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Collaborative democracy – citizen engagement in government decision making 

TITLE: Utilising evaluation results and tools to engage with communities in regional Western 
Australia 

ABSTRACT: 
The 2.5 million square kilometres of Western Australia is composed of diverse socio-cultural, 
environmental and economic characteristics. When considering the impacts of regional development 
interventions, it is imperative to consider these diverse attributes in understanding benefit for regional 
communities and Western Australia. This requires the recognition of differences in environments 
experienced by regional communities and the use of the knowledge of local communities in guiding 
evaluations and determining and implementing findings. This first-hand knowledge from the key 
stakeholders, regional Western Australians, enriches evaluations and provides the Department with 
invaluable localised perspectives that may form the basis of an evaluations recommendations, and 
potential policy adjustments. 

Using a range of community engagement platforms enables active engagement with disparate 
communities, providing a unique opportunity for community members to communicate opinions 
regarding interventions. Community engagement is useful for both the organisation and the community 
to improve reciprocal awareness of progress, issues and needs. In addition, community engagement 
helps build and foster positive working relationships with communities and stakeholders across the state 
as well as using knowledge and expertise within communities. 

Evaluations act as a feedback loop for decision makers, allowing government to recognise potential 
improvements in its policies and investment decisions. For example, an evaluation driven by 
community engagement can result in recommendations for a change in policy approach to a particular 
region in the recognition of the unique local environment. The engagement of the general public in its 
data collection and stakeholder consultation allows evaluations to present findings and 
recommendations informed through citizen engagement.  It also could contribute towards improved 
understanding of the effects of interventions and acceptance and support of changes driven by 
evaluation findings. 

The organisation uses recommendations arising from community consultation to develop policies and 
programs through the mechanisms identified above.  
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Utilising evaluation results and tools to engage with communities in 
regional Western Australia 

Adjusting for local environments is important for decision makers to ensure good public policy is 
developed. Evaluation can provide organisations the opportunity to understand complex problems from 
multiple perspectives. The State of Western Australia (WA) is the second-largest country subdivision 
in the world, spanning more than 2.5 million square kilometres. The population that inhabits this 
enormous area is subject to diverse socio-cultural, environmental and economic characteristics. How 
decision makers develop and implement policy for these disparate and diverse communities is important 
to ensure that communities are vibrant and prosperous. Evaluation is a tool available to decision makers 
to guide the development of policy that recognises the unique circumstances of regional communities. 
The inclusion of local feedback in evaluations has the potential to allow citizen engagement to be a 
driving factor in regional development policy. The Department of Regional Development (DRD) has 
utilised evaluation as a source of feedback from key regional stakeholders, such as local community 
members, on its interventions. The following paper will investigate the difficulties faced by decision 
makers in developing good public policy and investment decisions in regional WA and how these 
difficulties can be mitigated through effective citizen engagement in policy and program evaluation. 
This leads to consideration of the methods that have been of value to the Department in influencing 
strategic policy decisions and future directions to improve this policy and program implementation and 
management.  

DIVERSE ENVIRONMENTS LEADING TO DIFFICULTY IN REGIONAL 
POLICY 
The vast geographical diversity of WA has leant itself to creating social and economic profiles that are 
as equally diverse and unique. This creates difficulty for decision makers focused on regional 
developmenti as a ‘one size fits all’ approach to policy development is unlikely to result in an optimised 
approach to developing regional WA. The diversity of regional development in WA has resulted in a 
number of different policy and investment approaches with varying success.ii The diverse environment 
is a challenge for government to strategically develop regional WA and help to realise the potential of 
regional communities factoring in the regional diversity. 

In 2008, on the back of the Western Australian state election, the Royalties for Regions fund (RfR) was 
established to ‘promote and facilitate economic, business and social development in regional Western 
Australia.’iii The fund, which is delivered to the nine regions of WA1, has allocated over $6 billion into 
more than 3600 projects and programs in regional communities. Investment has been channelled into a 
variety of projects such as; education, health, recreation, environment, housing and economic 
development. This investment has been facilitated in conjunction with the nine Regional Development 
Commissions, which best understand the immediate needs of each region. In seeking to achieve the RfR 
objectives the fund was strongly focused on addressing the significant infrastructure backlogs found 
throughout regional WA along with implementing core programs to build vibrant communities for 
regional residents. The focus on infrastructure backlogs and the establishment of key social programs 
had largely defined the approach for the RfR program and was the major driver in determining the 
policy settings for DRD. 

In June 2016 the Minister for Regional Development released the Regional Development Strategy 
2016-2025 which was developed in conjunction with all significant regional development portfolio 

                                                            
1 Gascoyne, Goldfields-Esperance, Great Southern, Kimberley, Mid West, Peel, Pilbara, South West, Wheatbelt 
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partners. The release of the Strategy signalled a focus on strategic investment in regional Western 
Australia to facilitate jobs growth, economic growth and helping to build capable people.iv The 
transition to a strategic direction defined by the growth of regional economies builds on the investment 
in addressing infrastructure backlogs. It sets the tone for decision makers to focus on investment and 
policy options that complement growth. As a result the policy environment will increasingly focus on 
the comparative advantages of communities to deliver both economic and social benefits.  

Table 1: Jerramungup & Wyndham - East Kimberley Comparison 

 Jerramungupv Wyndham-East Kimberleyvi 

Population 1,077 8,713 

Median age 39.9 31.6 

Median income 36,654 53,983 

Main Industry (% 
of people employed 
by) 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 
(51.3%) 

Health care and social assistance 
(11.3%) 

Table 1 provides an example of the economic and social differences experienced at geographical 
locations within WA. The clear divergence of median age and income represents an important factor 
for what investment and policy decisions are responsive to a community’s needs. The most significant 
and relevant difference between these two local governments, particularly in the context of the Regional 
Development Strategy, is the main industry of employment. In the context of facilitating growth, this 
difference will direct investment and policy decisions. It is likely that decision makers would seek to 
utilise the comparative advantages of each industry to drive growth. This approach would be divergent 
between the two communities above, as the nature of their primary industries and the dependence upon 
such industries is completely different.  

While desktop research can provide the high level detail in recognising differences in regional 
communities, the real level of understanding generally required by decision makers will largely be 
informed by local communities themselves. Desktop research generally involves regional statistics that 
form high level indicators or previous research that may have incorporated citizen engagement in its 
methodology. In some cases desktop research is all that is necessary for decision makers, however in 
many cases it may not be an accurate measure of current determinants of change or may not be at the 
level of detail required by decision makers. This makes it incredibly important to consult widely and at 
a number of levels to ensure decisions are informed with robust information. 

In a regional context the differing social and economic environments of the regions ensures that the 
investment and policy rationale needs to be continually monitored and assessed. This need is driven by 
two reasons. Firstly, the economic and social environment of each region is dynamic and unique and 
the change by which these regions develop is not universal. Secondly, these divergent environments 
mean that intervention by government is unlikely to affect regions in the same manner. Evaluation 
provides decision makers with the necessary feedback loop that allows them to ensure investment and 
policy decisions are having the intended impact and reflecting the changing regional environments. 
While decision makers can utilise other tools to deal with understanding the disparate and diverse 
regions of WA, evaluation provides a direct opportunity to understand the underlying factors which 
influence the effectiveness, appropriateness and impact of policy and investment decisions. This is 
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particularly the case when evaluations incorporate citizen engagement when formulating findings and 
recommendations and where evaluation approaches are incorporated into project development and 
planning. 

EVALUATION LINKING REGIONAL COMMUNITIES TO DECISION MAKERS 
Evaluation is defined by the Australasian Evaluation Society guidelines as ‘the systematic collection 
and analysis of information to make judgements, usually about the effectiveness, efficiency and/or 
appropriateness of an activity.’vii The Department takes this decision further by incorporating the 
concept of improvement into this definition. Within DRD evaluation is multidimensional with it 
covering a number of aspects of the Department’s business, including the monitoring of projects by 
officers. Thus decision makers are informed by an independent assessment of a policy or program to 
inform future decisions with a focus on how a policy or program can be improved. Evaluation can 
provide regional development decision makers with the necessary understanding of particular regional 
environments to inform and guide the development of good public policy and investment decisions. 
Importantly evaluation can provide a link from stakeholders, including everyday citizens, to 
government decision makers. This “link” is facilitated by evaluation through the cascade of information 
and alignment of goals up and down the Project/Program/Portfolio/Policy continuum. 

The incorporation of improvement into the definition of evaluation is backed up by Weiss by stating 
that the aim of evaluation ‘is to assist people and organisations to improve their plans, policies and 
practices on behalf of citizens.’viii At its most basic level evaluation can influence public policy in three 
major waysix through: (i) helping Government to decide whether to continue or terminate a policy; (ii) 
expanding and institutionalising successful programs while terminating those that are unsuccessful; (iii) 
clarifying programs and policies to modify and what components of these need modification. Local 
citizens are included in evaluations through a number of methods including: answering surveys; 
participating in focus groups; face-to-face interviews; and, field observations. With evaluation 
incorporating citizen engagement in the development of its findings and recommendations, it provides 
an opportunity for collaborative democracy to occur.  

Figure 1: Evaluation influencing policy 

 

Evaluations are able to incorporate feedback from regional residents and provide it to decision makers 
in language they can relate to and act upon. Figure 1 provides a very simple representation of how 
evaluation, and in turn local community members, can influence policy and investment decisions. 
Evaluation in the context of regional development and the RfR program provides government with 
oversight and accountability of its interventions in regional WA from the perspective of the impact of 
these interventions. The evaluative process provides the opportunity to review the appropriateness of 
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its interventions and make improvements influenced by the assessment of interventions against planned 
impacts. This assessment against planned impacts allows evaluation to influence policy and investment 
decisions based upon evidence and creates a feedback loop for decision makers and allows them to 
adjust accordingly.  

WHAT HAS DRD DONE TO FACILITATE ENGAGEMENT THROUGH 
EVALUATION 
The Department of Regional Development has utilised evaluation to understand and communicate the 
impacts of Royalties for Regions and drive improvements and progress towards the achievement of its 
outcomes. Evaluation of the RfR program is multi-layered and complex. DRD approaches evaluation 
and citizen engagement in a number of ways. An Evaluation Framework is used as an overarching guide 
on what, how and when to evaluate. DRD takes an active role in the commissioning, planning and 
management of evaluative activities to ensure evaluations are utilising the right methods and answering 
the right questions. Lastly the Department uses a range of citizen engagement, including an online 
citizen engagement platform, to complement its evaluation activities. This section intends to discuss the 
previous efforts outlined to understand how DRD has planned and designed evaluations to incorporate 
citizen engagement in influencing decision making in regional development.  

Evaluation Framework – Providing a plan for evaluative activities 
The Royalties for Regions Evaluation Framework has been developed to facilitate the provision of 
evaluative information throughout the life of the Royalties for Regions program. The Framework 
explains the need for evaluation within the RfR program, what is to be evaluated and the general process 
by which that will be done. DRD’s Evaluation Framework has taken a multi-layered approach to the 
RfR program, allowing for evaluations to be targeted at the project, program or policy level. The 
Department has adopted a program logic approach that identifies the program or project outcome, the 
outputs (activities and participation) needed to achieve the outcome and the inputs (resources) needed 
to deliver the outputs. This program logic approach has been included in key RfR business processes 
and documentation and has allowed for assessment of the program based on the collection and 
measurement of relevant data throughout the lifespan of a project.  

The Framework encourages evaluators to utilise citizen engagement in evaluations by promoting a 
mixed methods approach. This approach provides evaluators with flexibility to tailor specific evaluation 
methods on a needs basis. The Framework does emphasise that a wide variety of data should be used 
to inform an evaluation. The Framework recognises the complexity and dynamic nature of regional 
development and seeks to develop ‘an approach that will meet the needs of evaluation within this 
environment.’ Many of regional Western Australia’s environments require a localised perspective to 
fully understand the impacts of policy interventions, with citizen engagement being an important source 
of this data. The nature of the Evaluation Framework is to enable an evaluator to develop a robust 
evaluation methodology that enables a wide range of social, economic, qualitative and quantitative data 
to be collected to reflect and address the unique, diverse and complex environments within which 
interventions are implemented. This means that evaluators are likely to utilise a range of citizen 
engagement to inform the evaluation and verify information sourced from stakeholders and project 
proponents.  

One of the most important aspects of the Evaluation Framework is that it links to the Regional 
Development Strategy through the Regional Development Policy Suite. The Strategy highlights the 
guiding principles behind regional development for the next decade, with the Policy Suite providing the 
practical application of these principles. DRD has developed its Evaluation Framework to align its 
activities with the Regional Development Policy Suite and Regional Development Strategy. It has done 
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this by adopting and emphasising the objectives of the Regional Development Strategy so that 
evaluative activities are relevant to measuring progress against the outcomes of the Strategy. This 
alignment allows evaluations to answer questions that are of relevance to regional development decision 
makers. By directing that evaluations have strategic significance, rather than just being evaluated solely 
for compliance purposes, the Evaluation Framework increases the likelihood of policy being influenced 
by evaluation findings and recommendations. While this alignment of the Evaluation Framework with 
the Regional Development Strategy and Policy Suite has very little to do with promoting citizen 
engagement in decision making, it does ensure that evaluation incorporating citizen engagement is more 
likely to be influential with decision makers. 

Commissioning Evaluations and Engaging Regional Stakeholders  
While regional stakeholders and the Evaluation Framework provide the overarching guidance on 
evaluations commissioned by DRD, each evaluation is planned separately using different methods and 
employing consultants specific to the needs of the evaluation scope. DRD scopes and manages 
evaluations that address the diverse regional environments. In doing so, scoping and management of 
evaluations can, and generally does, promote the use of citizen engagement as part of the evaluation 
methodology. DRD officers, along with relevant stakeholders, are experienced in understanding what 
evaluation methods are appropriate for regional WA. This has seen a strong focus in the use of a variety 
of qualitative and quantitative data collection methods (such as surveys, interviews, focus groups and 
field observations) to inform evaluations with a variety of methodologies used to analyse this 
information and generate findings relating to progress against planned strategic outcomes.  

One important aspect of how DRD plans and coordinates its evaluation activities is by collaborating 
with its network of regional stakeholders. In the commissioning of evaluations portfolio stakeholders, 
including relevant Regional Development Commissions, are engaged to best understand the particular 
environments that the evaluation will be conducted in. Regional Development Commissions are able to 
provide localised knowledge of the relevant region including the ability to provide evaluators with the 
best contacts in the region, which can greatly assist in the collection of data. In an area that is so diverse, 
such as WA, it is important to utilise these entities with such knowledge and capacity. This coordination 
and collaboration with regional stakeholders has been facilitated, at least in part, by the Evaluation 
Framework. The Evaluation Framework explicitly outlines that each evaluation should collaborate with 
key stakeholders to produce rigorous findings. DRD through the Evaluation Framework and good 
management has been able to facilitate a culture in which evaluations are scoped and conducted utilising 
the best pre-existing networks available.  

It is important that DRD engages with its stakeholders early on in the evaluation process as this 
engagement creates ownership of the evaluative and community engagement process. By engaging 
Regional Development Commissions, DRD staff gain a renewed perspective and appreciation of the 
struggles faced in regional communities. As identified previously, regional stakeholders provide a local 
context to each evaluation and the environments that the evaluation will be conducted in. Internal 
stakeholders are able to provide project and program specific information to evaluation teams, while 
also providing guidance on the merits of such projects for evaluation. DRD has sought to increasingly 
engage and interact with Regional Development Commissions through presenting evaluation findings 
and discussing how evaluation may help in future developments. As a consequence of this engagement 
with Regional Development Commissions, DRD has been able to help improve core business of the 
regional development portfolio. Regional Development Commissions can use evaluation findings to 
help improve funding submissions, structuring projects and the implementation and management of 
funded projects. This engagement based on evaluation with key stakeholders, particularly those that are 
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regionally located, has allowed the Department to improve its policies and processes to enhance its 
regional develop program.  

EngagementHQ – Direct connection 
As well as conducting evaluations to inform and direct policy decisions, the Department makes use of 
an evaluation dedicated community engagement platform (http://engagingwithrfr.com.au/). This 
platform allows the Department to directly communicate with the public, and regional residents in 
particular, to promote and receive feedback on previous and current evaluations. The platform was 
launched by the Department in May 2015 and has been visited by over 500 regional residents, local and 
state government officials. Currently, the Department has eight evaluations and 27 case studies listed 
on the platform. The platform has a variety of tools such as surveys, comments and quick polls and has 
allowed DRD to receive direct feedback from community members.  

The use of an online engagement platform dedicated to evaluation allows feedback from local citizens 
on the range of themes evaluated by the Department. Importantly it can provide feedback on existing 
evaluation findings; highlight the need for evaluation in another region or other projects; or, highlight 
the need for evaluation of different projects or themes. These opportunities presented by an online 
citizen engagement platform can provide the Department with valuable feedback on its evaluation 
activities, and in turn its policy development.  

WHAT HAS DRD LEARNT THROUGH OUR EVALUATION ACTIVITIES? 
Through the efforts of evaluation the Department has identified a number of learnings as a result of its 
efforts to incorporate citizen engagement in its decision making. The following section will outline what 
DRD has learnt in translating evaluations that have used community engagement to inform policy and 
investment decisions. In doing so it will identify that the Department has had some success in translating 
evaluation findings and recommendations into changes in policy or process. It will also review the 
limitations of evaluation contributing to policy decisions. Furthermore, the section will involve a 
discussion on what factors have affected citizen engagement and the influence of evaluations in decision 
making.  

The evaluation of the Country Aged Pensioner Fuel Card scheme by the Department in 2010 produced 
information informed by engaging with local regional residents which led to a change of approach in 
the administration of the Scheme. The evaluation identified that the Scheme, while successful, had 
difficulty in promoting and clarifying its eligibility to potential recipients, particularly those in remote 
communities. This finding was informed through a high level desktop analysis of data, which indicated 
that a gap existed in the current policy. To find the underlying reason for the existence of this gap, the 
evaluators engaged with local residents to understand low uptake of the Scheme. Based on the evidence 
from the evaluation, the Department adjusted its promotion strategy for the Scheme to encourage greater 
uptake. The Department changed its promotion strategy to better engage with residents in the Kimberley 
region by utilising a pre-existing regional network available to the Department. The result of this shift 
in approach saw an improvement in the uptake of the Scheme by residents in the Kimberley. This 
emphasises how engaging with local communities through evaluation can provide decision makers with 
evidence that drives policy improvement.  

There are many factors which influence policy decisions in the regional development context. While 
evaluation ideally leads to direct policy changes through its recommendations, Weiss identifies that 
evaluations don’t necessarily always directly translate into policy changesx. DRD has found that while 
policy changes may not directly result from evaluation recommendations, evaluations are likely to 
influence the decision making environment. Weiss refers to this outcome of evaluation as 
‘enlightenment’xi. As a result, citizen engagement through evaluation recommendations have not 
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always directly influenced policy decisions of the Department. What has been discovered through 
DRD’s efforts is that if decision makers are made aware of evaluations early on it is likely to increase 
the likelihood that evaluation recommendations are acted upon. 

Through undertaking evaluation, the Department has observed that data quality affects the ability of an 
evaluation to influence decision makers. The power of an evaluation to influence decision makers is 
through its ability to provide evidenced-based information. Poor data limits the quality of an 
evaluation’s findings and recommendations, reducing the likelihood that evaluations will be able to 
present convincing evidence to decision makers. The Evaluation Framework has sought to mitigate the 
likelihood of poor data limiting an evaluations persuasiveness by specifying a mixed methods approach. 
A mixed methods approach to evaluation allows ‘triangulation’ of data, ensuring that findings and 
conclusions derived from the data from several sources are consistent. Inclusion of local community 
members or groups can verify other data sources and provide strong evidence for an evaluation’s 
findings and recommendations. Furthermore the triangulation of data can also allow evaluators to 
consider the views of multiple stakeholders such as government, project proponents, and the local 
community to understand whether these are convergent or divergent. The triangulation of data allows 
evaluation to be robust and multidimensional which provides decision makers evidence, at least 
partially derived through engagement at the regional level, to formulate policy and investment 
decisions. 

The increasing inclusion of DRD staff members throughout the evaluation process has become an 
important aspect of increasing DRD’s understanding of regional WA. As staff members are included in 
evaluations they can understand the impacts of RfR and take these learnings and apply them to changing 
decision making internally. An officer after being involved with an evaluation made the following 
comment. 

‘Although, having read a number of evaluation reports that capture the 
perspective of regional communities across the state, it is a completely different 
story, experiencing this first‐hand. No amount of reports or papers can substitute 

the actual experience of having face‐to‐face conversations with regional 
community members in Western Australia; this is the authentic experience and it 

is often undervalued.’  

This first-hand experience of regional WA by DRD staff can facilitate a greater internal awareness of 
the issues faced by regional WA. Consulting directly with regional Western Australians allows DRD 
staff greater awareness of the difficulties and opportunities found in regional WA. Ultimately this 
increased awareness will filter into the Department’s operations and decision making apparatus and is 
likely to result in the increased uptake of evaluation findings. As DRD officers are more intimately 
aware of evaluation findings, it is likely that this knowledge will allow such officers to influence key 
stakeholders and decision makers into forming policy and investment decisions based upon such 
evidence.  

EVALUATION AND CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT MOVING ON 
The regional development portfolio is currently reshaping its focus and priorities. In this environment 
it is important that evaluation remains an influence in directing regional development policy and 
investment decisions. The tools at DRD’s disposal should continue to be utilised to inform and guide 
its decision making. Evaluation has been recognised as important by the regional development portfolio 
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through its inclusion in the Policy Suite for the reform. It is important that the Department capitalise on 
this opportunity to embed citizen engagement and evaluation in the decision making apparatus of the 
Portfolio. 

One area that would provide an obvious pathway for citizen engagement informing policy decision is 
increasing the use of its citizen engagement platform, Engaging with Regional Development through 
Royalties for Regions (www.engagingwithrfr.com.au). As the organisation has adapted to the platform 
and its capabilities it has produced a more sophisticated engagement platform where potential is ready 
to be realised. The ongoing nature of the policy cycle means that it is important for the Department to 
continually seek engagement with its stakeholders, particularly regional community members. The 
online engagement platform allows the Department to highlight the findings of evaluations and 
encourage feedback from other regional stakeholders. Stakeholders feedback on the evaluation and the 
issues faced in their local communities can provide decision makers with further evidence to support or 
reject a position.  

An important aspect to ensuring evaluation remains an influence in regional development decision 
making is ensuring the Evaluation Framework is updated to meet the changing environment. If 
evaluations are not assessing the right thing then it is highly unlikely that evaluations will continue to 
inform decisions. Although this effort doesn’t necessarily induce or encourage citizen engagement, it 
does help to ensure that engagement facilitated through evaluations is influencing policy decisions. If 
evaluations are considered as irrelevant by decision makers then it is likely any citizen engagement that 
has informed it will be disregarded. Furthermore it is important for the promotion of evaluation findings 
and its importance to decision makers. If decision makers don’t know what evaluation can offer then it 
is highly unlikely that evaluations will be seen as relevant.  

It is important that DRD looks to continually refine how the management of evaluations and the types 
of evaluations we undertake will enable better target citizen engagement. This is a natural progression 
of learnings and experiences held by the team managing the evaluative activities of DRD. This evolution 
of the role DRD plays in evaluations will continue to see DRD officers take on larger aspect of data 
collection and analysis. Ultimately this direction will see DRD take a leading role in the commissioning, 
planning, conduction and analysis of evaluations.  

CONCLUSION 
The diverse nature of regional Western Australia has meant that the Department of Regional 
Development has sought to incorporate local perspectives on its investment and policy decisions. The 
utilisation of evaluation as a decision making tool has allowed the Department to receive feedback from 
a regional community perspective on its interventions. This feedback into the policy process allows for 
more responsive and targeted decisions to be made by decision makers. The Department has been able 
to initiate a number of policy changes through citizen engagement-driven evaluation recommendations. 
The Fuel Card evaluation and its recommendations led to a change in approach in terms of promotion 
to regional residents in the Kimberley by the Department. This recommendation was largely based upon 
feedback from community members.  

The Department has structured its approach to evaluation activities to encourage the incorporation of 
regional community members’ perspectives to inform individual evaluations. Through an Evaluation 
Framework and carefully planned approach to commissioning, planning and managing evaluations the 
Department is able to incorporate citizen engagement as a pillar of most of its evaluative activities. The 
Department has also engaged with citizens separately from evaluations through its dedicated online 
evaluation platform (http://www.engagingwithrfr.com.au/). These opportunities allow the Department 
to recognise localised conditions unique to geographical locations within Western Australia. This 
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recognition allows for a greater understanding of the realities experienced by its communities and will 
adjust decision making accordingly. 
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