NFPs that have to report to them.   

 

QUT, in partnership with Queensland Treasury, researched the problem and developed a model Chart 
of Accounts for use by government and NFPs. In 2002, with Treasury’s support, all 24 Queensland 
government departments were asked to provide copies of their funded project financial accountability 
documents (including applications for funding, report and acquittal forms, and service agreements).  
There was a 100% response rate from all departments.   

 

The early findings revealed great variety in contractual and reporting requirements as well as doubtful 
and incomplete project reports from NFPs and a lack of comparable data on NFPs which perform 
similar services. In addition, high compliance costs for NFPs were compounded by the incompatible 
classifications among departments that required recalculation for each different acquittal and going 
back to source documents.  Some NFPs found themselves in a dilemma whereby they either were 
breaching accounting standards or tax law.   

 

To begin to solve the problem two reference groups devised a model Chart of Accounts and data 
dictionary. The government held open forums to present the Chart of Accounts for representatives of 
peak bodies and a wide range of NFPs and to get feedback.  Subsequently, Queensland Treasury 
started to implement the Chart of Accounts in all Queensland government departments which 
administer grants and contracts.  In addition, other Australian state governments and some local 
governments have expressed interest in using the Chart of Accounts. 

 

The Queensland Chart of Accounts project illustrates how excessively complex systems that are not 
communicating with each other can make it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to be effective, 

                                                   
1The Seminar was hosted by Goldman Sachs JBWere in Brisbane 23 March 2006.   
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transparent and accountable in anything but a fragmented and disconnected manner.  Meaningful 
measures of effectiveness, transparency and accountability require suitable systems to assess 
whether or not and to what degree we are operating with accountability in complex environments. 

 

 

The Smith Family’s Search for Suitable Frameworks   

 

Frameworks for accountability, if well chosen can assist greatly in breaking down system complexity 
and facilitating balance among effectiveness, transparency and accountability.  A framework that can 
connect all three components and that allows them to speak with one another is needed to ensure that 
none of these critical activities is carried out in isolation from each other.   

 

Since The Smith Family established an internal research capacity in 1999, it has been developing a 
system of evaluation that is progressively being integrated more effectively with our overarching 
strategy of education / lifelong learning as a preventive strategy in relation to intergenerational 
financial disadvantage.  The strategy presupposes the principles of prevention and early intervention 
and reflects our application of a public health framework to an agenda for program development and 
societal change.   

 

The critical role of evaluation over the previous eight years has been to move us on step by step from 
the evaluation and development of pilot programs, to the development and evaluation of a major 
demonstration project, the evaluation of a key component that is replicated across our entire suite of 
programs, and most recently to an evaluation of the longer term effects of Learning for Life2 on the 
students and their families once they have exited the program.  This progression has presented us 
with the need for a system or systems of evaluation that take in all of the relevant components and 
also enhance our capacity to be effective, transparent and accountable.  However, before we could 
begin this process we had to make an initial inventory of our Learning for Life program as it had 
evolved from 1988 to 1999.3   

 

Pilot design, testing, and evaluation 

In carrying out our inventory we became aware of a number of complementary initiatives to enhance 
the support provided by the scholarship component of Learning for Life that had begun to be 
developed in different locations.  These initiatives needed to be evaluated to determine whether or not 
they could be rolled out more broadly as part of our overall strategy and what would become a suite of 
Learning for Life programs diversified into four distinct streams.4  However, before we reached that 
point we had to develop a program logic framework which could assist us in the design, evaluation 
and development of pilots into programs within our suite.  We adapted The Logframe.  The latter was 
a framework for logical analysis that has been used and developed as a tool for project preparation 
and management by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade in New Zealand in 1996.  It enabled us 
to design, test and evaluate additional pilots with a discipline that enabled us to ensure that they were 
compatible with our overall strategy. 

                                                   
2In 1988 Learning for Life – known as EDU-CATE at that time – provided two basic forms of support:  a financial scholarship to 
help defray educational costs and an education support worker who worked with the students and their families in facilitating 
fully participation in school.  For an overview of how the program has developed into a suite of interconnecting programs to 
provide disadvantaged students and their families with support at key transition points throughout the life course see APPENDIX 
ONE.    
3 See The Smith Family Background Paper No. 1. “The Smith Family’s Learning for Life program a decade on: poverty and 
disadvantage” at www.thesmithfamily.com.au.  
4 See APPENDIX ONE for a description of each of the streams.  
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Evaluation of a demonstration project 

In 2001 we were confronted with a further evaluation challenge.  After carrying out a feasibility study 
into the implementation of a demonstration project to improve educational outcomes for indigenous 
students in WA, we realized that the expertise required to evaluate the project’s effectiveness was 
beyond our internal capacity for research and evaluation. If we were going to proceed with the project, 
we had to engage researchers who had experience and expertise in working with indigenous students 
and evaluating their educational outcomes.  The project had to be evaluated on a number of levels 
that took in student, staff and school performance.  The brief was significantly more complex than the 
design, testing and roll out of pilot programs, and required the provision of strategic intelligence about 
what works in improving educational outcomes for indigenous students as a platform for our projected 
work with indigenous children and young people.  By working closely with researchers at Edith Cowan 
University in WA, who have a track record in working effectively with indigenous constituents, 
outcomes from multi-layered evaluations are assisting us in identifying critical success factors for our 
work with indigenous students and families who are participating in Learning for Life in other sites.        

 

Evaluation framework for the scholarship component of Learning for Life 

Last year we took the decision to evaluate the scholarship component across the suite of Learning for 
Life programs.  This decision is fraught with significant risk, but is clearly needed if The Smith Family is 
to continue developing programs that are effective in preventing intergenerational disadvantage. We 
are already aware from research carried out for us by the Australian Council for Educational Research 
(ACER) that the financial support provided by the scholarship is only one of the forms of support that 
children and students require for successful participation in education and transitions to further study 
or work.   

 

The evaluation framework is the first attempt that we have ever made at an evaluation that is as 
inclusive of so many of the programs in our suite.  As such it represents a major leap forward in our 
capacity to evaluate.  Fortunately, we have been greatly assisted in the development of the framework 
by working in conjunction with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta 
Georgia.5  While the evaluation framework of the CDC has been designed primarily with public health 
organizations and programs in mind, the CDC is actively encouraging other community organizations 
to adapt and apply it to their situations.  Inasmuch as The Smith Family has effectively been applying 
a public health model, by emphasizing the importance of education / lifelong learning for prevention 
and early intervention along the life course, we seized the opportunity and also proceeded to attract 
corporate investment to be able to develop and implement it (See APPENDIX TWO).  

  

 

Longitudinal study / evaluation design 

During 2006 we also commenced another major initiative that has the potential to significantly 
enhance our capacity for evaluation.  We are currently continuing work on the design of a longitudinal 
study / evaluation of Learning for Life families.  It is our hope that this study will provide Australia with 
an unique data set recording accurate information over time about the Learning for Life students and 
their achievements in the context of their families and communities and how this relates to national 
prosperity.  There are many challenges involved in completing the design, including the need to attract 
funds to carry out the study. In addition, we will need to ensure that we are effective in tracking 
students and families after they have exited the program in a way that will provide data that will 
address the longer term effects of participation in Learning for Life.   

                                                   
5 Framework for Program Evaluation in Public Health MMWR 1999; 48 (No. RR-11), available at: 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr4811a1.htm. 
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Summary 

The Smith Family has undertaken different waves of evaluation as part of our commitment to become 
evidence based, and to be research informed in our program development.  Each of these waves has 
alerted us to, as well as provided data about, what is required to be effective in relation to our students 
and accountable in relation to our many different supporters.  While each of these waves has been 
developed in response to different presenting needs for evidence based program development, we 
also recognize the need to ensure that the different parts of this developing system of evaluation 
continue to be mutually informative, coherent and integrated as part of our overarching strategy of 
education / lifelong learning.      

 

In this way we are hoping to assess the degree to which we are achieving our longer term strategic 
outcomes and, even more importantly, having the impact we are aiming at in our agenda for societal 
change, namely, that ‘together with caring Australians, The Smith Family will unlock opportunities for 
disadvantaged families to participate more fully in society.’ To respond to this need we have begun to 
take up the two challenges of devising a method of accountability for the performance of our programs 
in contributing to specific population outcomes, and a method that also enables us to measure the 
accountability, effectiveness and transparency of The Smith Family as an organization.   

 

 

 

Program Performance Accountability and Population A ccountability 

 

Mark Friedman, in Trying Hard is Not Good Enough: How to Produce Measurable Improvements for 
Customers and Communities, proposes Results Based Accountability (RBA) as a framework of 
accountability that provides a fairly clear method to assess the program performance and also to 
estimate the contribution of specific programs to population outcomes. Last year, he conducted two all 
day interactive seminars with senior managers from The Smith Family.  The first in July 2006 focused 
on the process of applying the RBA framework in relation to program performance. The second in 
December 2006 involved the selection of appropriate population based measures to guide the 
planning process for the next set of operating plans.  However, it was also at this seminar that we saw 
quite clearly that overall organizational performance might require an alternate, yet complementary, 
framework for those aspects of our operations, such as marketing, fundraising, and organizational 
capacity, where lack of relevant data sets would make it difficult to establish connections between 
performance in these latter areas and specific population outcomes.   

 

Prior to the first Friedman workshop we had been considering the Balanced Scorecard as a possible 
framework for organizational wide accountability. However, we ran into difficulties in attempting to 
apply BSC metrics to program performance.  Friedman acknowledged our difficulties by referring to 
research in the UK and USA which showed that many government departments and not for profits 
experienced similar problems in attempting to adapt The Balanced Scorecard to their contexts. He 
cited the work of The Rensselaerville Institute6 (TRI) in the USA, and also that of Bob Penna and Bill 
Phillips in Outcome Frameworks, An Overview for Practitioners, where the latter clarified that outcome 
frameworks can be compared in terms of their structure, their utility and ease of use in specific 
organizations, and in how they label and sequence ideas.  For example, Results Based Accountability 

                                                   
6 The Rensselaerville Institute in Rensselaerville, NY, a non profit and independent body, is the outcomes place for groups and 
individuals seeking human achievement. Known as “the think tank with muddy boots,” the Institute develops new outcomes 
approaches and tools in its Center for Outcomes, and it also puts them directly into practice through its partnerships and 
independent initiatives.  The Institute considers itself innovative in the sense of ‘making ideas pay off’.  According to the 
philosophy of the Institute ensuring that ideas work in practice is more critical than ensuring that they work in theory. 
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starts with population outcomes and customer results and works towards a strategy and an action plan 
for program development. In contrast, logic models such as the Balanced Scorecard, start with 
program inputs or proposed actions and are designed for system and staff performance accountability 
and usually are not as clear as is RBA in distinguishing the differences between program performance 
and population accountability, as well as in showing the relation between the two.   

 

The distinction between population and program or customer accountability assists in clarifying the 
degree of responsibility to be assumed by an organization, and also for broader population outcomes 
to which it will contribute with others.  In population accountability, a group of partners takes on 
responsibility for the well-being of a population in a geographic area, for example,  all people in the 
world, all children in Australia, whole populations without regard to whether they are getting service 
from anyone or not.  This first kind of accountability is, by definition, bigger than any one department 
or program or NFP and requires a number of organisations working together across sectors.     

 

Program performance accountability focuses on the well-being of customer populations, as distinct 
from whole populations.  For each program there is one or more population result to which a program 
directly contributes.  Each program needs to understand and report on these conditions, in addition to 
reporting on its own performance.  For example, an education department should report on its 
contribution to national literacy and numeracy benchmarks while at the same time reporting on its 
performance in comparison with benchmarks in other states. These two types of reporting should be 
clearly separated, so that governments and local councils can see clearly the population conditions for 
which a program manager shares responsibility and the performance conditions for which a program 
manager owns responsibility. 

  

 

EXAMPLES OF POPULATION ACCOUNTABILITY 

(Community, City, Region, State, Nation and World) 

 

Population:  Entire world population 

Population result: Number of developed countries 

Indicators: Percentage of developed in comparison with developing countries 

 

Population:  All residents of Australia 

Population result: Employment levels 

Indicators: Percentage of population who are employed 

 

Population: All 0 – 5 year olds in NSW 

Population result: Number of children making successful home to school transitions 

Indicators: Percentage who are ready to learn 

(Adapted from Friedman 2004, Figure 2.7, p. 24) 
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EXAMPLES OF PROGRAM PERFORMANCE ACCOUNTABILITY 

(Program, Agency and Service System) 

 

Program:  Learning for Life suite of programs 

Performance measures: Percentage of students who are participating satisfactorily in 
educational opportunities. 

 

Program: Queensland Department of Education and Training 

Performance measures: Percentage of public school students achieving numeracy and literacy 
scores which are at or above other state and national benchmarks 

 

Program: Sydney public school system 

Performance measures: Percentage of public school students making successful transitions to 
work or further education and training 

(Adapted from Friedman 2004, Figure 2.8, p. 24) 

 

 

 

 

The relationship between accountability and evaluation7 

 

Evaluation studies can provide information that is useful in both population and program performance 
accountability. In its most general sense, evaluation can offer a verifiable measure of worth and value. 
It can also confer the power to justify decisions.8  Evaluation can also be understood as a study of how 
well a program or strategy is working or has worked.9  Some evaluations are concerned with process, 
some with results, some with both.  Others are full scale research projects and some are less formal 
information gathering and analysis.   

 

In program performance accountability, evaluations often try to answer cause and effect questions 
about the relationship between program design and program results.  These questions can be posed 
in terms of the connection between How well did we do it? and Is anyone better off? measures, and 
the four quadrant method of identifying performance measures has been useful in designing 
evaluation studies.   

                                                   
7 See Friedman (2004), pp, 129-131. 
8 Pawson & Tilley Rpt 2006, p. xii. 
9 Friedman 2004, p. 129. 
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                                    QUANTITY       QUALITY 

 

How much service did we 
deliver? 

 

 

 

How well did we deliver it? 

   How much change / effect 
did we produce? 

 

# 

 

What quality of change / effect 
did we produce? 

 

% 

(Adapted from Friedman 2004, p. 68) 

 

The top two quadrants tell us how much input and effort has been involved.  The bottom two 
quadrants refer to outputs and effects and, in general, help us answer the question: “Is anyone better 
off?”   

 

Program performance evaluations provide data for baselines and information about the story behind 
the baselines. Baselines tell us where we have been and where we are headed if we do not do 
anything differently.  For each population indicator or benchmark (a measure which helps quantify the 
achievement of a result, for example, rate of low birth weight babies, rate of high school graduation, or 
unemployment rate) we create baselines.  Managers and funding bodies can use baseline information 
to help manage a program and make decisions about funding.   

 

In population accountability, evaluations can play two roles.  One is to identify programs that have 
worked in other places and merit consideration in an action plan for ‘this place’.  A second role is to 
study the population change process itself and ask: “Are the partners achieving what they set out to 
achieve and are the baseline curves turning?”   

 

Both population and program performance accountability methods can be used with or without a 
formal evaluation.  Managers and community partners can use RBA methods to gather data, analyze 
data and use data to improve performance.  Program evaluation can be most effective when 
evaluators create a partnership with program managers.  Here, evaluation takes place during the life 
of the program and the evaluator helps the manager interpret data and make mid-course corrections.  
This approach is sometimes referred to as empowerment evaluation.10   

 

Evaluations using control groups can sometimes provide answers about what program design leads to 
the best customer results.  However, research involving control groups is the most expensive of all 
evaluations and it is not always financially feasible or ethically permissible. The matter of establishing 

                                                   
10See the works of Dr. David Fetterman at Stanford University, Dr. Lynn Usher at the University of North Carolina and Susan 
Brutschy at Applied Survey Research in Santa Cruz, California cited in Friedman 2004, p. 130.   
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cause and effect relationships in complex environments, in the absence of control group research, 
requires a different approach to evaluation.11   

 

 

 

Demonstrating contribution to community change12 

 

When research involving control groups is not feasible, the demonstration of a contribution to 
community change is an alternative that involves establishing cause and effect relationships in 
complex environments. We can demonstrate a contribution to community change by showing that a 
suite of programs or collection of actions, an entire strategy, made a positive difference if we can 
detect a timely turning of the curve in community baselines in the aftermath of having implemented a 
number of programs that had a credible chance of making a difference.   

 

An example can be taken from foster care caseloads and costs in Maryland in the USA from 1972 to 
1986.  From 1972 to 1980 the caseload was trending down and cost was trending up.  Beginning in 
1980, the Department of Human Resources implemented an extensive set of reforms designed to 
keep children safely with their biological parents and out of foster care.  The Department implemented 
one of the first family preservation programs in the United States, reduced caseload ratios for workers 
in foster care protective services, provided in-home aides as backup support to child welfare workers, 
implemented a foster care review board system, and many other changes.  In total these investments 
cost approximately $16.2 m in state general funds between FY 1980 and FY 1986.   

 

A marked divergence in the trend lines became obvious starting in 1980.  By 1986 the cumulative 
difference between the trend and actual case loads was 11,400 child years in foster care.  The 
difference between trend and actual costs was approximately $24.2 m in combined direct savings and 
cost avoidance, a return on investment of $1.50 for each dollar expended.   

 

This type of demonstration in complex environments does not illustrate proof of causality, but 
circumstantial evidence that what was done contributed to the change.  It represents an application of 
demonstration from the world of budgeting.  When it is done well, it can influence policy makers and 
can help win recognition for successful initiatives and the resources to continue the work.  This same 
method of demonstration can be used for both population change processes and for the performance 
of programs, agencies and service systems.13  

 

 

                                                   
11 This dilemma is described from an historical perspective by Pawson & Tilley (2006), pp. 4 – 17. 
12 I am indebted to Friedman (2004), pp. 131-133, for the insights in this section. 
13For example, it can also be used to estimate the effects of prevention programs by assessing the extent to which something 
did not happen.  If a baseline with a believable forecast can be established, then the difference between the actual and 
forecasted values can be used to estimate the prevention effect.   
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Organisational Accountability 14  

 

While RBA is providing The Smith Family with a suitable framework to measure the performance of 
our suite of programs and also to assess what impact they may be having on select population 
outcomes, our initial hope that it could also be used in relation to all of the dimensions of our 
organizational capacity ran into some difficulty.  We eventually realized that there simply are not 
adequate data in Australia to nominate population outcomes for some of the aspects of our 
organizational performance.  It was at this point that we revisited some of our earlier work on the 
Balanced Score Card (BSC) to adopt strategic performance measures for the functional areas in 
question.15 We understood that the latter would be required to maintain focus and discipline to our 
mission while also providing much needed information to donors and supporting organizations.   

 

A balanced scorecard is a tool designed to assist an organization to focus on the execution of strategy 
by establishing a small number of measures to evaluate the success of strategy over time.  A suitably 
adapted scorecard is an important tool to progressively test how successfully we are achieving targets 
and identifying changes needed in our operations to achieve our mission in a way that is consistent 
with our overall strategy.  In addition, the balanced scorecard is designed to facilitate greater 
teamwork in executing strategy and in adapting to a changing environment.      

 

The Smith Family’s most basic challenge in applying the BSC was to arrive at agreement on what 
constitutes success and benefits to our constituents.  This challenge often slows down the adoption of 
an effective system of evaluation.  That is why it is very important to have strong agreement and 
ownership in relation to an organization’s long-term mission.  It is only with such agreement that it 
becomes possible to adopt a balanced set of measures linked to organizational mission.16  In addition, 
an NFP wishing to apply the BSC will have to achieve a number of other milestones. 

 

Developing a strategic focus 

 

Most non-profits go through a process whereby their ‘strategy’ consists of lists of programs and 
initiatives, not the outcomes that the organization is attempting to achieve.  In general, many non-
profits have to shift their idea of ‘strategy’ from what the organization plans to do to what it intends to 
accomplish, especially outcomes that can be measured and for which the organization will be 
accountable. Closely related to this challenge is the need to achieve a strategic focus that is a clearly 
articulated understanding of what outcomes will and will not be part of the strategy.  

 

Elevating the role of mission and constituents 

 

This challenge reflects the need that NFPs will have to adapt the traditional Balanced Scorecard 
structure.  Instead of having financial success at the top of the BSC architecture, NFPs must place the 
customer or constituent at the top of their BSCs.  In addition, many NFPs have found it helpful to place 
their long-term mission objective at the top of the scorecard strategy map.  The mission objective can 

                                                   
14 This section of the paper draws on Robert S. Kaplan’s (2002) “The Balanced Scorecard and Nonprofit Organisations”, in 
Balanced Scorecard Report: Insight, Experience & Ideas for Strategy-focused organizations. 
15 These measures are currently being developed as part of the process of drafting our next set of corporate operating plans.   
16 See J. Sawhill, “Mission Impossible? Measuring Success in Nonprofit Organisations,” Nonprofit Management & Leadership 
(2000) cited in Kaplan (2002).   
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also be understood as a social impact perspective.  A nonprofit agency’s mission represents its 
accountability to society, the rationale for its existence and ongoing support.   

 

There are two main types of constituents who need to be worked into the BSC architecture.  One type 
is the source of resources; another type takes part in the organisation’s programs.  At The Smith 
Family, we refer to these groups respectively as the engagement and participation sides of our 
mission.       

       

Hence, an adapted version of the balanced scorecard for NFPs would have the following 
components17:  

 

 

 

Leaders of NFPs can adapt the BSC to make their organizations more strategy focused, delivering 
demonstrable performance aligned with their vision and mission.  At a macro, economy-wide level, 
Balanced Scorecard reports can function like financial statements in the for-profit sector.  By clearly 
communicating mission specific performance, non profit BSCs can facilitate the migration of scarce 
funding and volunteer support to those nonprofits that are most effective and efficient in delivering 
tangible performance benefits to their targeted constituencies.   

 

                                                   
17 Refer to Kaplan (2002), Figure 1, page 4.   
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Conclusion: Suitable Evaluation Frameworks and the use  of data to bring people together 
to achieve better results 18 

 

To facilitate a balance between effectiveness, transparency and accountability, The Smith Family 
needed frameworks for evaluation that link performance measures with population outcomes and also 
provide a method to monitor strategic coherence and integrity across the organisation.  While the 
Balanced Scorecard is particularly well-suited for the cross organizational task in general, our initial 
efforts to apply it to the evaluation of our community programs proved problematic.  Apparently, its 
origin as a tool for performance measurement in for profit organizations made it very difficult to carry 
out a thoroughgoing adaptation, largely because of difficulties in the application of appropriate 
methods of evaluation, measurement, and linkage to population outcomes.   

 

Ironically, it was the further difficulty that we experienced in trying to adapt Results Based 
Accountability to the marketing, fundraising, and organizational capacity functions that first prompted 
us to consider using both frameworks in the areas where we considered them to be most well suited.  
We also acknowledged the need to ensure that different parts of each framework would be able to 
communicate with the other.  Hence, in the development of these two frameworks of accountability, it 
is anticipated that the Balanced Scorecard will be used to assess our consistency with strategy in 
three areas in particular:  marketing, fundraising and organizational capacity.  Preliminary work has 
begun on these areas and is reflected in the following table: 

 

                                                   
18Bringing people together to achieve better results is an example of one of The Smith Family’s eight Guiding Principles, first 
drawn up in 1999 to shape the evolution of the organization into the 21st c. They were updated in 2006 in line with TSF’s 
continuing transformation.  They are that TSF should, as a national, independent social enterprise (1) Be about societal change 
for the benefit of all Australians; (2) Be focused on disadvantaged children within the family context; (3) Concentrate on 
prevention and early intervention over the life course, with an emphasis on key transition points; (4) Be evidence based using a 
multi-disciplinary approach; (5) Be embedded in the community; (6) Work with and through other organizations; (7) Significantly 
increase and diversify our sources of funding and resource base; (8) Enhance our internal capacity and in turn our resources to 
build the community’s capacity.     
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Mission 

Together with caring Australians, The Smith Family will unlock opportunities 
for disadvantaged families to participate more full y in society. 

TSF’s Strategic 
Difference  

 
A national, independent 

social enterprise that  

·  Overcomes disadvantage through education 

·  Works “as” place and community facilitators  

·  Focuses on early intervention at key transition points 

P1 Capture and use program data # participants on programs 

P2 Identify, contribute to, and use an evidence-base % Indigenous clients x Program 

P3 New program development and demonstration % CaLD clients x Program 

P4 Program delivery with and through other 
organisations 

$ revenue from Govt.  

Marketing 

P5 Positioning and profiling our brand $ value pipeline proposals  

R1 Increased and diversified sources of funding % retention high perf. staff  3yrs 

R2 Improving the operating cost structure % staff with current reviews 
Fundraising 

R3 Strengthening the asset base # volunteer hours 

C1 Leveraging technology # Ambassadors x type 

C2 Engaging our partners and supporters  % fill of Ambassador requests 

C3 Delivering programs through third-party networks # CP & VIEW collaborations 

C4 Build and enable capable teams   

Organisational  

Capacity  

C5 Internal sharing and cross-functional integration  
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For all those dimensions of The Smith Family that pertain to our broad agenda for societal change, 
specifically, research, evaluation and community program development we have decided to work with 
RBA because of its capacity to handle the distinction and relation between program performance and 
population accountability in a more satisfactory manner.   

 

To this end, we are currently developing six population outcomes across three life stages as follows:19 

 

Life Stage One:  0 -- 5       

1. All children are ready for school in relation to the development of cognitive skills 

2. All children are ready for school in relation to the development of non-cognitive skills. 

 

Life Stage Two:  School Age 

1. All young people meet basic literacy and numeracy standards 

2. All young people make a smooth transition from school to work or further education. 

 

Life Stage Three:  Working Age 

1. All adults have the skills and qualifications needed to enjoy active and productive working lives 

2. All young people make a smooth transition from further education to work.   

 

Once a population outcome has been identified additional work has to be completed to ensure that an 
appropriate link has been made between the outcome and the program or programs that we are 
developing in relation to it.  The first step is to clarify why working towards the outcome is important.  
Secondly, the current situation in Australia in relation to the outcomes has to be described.  Next, we 
have to suggest what needs to be done to make the current situation better.  For example, if our 
outcome is that all children are ready for school, we already know that ability in literacy and numeracy 
and general knowledge decreases as family income decreases.  The school readiness gap is 
consistently higher for children from low-income families.  A number of actions would have to be taken 
to improve the situation:  improving access to ECEC (Early Childhood Education and Care) services 
and raising awareness of its importance; fostering continuity across home and school environments / 
stakeholders; and building the capacity and skills of stakeholders involved in the home to school 
transition.  It is also important to identify who our partners might be, as well as the specific role of The 
Smith Family in contributing to this particular population outcome.   

 

However, when we move on to the challenge of developing possible indicators, issues immediately  
arise in relation to data that is or is not available, as well as to difficulty of accessing some data sets 
and problems interpreting others that may be more accessible.20  In this context, we know that almost 

                                                   
19 The life stages were those developed by COAG as part of the third wave of the National Reform Agenda, namely, human 
capital indicative outcomes and associated progress measures across the lifespan.  See 14 July COAG Communique, 
Attachment D.   
20 In relation to this problem, the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Australian Treasury and the Department of Families, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA) collaborated in hosting a facilitated workshop on 8 June 2006, 
“Population Well-being Data Gaps Workshop.” The workshop brought together senior experts from government, academia and 
the not for profit sector to discuss population well-being data gaps, including improving priority setting and facilitating whole of 
government approaches across this field of statistics.  The aims of the workshop were to identify those information gaps and 
data shortcomings considered to be of highest priority; consider mechanisms for satisfying the gaps; and to suggest strategies 
and ongoing processes to drive forward an effective body of statistical information on population well-being over the next 5-10 
years. 
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all methods for achieving better results or population outcomes draw on the energy created by 
dissatisfaction.  The sense that a situation has become intolerable is usually the most powerful 
motivator for individuals and groups to take action.  Data can be used deliberately to generate 
dissatisfaction and subsequently prompt to action.   

 

For example, report cards on the well-being of children and families or on community quality of life can 
make clear how bad the problems are.  Professor Fiona Stanley used this approach with the Prime 
Minster’s scientific committee to create a significant level of dissatisfaction and discontent with 
worsening rates of health and well-being outcomes for Australia’s children and young people.  
Professor Stanley also advocated for regular report cards on the health and well-being of Australia’s 
children and young people to enable the entire community know whether or not progress is being 
made or we need to do things differently.  If good data is not available, experience can be used as a 
temporary substitute to drive the decision-making process and create an action plan. However, sooner 
or later data is required.   

 

The business community has always used data to assess progress and would not operate without 
reliable data.  Stock market data is now updated every second.  The Bureau of Labour Statistics in the 
USA has appreciated for well over 50 years the importance of reliable labour market data in relation to 
unemployment rates and the consumer price index.   Even more surprisingly, however, the community 
sector is still at least 50 years behind the public health sector in the collection and analysis of quality 
data.  The Centres for Disease Control and Prevention began tracking national health data in the early 
1950’s.  It will take the community sector considerable time to collect the data it needs to become 
evidence based and to evaluate and assess programs in a meaningful way. Australia is facing a 
similar challenge which also calls for increasing collaboration among community organizations and 
across sectors.   

 

In the meantime, the experience of The Smith Family reflects the importance of not standing still but 
continuing to develop capacities for evaluation and assessment as a key facilitating factor in achieving 
a practical balance between Effectiveness, Transparency and Accountability.   
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APPENDIX ONE 

The Smith Family is a national, independent, social enterprise established in 1922.  Our mission is 
that, together with caring Australians, The Smith Family will unlock opportunities for disadvantaged 
families to participate more fully in society and in the contemporary context we have a particular focus 
on children and education. The Smith Family is working to achieve its mission of unlocking 
opportunities in two ways – by increasing the participation in society of those who have previously 
been marginalised on the one hand, and through the engagement of those who have the capacity to 
give of time, talent and dollars, on the other. Pursuing our vision of a more caring and cohesive 
Australian community, The Smith Family researches different forms of disadvantage to propose 
preventive responses to them, and to promote societal change.  

Over the last eight years, The Smith Family has undergone a comprehensive organizational 
transformation from a welfare-oriented model to one more in line with a leading social enterprise 
focused on children and education. Every step of this transition has been informed by the latest 
national and international research, not only in terms of evolving individual programs, but at a higher 
strategic level with regard to the range of outcomes we aim to achieve. The overarching purpose of 
our flagship Learning for Life (LfL) suite of programs is to provide disadvantaged individuals and their 
families with assistance at key transition points throughout the life course. This is achieved through 
four complementary program streams: (1) Financial Scholarships  (which facilitate the participation of 
disadvantaged children and youth helping them to belong in formal education from early childhood 
through primary and secondary school to tertiary); (2) Personal Support (which goes hand in hand 
with financial support and is focused around enhancing the cognitive /  academic skills of the individual 
through formal learning structures in tutoring, mentoring and coaching); (3) Personal Development  
(which focuses on developing an individual’s informal learning around socialisation and capacity to 
participate in extra-curricular activities such as sports and the arts through informal mentoring, training 
and advice across significant life stages, e.g. ante-natal, early childhood and school-to-work 
transitions); and (4) Literacy Skills  (which focus on building an individual’s capacity in 
comprehension, financial and technological literacies).21 The suite of programs within our Learning for 
Life strategy do not naturally fall within  one particular stream to the exclusion of others, but rather 
reflect various combinations and emphases depending on their particular program objectives.  

It is through the interplay between these four streams of Learning for Life that The Smith Family is 
able to work towards achieving its short, medium and long-term outcomes.  

Our short-term outcomes  are directed towards facilitating the participation of greater numbers of 
disadvantaged children and young people and their families in education and learning (predominantly 
through the financial component of LfL ) in order to facilitate successful transitions from school to work 
and/or further education.  

Our medium-term outcomes  move further along the life course and are concerned primarily with the 
home-to-school transition, and helping children acquire the skills to participate more fully in school life. 
Research has shown that social skills and fundamental levels of literacy are critical to ongoing 
success in education and life, and the outcomes we aim to achieve at this level are therefore similarly 
intellectual and socio-emotional.  

Finally, our long-term outcomes  move even further along the change continuum to the prevention 
and early-intervention end, and focus on establishing the strongest possible foundations for the 
transition from ante-natal through to birth and school. This encourages a supportive environment for 
children in the earliest weeks and months after their birth, which a significant body of research has 
shown to greatly increase their chances for optimal cognitive and non-cognitive development, as well 
as for better learning outcomes and more successful transitions from home to school and through 
other life transitions (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Shonkoff & Meisels, 2000; Keating & Hertzman, 1999). 
This has also informed our involvement in The Australian Government’s Communities for Children 
initiative, and our partnership with Good Beginnings Australia.  

  

                                                   
21 For examples of programs within our Learning for Life strategy, see The Smith Family web site, www.thesmithfamily.com.au . 
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APPENDIX TWO 

 
Overview of the framework for the evaluation of The  Smith Family’s 
Learning for Life scholarship program 
The objective of this framework is to facilitate an effective evaluation of the scholarship 
component of the Learning for Life suite of programs. Effective program evaluation is a 
systematic way to improve and develop a program using procedures that are useful, 
feasible, ethical, and accurate. 
 
i. Main questions addressed 
The framework addresses three main questions: 
1. What is the best way to evaluate the program? 
2. What is being learned from the evaluation? 
3. How should the evaluation be used to further develop the program? 
This framework helps answer these questions by suggesting strategies that are useful, 
appropriate, feasible and ethical. 
 
ii. Judgements about Learning for Life . 
The evaluation of Learning for Life involves making judgements about the program, 
referencing its: 
1. merit (that is, quality) 
2. worth (that is, cost-effectiveness) 
3. significance (that is, importance). 
 
iii. Six main questions 
Judgements regarding a program imply the following questions have been answered: 
1. What will be evaluated? (That is, what precisely is the Learning for Life scholarship 
program and in what context does it exist?) 
2. What aspects of Learning for Life should be considered when judging program 
performance? 
3. What standards (that is, type or level of performance) must be reached for Learning 
for Life to be considered successful? 
And related to this: What measures can indicate these standards? 
4. What evidence will be used to indicate how Learning for Life has performed? 
5. What conclusions regarding program performance are justified by comparing the 
available evidence to the selected standards? 
6. How will the lessons from the evaluation be used to improve and develop Learning for 
Life? 
This framework for evaluating Learning for Life is designed to help answer these six 
questions as part of the evaluation process. 
 
iv. To answer the six evaluation questions, there a re six steps which need to be taken. 
The framework sets out the six steps that must be taken. They are starting points for 
tailoring the evaluation to the particular context of Learning for Life. Earlier steps provide 
the foundation for subsequent ones. The steps are: 
Step 1: engage stakeholders 
Step 2: describe the program 
Step 3: focus the evaluation design 
Step 4: gather credible evidence 
Step 5: justify conclusions 
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Step 6: ensure use and share lessons learned. 
Adhering to these steps in this order will facilitate a deeper understanding of Learning for 
Life’s history, setting and organisation. This, in turn, should ensure that the evaluation is 
well conceived and conducted and well accepted by stakeholders. 
 
v. The framework provides standards 
The framework also provides a set of standards for assessing the quality of evaluation 
activities. These standards are organised into the following four groups: 
Standard 1: utility 
Standard 2: feasibility 
Standard 3: propriety 
Standard 4: accuracy. 
These standards help answer the question, ‘Is it likely that this evaluation will be 
effective?’ and are planned as criteria for judging the quality of the evaluation efforts. 
 
vi. Risks  
From this Overview, two global risks are identified. The first is seen as especially 
important. 
1. Risk: the evaluation cannot establish any positive outcomes or, it establishes that 
Learning for Life is low in merit, worth or significance, leading to the conclusion that the 
program ought to be abandoned. 
2. Risk: the principal evaluator or other key members of the evaluation team leave the 
project. 

 

 

NB Both the complete framework and a user friendly summary can be accessed on the website of The 
Smith Family at www.thesmithfamily.com.au.   
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