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PART 1: Fundamentals of Evaluation and Continuous Improvement

SECTION 1.

INTRODUCTION

ABOUT THIS HANDBOOK

This handbook provides a practical guide and tools for evaluating service delivery in
human services within a framework of continuous improvement.

Whilst the focus of the handbook is on service providers in the non-government
sector, the materials are also applicable to other service providers in the human
services industry.

WHY THIS HANDBOOK?

Increasingly since the mid 1980s the human services have been defined as an
industry, and the language of the commercial business sector has been applied to the
not-for-profit and human services sector.

Non-government service providers have had to consider their services in terms of:

- cost effectiveness

- customer satisfaction

- quality

- contracts

- performance management
- best practice.

The comparison with the commercial business sector is not always helpful for the not-
for-profit sector. However, the focus on consumer satisfaction, quality services and
good practice has been embraced by both non-government service providers and
funding bodies.

This book provides tools to assist services to look at ways of working that reflect this
focus.

WHAT IS EVALUATION?

Evaluation is a process we use to check if what we are doing is achieving the results
we want.

Evaluation and Continuous Improvement in Human Service Organisations 1




PART 1: Fundamentals of Evaluation and Continuous Improvement
Section 1: Introduction

Evaluation doesn’t have to be a complicated and expensive process. Most workers do
some kind of evaluation in an informal, ongoing way without being aware of it.

Service providers generally review their work with individual clients as they go along,
and service management monitors the operations of the service on an ongoing basis,
however, these reviews are often informal, the results not recorded and changes not
implemented. Effective evaluation is best achieved with a formal approach.

Approaches to Evaluation

Evaluations are conducted in many different ways, and for many different reasons.
For example:

= a funding body may evaluate a service to decide whether or not to continue
funding;

= a social worker may arrange a case conference to evaluate services to a client and
to decide on a case plan;

= a case worker and client may sit down together and discuss the client’s
achievements and responses to services provided,;

= a group facilitator may run a feedback session at the end of each session to gather
feedback from participants about the session, and suggestions for future session;

= an external consultant may be asked to review the management of a service and
make recommendations on how it can be improved,;

= aservice may want to clarify the target group for its services to make sure they are
getting to the people most in need, or to the people the service had decided to
target;

= aservice may want to identify gaps in service delivery;

= a service or funding provider may want to know if a particular strategy or project
has been successful and to identify the factors which contribute to its success or
lack of success;

= a service may monitor all of its operations on an ongoing basis to continually
improve the services it provides.

In all, evaluation is about stepping back and checking that we as a service provider, a
practitioner or a government funding program are doing things well. It is about obtaining
concrete information on what we want to achieve, what we are achieving and how
effectively and efficiently we are achieving it. Evaluation provides us with the
information to improve what we are doing.

Evaluation and Continuous Improvement in Human Service Organisations 2




WHY WE DON’T EVALUATE

Only a minority of services in the not-for-profit human
services sector evaluate and monitor their services in an
ongoing and comprehensive way.

Often staff and management see evaluation as another
demand on their already scarce resources. They see the
results of evaluation being used by government to further
tighten the purse strings or to demand even more outputs
for their money.

For other services, evaluation is something they don’t have
a clear handle on and don’t have a clear picture of what
they can do. They see it as time consuming and difficult to
implement. Hence, it is not given a focus or priority.

In reality, however, all services evaluate; but often in an
informal and ad-hoc way. This handbook presents
information and tools to assist services to understand and
implement a formal approach to evaluation and in so
doing embark on a journey of continual improvement that
leads to better services for clients and more motivated and
committed management and staff.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

In many organisations evaluation occurs on an ad-hoc basis such as evaluating a
particular program or collecting client feedback to check that clients are happy with
the service. In this manual we encourage services to take a comprehensive approach
to evaluation which focusses on continually improving the operations and services of
an organisation.

Evaluation and continuous improvement go hand-in-hand. We evaluate to improve
our services. We evaluate on an ongoing basis to continually improve our services.

Hence, continuous improvement is an approach to service management which
emphasises an ongoing or continual process of evaluation and improvement. This
process involves:



= collecting information;

= assessing the information;
= planning;

= taking action; and

» monitoring the changes.

In a nutshell, continuous improvement involves continually monitoring all aspects of a
service’s operations (including the evaluation and continuous improvement strategies)
and taking action as a result of the information gathered from the monitoring.

Continuous improvement is rooted in the culture of an organisation. It is an integral part
of the organisation and is reflected in a commitment from the management and staff of an
organisation to be involved in continually improving all aspects of the organisation’s
operations. In this way a commitment to continuous improvement brings to a service a
flexibility and vibrancy which lifts the morale of all players and delivers improved
outcomes.

Continuous improvement is discussed in more detail in Section 3: Continuous
Improvement.
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