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Abstract

Background: The vital role of evaluation as integral to program planning and program development is well supported
in the literature, yet we find little evidence of this in health promotion practice. Evaluation is often a requirement for
organisations supported by public funds, and is duly undertaken, however the quality, comprehensiveness and use of
evaluation findings are lacking. Practitioner peer-reviewed publications presenting evaluation work are also limited. There
are few published examples where evaluation is conducted as part of a comprehensive program planning process or
where evaluation findings are used for program development in order to improve health promotion practice.

Discussion: For even the smallest of programs, there is a diverse array of evaluation that is possible before, during and
after program implementation. Some types of evaluation are less prevalent than others. Data that are easy to collect or
that are required for compliance purposes are common. Data related to how and why programs work which could be
used to refine and improve programs are less commonly collected. This finding is evident despite numerous resources
and frameworks for practitioners on how to conduct effective evaluation and increasing pressure from funders to provide
evidence of program effectiveness. We identify several organisational, evaluation capacity and knowledge translation
factors which contribute to the limited collection of some types of data. In addition, we offer strategies for improving
health promotion program evaluation and we identify collaboration of a range of stakeholders as a critical enabler for
improved program evaluation.

Summary: Evaluation of health promotion programs does occur and resources for how to conduct evaluation are readily
available to practitioners. For the purposes of program development, multi-level strategies involving multiple stakeholders
are required to address the organisational, capacity and translational factors that affect practitioners’ ability to undertake
adequate evaluation.
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Background

“Evaluation’s most important purpose is not to prove
but to improve” ([1], p.4).

The vital role of evaluation as integral to program plan-
ning and program development is well supported in the
literature [2-5], yet we find little evidence of this in health
promotion practice. Practitioners often cite a lack of time
by staff already under significant work pressures as a rea-
son why they do not conduct more evaluation [5]. Some
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practitioners also admit to undervaluing evaluation in the
context of other competing priorities, notably service
delivery. In our experience as evaluators, supported by the
literature [6], we have found few examples where evaluation
is part of a comprehensive program planning process or
where program evaluation provides sufficient evidence to
inform program development to improve health promotion
practice.
There is a cyclical and ongoing relationship between

program planning and evaluation. Different types of evalu-
ation (formative, process, impact, outcome) are required
at different stages in planning and implementing a pro-
gram. Evaluation activities are much broader than measur-
ing before and after changes as a result of intervention.
They include stakeholder consultation, needs assessment,
prototype development and testing, measuring outputs,
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monitoring implementation activities, and assessing how a
program works, its strengths and limitations [7]. Following
implementation, periods of reflection inform future pro-
gram planning and refinement (see Figure 1, based on a
four stage project management life cycle [8]).
This cyclical approach to planning and evaluation is not

always evident in practice; many organisations appear to
take a linear approach, often undertaking planning and
evaluation activities independently, and commensurate with
the funding available. Others see evaluation as a measure of
compliance or proof that is more useful to those requesting
or funding the program evaluation than to those implement-
ing the program.
In this discussion we will argue that, for even the smal-

lest of programs, there is a diverse array of evaluation that
is possible before, during and after program implementa-
tion. We suggest that some types of evaluation are less
prevalent than others. We will examine three types of fac-
tors contributing to limited program evaluation and
propose strategies to support practitioners to undertake
evaluation that improves health promotion practice.

Discussion
Evaluation of health promotion programs does occur. How-
ever, the evaluation undertaken seems to be determined, at
least in part, by data that is easy to collect, such as program
costs, client satisfaction surveys, number of participants,
number of education sessions, and costs per media target
audience ratings points (TARPs). These data may be aggre-
gated and reported on, however such cases seem to be fairly
rare and restricted to evaluations that are undertaken as re-
search or where compliance is required; for example, where
program funding may not be approved without a clear
evaluation plan.
There is little evidence of evaluation being truly used for

program development despite:
•Impact evaluation
•Outcome evaluation

•Needs assessment
•Organisational fit
•Strategic alignment

Initiate Plan

ImplemeFinish

Figure 1 Planning and evaluation cycle (adapted from [8]).
� Extensive literature on the health promotion
planning and evaluation process [7,9-19];

� Evaluation identified as a core competency of health
promotion practice [20-23]; and

� Planning and evaluation units as central components
of public health and health promotion degrees
[24,25].
“Effective evaluation is not an ‘event’ that occurs at the
end of a project, but is an ongoing process which helps
decision makers better understand the project; how it
is impacting participants, partner agencies and the
community; and how it is being influenced/impacted
by both internal and external factors” ([26], p.3).

Our experience as evaluators indicates that practitioners
frequently regard evaluation as an add-on process when a
program is finished, rather than an ongoing process. Evalu-
ation measures which are focused on outputs do not usually
reflect the totality of a program’s effects. As such, practi-
tioners may not perceive the data to be useful and therefore
may undertake data collection solely to be compliant with
program reporting requirements, or to justify continued
funding.
Evaluation that identifies what works well and why,

where program improvements are needed and whether a
program is making a difference to a health issue will pro-
vide more valuable data for service providers. It is ac-
knowledged that these data are often harder to collect
than measures of program activity. However, these types
of evaluation are needed to avoid missed opportunities for
service improvements [6]. Important evaluation questions
include: Are resources being used well? Are services equit-
able and accessible? Are services acceptable to culturally
and linguistically diverse populations? Could modifica-
tions to the program result in greater health gains?
•Process evaluation
•Formative evaluation
•Impact evaluation

•Formative evaluation
•Collection of baseline 
data

nt

Program review 
and refinement
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The answers to these types of questions can inform
more effective and sustainable health promotion pro-
grams, reduce the potential for iatrogenic effects (prevent-
able harm), and justify the expenditure of public funds. To
be an ethical and responsible service provider, this ac-
countability is critical.

Why does the planning and evaluation cycle break
down for some organisations?

We can identify a number of factors that contribute
to limited program evaluation, many of which are gener-
ally well known to health promotion practitioners
[5,6,18,19,27,28]. We have grouped these constraints on
program evaluation broadly as organisational, capacity,
and translational factors (see Figure 2).

Organisational factors
Funding for preventive health programs is highly competi-
tive [15], with implied pressure to pack in a great deal of
intervention, often to the detriment of the evaluation and
the health programs. Economic evaluations are also desired
by funding agencies without clear appreciation of the tech-
nical constraints and costs involved in undertaking these
evaluations [16,25]. Since health promotion programs often
do not attract significant funding or resources [23,29], the
evaluation budget can be limited. In addition, funding can
operate on short-term cycles, often up to 12 months, see
for example projects funded by the Western Australian
Health Promotion Foundation (Healthway) [30].
These project-based funding models can damage the

sustainability of good preventive health programs for a
number of reasons, including that funding may end before
the program is able to demonstrate evidence that it works.
•Lack of evaluati
•Practitioners un
evaluation or ho

•Unable to devel
framework that 

Capacity 
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Figure 2 Factors contributing to limited program evaluation.
Instead of desirable longer-term emphasis on health change
and program development, evaluation choices tend to be
responsive to these short-term drivers. Consequently, the
planning process for programs may be fast-tracked with the
focus weighted heavily towards intervention, and the evalu-
ation component can move towards one of two extremes –
either research-oriented or managerial evaluations.
Research-oriented evaluation projects, experimental in

nature, include attempts to create a controlled research
study, which may not be sustainable outside the funding
period. There is good evidence of sound research-
oriented evaluations [31,32]. However, the gold standard
of the randomised controlled trial (RCT) requiring a
comparison non-intervention control group is not al-
ways appropriate for a health promotion program that is
delivering services to everyone in the community [33].
Many health promotion programs are also not well
suited to quasi-experimental evaluation of health out-
comes, given their naturalistic setting and proposed pro-
gram benefits often well into the future. The rigorous
study design of research-oriented projects is important
but may not be appropriate for many community and
national health promotion interventions.
Managerial evaluations are minimalist types of evalu-

ation that are designed to meet auditing requirements.
We suspect that understanding of program evaluation
has become rather superficial, based more on recipe-
style classification or naming conventions (formative,
process, impact, outcome evaluation) and less on the
underlying purpose.
These categories may meet funder requirements as a

recognisable model of types of evaluation. However, the
purpose of the evaluation and its value are often lost. The
capacity to inform both the current program and future
on knowledge and skills
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op and apply an evaluation 
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iterations is also reduced. Furthermore, the usefulness of
the evaluation data collected may be compromised if the
program planning process has not considered evaluation
in advance, in particular, objectives that are relevant to the
project and that can be evaluated.
Capacity factors
Evaluation of health promotion programs is particularly
important to prevent unintended effects. Yet the reality
for agencies undertaking health promotion work is that
evaluation may not be well understood by staff, even those
with a health promotion or public health background. For
example, health promotion practitioners intending to col-
lect evaluation data that can be shared, disseminated or
reported more widely may need to partner with a relevant
organisation in order to access a Human Research Ethics
Committee (HREC) to seek ethics approval. Evaluation
can also be seen as difficult [28,34], and a task that cannot
be done without specialist software, skills or assistance.
As a result, there may be inadequate consideration of

evaluation or evaluation is not planned at all. Data are
not always suitable to address desired evaluation ques-
tions, or are not collected well. Consider the use of sur-
veys to obtain evaluation data. People creating surveys
often have no training in good survey design. The result-
ing survey data are not always useful or very meaningful
and these negative experiences may fuel service pro-
viders’ doubts about the value of evaluation surveys, and
indeed evaluation in general.
A number of circumstances can contribute further to

limited evaluation. For example, when resources are scarce
or there is instability in the workforce, or when a program
receives recurrent funding with no requirement for evi-
dence of program effectiveness, the perceived value of
rigorous evaluation is low. Furthermore, in any funding
round, the program may no longer be supported making
any evaluative effort seem wasteful. Conversely, if the
program was successful in previous funding rounds there is
often little motivation to change other than a gradual creep
in activity number and/or scope. Consequently, there
appear to be few incentives for quality evaluation used to
inform program improvements, to modify, expand or con-
tract, or to change direction in programming.
Translational factors
Political influence also plays a role. Being seen to be ‘doing
something quickly’ to address a public health issue is a
common reaction by politicians leading to hurriedly
planned programs with few opportunities for evaluation.
The difficulties of working with hard to reach and unen-
gaged target groups may be ignored in the urgency to act
quickly. As a result, getting buy-in from community
groups may not be actively sought, or may be tokenistic at
best, with the potential for exacerbating the social exclu-
sion experienced by marginalised groups [35].
There is also some reluctance by practitioners to evaluate

due to potential risk of unfavourable findings. Yet, it is im-
portant to share both positive and negative outcomes so that
others learn from and do not make similar mistakes. Confi-
dence to publish lessons learned firstly requires developing
the skills to be able to disseminate knowledge through peer-
reviewed journals and other forums. Secondly, practitioners
require reassurance from funding agencies that funds will
not automatically be withdrawn without opportunity for
practitioners to adjust programs to improve outcomes.
Information about how to conduct evaluations for dif-

ferent types of programs is plentiful and readily available
to practitioners in the public domain (see for example
[7,9,10,16]). Strategies for building evaluation capacity
and creating sustainable evaluation practice are also well
documented [36]. Yet barriers to translating this knowledge
into health promotion practice clearly remain [34,37].

What is needed to support practitioners to undertake
improved evaluation?

We propose that multi-level strategies are needed to ad-
dress the organisational, capacity and translational factors
that contribute to the currently limited program evalu-
ation focused on health promotion program development
[6,12,14]. We also suggest that supporting health promo-
tion practitioners to conduct evaluations that are more
meaningful for program development is a shared responsi-
bility. We identify strategies and roles for an array of ac-
tors including health promotion practitioners, educators,
policymakers and funders, organisational leadership and
researchers. Many strategies also require collaboration be-
tween different roles. Examples of the strategies and
shared responsibilities needed to improve health promo-
tion program evaluation are shown in Figure 3 and are
discussed below.

Strategies to address organisational factors
We have questioned here the expectations of funding
agencies in relation to evaluation. We concur with Smith
[6] and question the validity of the outcomes some organi-
sations may require, or expect, from their own programs.
Assisting organisations to develop achievable and relevant
goals and objectives, and processes for monitoring these,
should be a focus of capacity building initiatives.
Organisational leadership needs to place a high value on

evaluation as a necessary tool for continuous program de-
velopment and improvement. There should be greater
focus on quantifying the extent of impact needed. Practi-
tioners need to feel safe to ask: could we be doing better?
Asking this question in the context of raising the stan-
dards and quality of programs to benefit the target groups
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Figure 3 Improving health promotion program evaluation.
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[6] is recommended rather than a paradigm of individual
or group performance management.
Establishing partnerships with researchers can add the

necessary rigour and credibility to practitioners’ evalu-
ation efforts and can facilitate dissemination of results in
peer-reviewed journal articles and through conferences.
Sharing both the processes and results of program evalu-
ations in this way is especially important for the wider
health practitioner community. Furthermore, identifying
organisations that use evaluation well for program devel-
opment may assist in understanding the features of orga-
nisations and the strategies and practices needed to
overcome common barriers to evaluation.

Strategies to increase evaluation capacity
In some organisations, there is limited awareness of
what constitutes evaluation beyond a survey, or collect-
ing operational data. We would argue that with some
modification, many existing program activities could be
used for evaluation purposes to ensure systematic and
rigorous collection of data. Examples include recording
journal entries of program observations, and audio or
video recording of data to better understand program
processes and participant involvement.
Specialist evaluation skills are not always required. Practi-

tioners may wish to consider appreciative inquiry methods
[38] which focus on the strengths of a program and what is
working well rather than program deficits and problems.
Examples include the most significant change technique, a
highly participatory story-based method for evaluating
complex interventions [39] and the success case method for
evaluating investments in workforce training [40]. These
methods use storytelling and narratives and provide power-
ful participatory evaluation methods for integrating evalu-
ation and program development. Arts-based qualitative
inquiry methods such as video diaries, graffiti/murals, the-
atre, photography, dance and music are increasingly being
explored for their use in health promotion given the rela-
tionship between arts engagement and health outcomes
[41]. Boydell and colleagues provide a useful scoping review
of arts-based health research [42].
Such arts-based evaluation strategies may be particularly

suited to programs that already include creative compo-
nents. They may also be more culturally acceptable when
used as community engagement tools for groups where
English is not the native language or where literacy may
be low. In our experience, funding agencies are increas-
ingly open to the validity of these data and their potential
for wider reach, particularly in vulnerable populations
[43,44]. The outputs of arts-based methods (for example,
photography exhibitions, theatre performances) are also
powerful channels for disseminating results and have the
potential to influence policy if accepted as rigorous forms
of evidence [42].
We encourage practitioners to begin a dialogue with fun-

ders to identify relevant methods of evaluation and types of
evidence that reflect what their programs are actually doing
and that provide meaningful data for both reporting and
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program development purposes. Other authors have also
recognised the paucity of useful evaluations and have devel-
oped a framework for negotiating meaningful evaluation in
non-profit organisations [45].
Workforce development strategies, including mentor-

ing, training, and skills building programs, can assist in
capacity building. There are several examples of centrally
coordinated capacity building projects in Australia which
aim to improve the quality of program planning and
evaluation in different sectors through partnerships and
collaborations between researchers, practitioners, funders
and policymakers (see for example SiREN, the Sexual
Health and Blood-borne Virus Applied Research and
Evaluation Network [46,47]; the Youth Educating Peers
project [48]; and the REACH partnership: Reinvigorating
Evidence for Action and Capacity in Community HIV
programs [49]). These initiatives seek to provide health
promotion program planning and evaluation education,
skills and resources, and assist practitioners to apply new
knowledge and skills. The Western Australian Centre for
Health Promotion Research (WACHPR) is also engaged
in several university-industry partnership models across a
range of sectors including injury prevention, infectious
diseases, and Aboriginal maternal and child health.
These models have established formal opportunities for

health promotion practitioners to work alongside health
promotion researchers, for example, co-locating researchers
and practitioners to work together over an extended period
of time. Immersion and sharing knowledge in this way seeks
to enhance evaluation capacity and evidence-based practice,
facilitate practitioner contributions to the scholarly litera-
ture, and improve the relevance of research for practice.
There has been some limited evaluation of these capacity
building initiatives and it is now timely to collect further evi-
dence of their potential value to justify continued investment
in these types of workforce development strategies.
Also important is evaluability assessment, including estab-

lishing program readiness for evaluation [7] and the feasibil-
ity and value of any evaluation [22]. Though rare, in some
cases, agencies may over-evaluate without putting the results
to good use. Organisations need to be able to assess when
to evaluate, consider why they are evaluating, and be mind-
ful whether evaluation is needed at all. Clear evaluation
questions should always guide data collection. The use of
existing data collection tools which have been proven to be
reliable is advantageous for comparative purposes [7].

Strategies to facilitate knowledge translation
Evaluation has to be timely and meaningful, not simply
confirming what practitioners know, otherwise there is
limited perceived value in conducting evaluation. Prac-
tical evaluation methods that can be integrated into daily
activities work well and may be more sustainable by
practitioners [50].
It is not always possible to collect baseline data. Where
no baseline data has been collected against which to com-
pare results, this does not have to be a barrier to evalu-
ation, as comparisons against local and national data may
be possible. Post-test only data, if constructed well, can
also provide some indication of effectiveness, for example,
collecting data on ratings of improved self-efficacy as a re-
sult of a project.
Practitioners should be encouraged that evaluation is a dy-

namic and evolving process. Evaluation strategies may need
to be adapted several times before valuable data are col-
lected. This process of reflective practice may be formalised
in the approach of participatory action research [51] which
features cycles of planning, implementation and reflection
to develop solutions to practical problems. Through active
participation and collaboration with researchers, practi-
tioners build evaluation skills and increased confidence that
evaluation is within their capability and worth doing to im-
prove program outcomes.
Funding rules can help reinforce the importance of ad-

equate evaluation as an essential component of program
planning. Some grants require 10-15% of the program
budget to be spent on evaluation including translation of
evaluation findings. Healthway, for example, encourages
grant applicants to seek evaluation planning support from
university-based evaluation consultants prior to submit-
ting a project funding application.
The Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion guides health

promotion practice to consider multi-level strategies at in-
dividual, community and system levels to address complex
issues and achieve sustainable change [52]. The role of
political influence on the strategies that are implemented
and the opportunities for evaluation cannot, however, be
ignored. A balance must be achieved between responding
quickly to a health issue attracting public concern and
undertaking sufficient planning to ensure the response is
appropriate and sustainable. In a consensus study with the
aim of defining sustainable community-based health pro-
motion practice, practitioners highlighted four key fea-
tures: effective relationships and partnerships; building
community capacity; evidence-based decision-making and
practice; and a supportive context for practice [29]. React-
ive responses may be justified if implemented as part of a
more comprehensive, evidence-based and theory-based
health promotion strategy. A significant evaluation com-
ponent to assess the responses can enable action to ex-
tend, modify or withdraw the strategies as appropriate.

Summary
In this article, we have argued that along the spectrum of
evaluation, evaluation activities focused on output measures
are more frequently undertaken than evaluation activities
that are used to inform program development. We have
outlined organisational, capacity, and translational factors
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that currently limit the extent of program evaluation under-
taken by health promotion practitioners.
We propose that multiple strategies are needed to address

the evaluation challenges faced by health promotion practi-
tioners and that there is a shared responsibility of a range of
stakeholders for building evaluation capacity in the health
promotion workforce (Figure 3). We conclude that adequate
evaluation resources are available to practitioners; what is
lacking is support to apply this evaluation knowledge to
practice.
The types of support needed can be identified at an in-

dividual, organisational, and policy level:

� Individual practitioners require support to develop
evaluation knowledge and skills through training,
mentoring and workforce capacity development
initiatives. They also need organisational leadership
that endorses evaluation activities as valuable (and
essential) for program development and not
conducted simply to meet operational auditing
requirements.

� Organisations need to create a learning environment
that encourages and rewards reflective practice and
evaluation for continuous program improvement. In
addition, a significant evaluation component is
required to ensure that reactive responses to major
public health issues can be monitored, evaluated and
modified as required.

� At a policy level, all programs should be monitored,
evaluated and refined or discontinued if they do not
contribute to intended outcomes. Seeking evidence
that is appropriate to program type and stage of
development is important; funders need to give
consideration to a range of evaluation data.
Adequate budget also needs to be available for and
invested in program evaluation.

Evaluation of health promotion programs does occur
and resources for how to conduct evaluations are read-
ily available to practitioners. Multi-level strategies in-
volving a range of stakeholders are also required to
address the organisational, capacity and translational
factors that influence practitioners’ ability to undertake
adequate evaluation. Establishing strong partnerships
between key stakeholders who build evaluation capacity,
fund or conduct evaluation activities will be critical to
support health promotion practitioners undertake
evaluation for program development.
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