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We were commissioned by a State govern-
ment in Australia to review its approach 
to the evaluation of a major investment 
in science and innovation that it made over 
a decade ago. It quickly became clear to us 
that the traditional auditing process adopted 
by our client which relied on reconstruc-
tion of the original objectives and targets 
of the investment was inappropriate. It 
boosted costs, slowed down the evaluation 
and sapped the goodwill of stakeholders 
– without contributing much by way of evi-
dence on the impact and value for money of 
the investment.

Apart from the obvious fi nding that an evalu-
ation framework should have been specifi ed 
at the outset of the intervention, we conclud-
ed that the audit approach was cumbersome 
and expensive. It required reconsideration. 
Accordingly, we suggested an alternative 
designed to increase the speed, effective-
ness and effi ciency of the evaluation. Our 
advice might have wider applicability not 
only in the science and innovation policy fi eld 
but more generally for the assessment of 
major investments implemented in uncertain 
contexts. 

The specifi c solution we proposed drew 
on the structured hypothesis testing techniques 
used by the US security intelligence com-
munity. It involves assessing the investment 
by formulating and testing succinct proposi-
tions against summaries of available evidence 
in a structured and sequential manner. It 
reverses the time-line of the audit approach 
(tracking the intervention as it unfolds over 
time) by identifying the contribution of 
the intervention from a formative perspec-
tive – how we might move forward taking 
account of current budgetary and policy 
priorities. 

The approach aims to maximize the signal 
to noise ratio by quickly testing hypotheses 
against the balance of probabilities and by 
reporting the results in a concise fashion ac-

cording to a format suitable for use at later 
dates. A critical aspect of the approach is 
that it allows for, and encourages, an itera-
tive process by which hypotheses are readily 
reformulated and evaluation results revised 
as fresh evidence becomes available – with-
out recourse to major and costly re-writing 
of unwieldy reports. 

The hypothesis testing approach we piloted 
proved to be effective in getting the State 
government evaluation back on track and 
engaging stakeholders in a positive dialogue 
about preparing for the future (rather than 
just refl ecting on the past). It also demon-
strated potentially signifi cant cost savings 
compared with the audit-based approach. 
Consequently, the State government is now 
adopting the approach more widely and fur-
ther developing its key components, namely: 

• Engagement of stakeholders in jointly 
specifying and agreeing the key hypotheses 
underpinning the intervention program 
to be tested and adjusted as development 
proceeds

• Agreement amongst stakeholders at the
outset of the program on the design of 
the monitoring and evaluation questions, 
framework, methods and reporting ar-
rangements and their respective roles 
in providing the necessary data

• Mixed evaluation methods and a process 
of triangulation to assess convergence of 
the emerging evidence – to reduce com-
plexity as the intervention unfolds 

• Tracking mechanisms to ensure that 
the evaluation can help reduce uncer-
tainty and inform decisions in a clear and 
simple way especially at anticipated ‘forks’ 
in the road of program development 

• Methods by which evaluation design and 
reporting can be standardized and the in-
tegrity of the evaluation process protected 
– including protocols that guarantee evalu-
ators’ independence regardless of whether 
they are internally or externally commis-
sioned.

The approach we piloted is promising for 
more widespread use given its following 
compelling attributes. 

Firstly, by reducing the complexity and 
workload of evaluations it lowers their cost 
and duration. If applied in a continuous de-
velopmental manner, such evaluations could 
spot early program failures and contribute 
to better use of resources. 

Secondly, it offers a clear and standardized 
discipline for the design and conduct of pro-
gram evaluations. It enables public authori-
ties to become smarter commissioners of 
evaluations, recipients of government funding 
to be clearer about evaluation information 
needs, and evaluators to be more consistent 
in the conduct and reporting of evaluations. 

Finally, the approach can be set up at the start 
of a program and at low cost. Hence, program 
managers will know at the outset what the key 
evaluation issues are and how they will be as-
sessed. The resulting discipline of continuously 
monitoring and evaluating how public value is 
being generated (or not) by testing hypotheses 
against available evidence increases the likeli-
hood of generating benefi ts for taxpayers by 
fostering continuous improvement.

On the basis of experience to date, the hy-
pothesis testing method could help to bridge 
theory of change approaches and real time 
developmental evaluation in a pragmatic and 
rigorous way. It could contribute to the in-
tegration of policy and program design with 
the evaluation methods to be used before, 
during and after the intervention. 

This potential exists because policy and 
program design in complex and uncertain 
contexts is itself often based on hypotheses 
about the underlying theory of change and 
the appropriate form for program architec-
tures and delivery mechanisms. Consequent-
ly, the approach can also be used to collate 
and analyse the evidence that drives policy 
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and program design by integrating, assessing 
and reporting research fi ndings from differ-
ent interventions in a single comprehensive 
framework.

The next phase in the development of the
approach is a set of pilot activities to be 
carried out in partnership with interested 

Australian federal government departments 
and agencies to explore the potential of this 
integrated approach (including pilots in ana-
lysing complex evidence that informs policy 
stances). There is the potential for wider ex-
perimentation with developing the approach. 
For example, it might make sense to set up 
an 'open source’ forum – allowing the re-

sults of multiple pilots to be logged, lessons 
learned to be spelled out and a community 
of good practice to be developed. Further 
information on the approach can be obtained 
from the authors on request. 

The corresponding author is Mark Matthews 
(mark.matthews@anu.edu.au).
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