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EVALUATION CAN CROSS THE BOUNDARIES: 
THE CASE OF TRANSPORT CANADA

Gail Young
Transport Canada
Ottawa, Ontario

This article examines how an evaluation unit in a federal govern-
ment department transformed itself from a traditional function 
focusing on a few time-consuming and resource-intensive evalu-
ation studies per year to a more service-oriented unit that has 
added results measurement to its core functions. It went down 
this road to increase the impact it was having on individuals, 
programs, and the department as whole. Along the way it dis-
covered a new breed of evaluator: outgoing people interested in 
teaching, coaching, and facilitating. It found that there is more 
results measurement work out there than one unit can handle, 
and it learned to go where impact is highest. It had to cope with 
good evaluators being lured away by programs, and it recognized 
threats to evaluation independence. In the end, it has become a 
champion of the evaluator as results measurement specialist and 
is reaping the benefi ts of better results data, more astute evalu-
ators, a more dynamic and stimulating work environment, and 
a larger and more visible impact.

Cet article met à l’étude la transformation d’un groupe d’évalua-
tion d’un ministère fédéral. Ce groupe gouvernemental servait 
auparavant une fonction d’évaluation traditionnelle concentrant 
sur quelques études en évaluation qui prenaient beaucoup de 
temps et de ressources par année; actuellement, c’est un groupe 
axé sur le service à la clientèle qui a ajouté à ses fonctions de 
base la mesure des résultats. Ce groupe d’évaluation a suivi cette 
transformation pour augmenter son impact sur les individus, les 
programmes, et le ministère dans l’ensemble. Au cours de ces 
changements, le groupe a découvert une nouvelle espèce d’éva-
luateur : des personnes ouvertes intéressées à l’enseignement, 
à l’encadrement, et à la facilitation. Ils ont trouvé qu’il y a plus 
de travail en mesure des résultats à accomplir qu’un seul groupe 
peut gérer, et ils ont appris comment aller là où l’impact est le 
plus important. Ils ont dû affronter la perte de bons évaluateurs 
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attirés vers les programmes. Ils ont reconnu les menaces pour 
l’indépendance de l’évaluation. En fi n de compte, ce groupe est 
devenu un champion de l’évaluateur comme spécialiste en mesure 
des résultats et est récompensé de meilleures données sur les 
résultats, d’évaluateurs plus astucieux, d’un milieu de travail 
plus dynamique et plus stimulant, et d’un impact plus important 
ainsi que plus visible.

INTRODUCTION

Overview

The purpose of this article is to document the challenges, 
successes, and lessons learned when the well-established evalua-
tion function of the federal Department of Transport expanded its 
mandate to include a results measurement practice. It explains why 
the department was compelled to move down the road to integration 
of evaluation and results measurement and how the two functions 
co-exist in a single organization. It explores the impact on people, 
programs, and the department as a whole; identifi es the key elements 
of success; and addresses what the future may hold.

Evaluation and Results Measurement in the Government of Canada: 
The Historical Perspective

Evaluation as a specialized activity has existed in the Government of 
Canada since the late 1970s when departments and agencies began 
to set up units to carry out formal evaluation studies. The evalua-
tion that was being promoted by government was fi rmly grounded 
in socio-economic research methodologies; it was an evaluation ap-
proach for which there was already abundant academic literature, 
especially in the fi elds of education and health. The expectation was 
that independent and objective evaluations would inform manage-
ment decisions, demonstrate accountability, and provide advice to 
ministers (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, Centre of Excel-
lence for Evaluation, 2004).

The function has waxed and waned over the years, never living up 
to early expectations. This assessment was refl ected in the Auditor 
General’s reports of 1993 and 1996, which gave low marks on mate-
riality and impact. Evaluation has also changed direction from time 
to time. Some of this change was driven by government’s concept of 
what evaluation should be, as set out in evaluation or review policies, 
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guidelines, standards, and preferred practices; some by departments 
responding to their specifi c needs or actively looking to improve 
evaluation use and usefulness; and some by more national or global 
trends such as fi scal restraint, scandal, or public demand for greater 
transparency and accountability in government.

While evaluation has strong academic roots in research, results meas-
urement evolved as a component of performance measurement, so has 
generally found itself in the realm of management and administra-
tion. It is, in fact, identifi ed as a management responsibility in the 
2001 Evaluation Policy (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2001). 
Current government terminology reinforces this positioning: “results 
measurement” is now often replaced by “results-based management.” 
The implication is that producing good results information is a key 
management function, but it is only half the battle; managers need 
to understand and accept the importance of this information and use 
it to inform their decisions.

Results measurement as a separate function of government arrived 
on the scene later than evaluation, but it was receiving some atten-
tion in the 1970s, when there were some attempts to integrate it 
into planning processes, with fi nance or planning units usually tak-
ing the lead. It too has had a history of fi ts and starts. By the early 
1990s, renewed interest in performance measurement in the United 
States was starting to be felt: Government Performance and Results 
Act (GPRA) on the federal government front, performance indicators 
developed by several state governments, the balanced score card 
(Kaplan & Norton, 1992), and Reinventing Government (Osborne & 
Gaebler, 1992).

An important driver for implementing results-based management 
in Canada was the program review of the mid-1990s. Coupled with 
fi scal restraint measures, its objective was to ensure government 
resources were directed at the highest priority requirements and 
where government was best placed to serve citizens (Treasury Board 
of Canada Secretariat, 2000b). In addition to huge budget reductions, 
reorganizations, and commercialization, program review led to new 
results-focused planning and reporting processes, including improved 
performance reporting to Parliament.

By the start of the new millennium, the demand for results infor-
mation was on a steep upward climb. With Results for Canadians 
proclaiming that “Few things have contributed more in recent years 
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to the development of Canadian public administration than the 
focus on results” (Treasury Board of Canada, 2000, p. 10), govern-
ment forged ahead with demands for information on the impacts 
of federal programs. These new demands were evident in several 
Treasury Board (TB) policies and initiatives, including new policies on 
transfer payments and evaluations, the Management Accountability 
Framework (MAF), and the Management, Resources, and Results 
Structure (MRRS). It was further fuelled in 2003 by the creation 
of the Expenditure Review Committee of TB, which sought to link 
resources to results in support of resource reallocation and reduction 
decisions, and most recently by proposed accountability legislation 
that includes program review requirements.

Most departments of the federal government have found it diffi cult 
to meet the heightened demands for results information. There are a 
number of factors contributing to this situation. First, many managers 
have not internalized results-focused thinking; it is still something 
they do to “feed the beast.” Second, results measurement is hard to 
do. It requires some understanding of what a good indicator is and 
what methods could be used to measure it. Third, managers may 
fi nd it diffi cult to accept that they are accountable for, and should 
be tracking, changes in behaviour, or in social, economic, or envi-
ronmental conditions that their program does not control but is only 
infl uencing, sometimes in a very indirect way. And fi nally, despite 
changes in policies and approaches, the consequences of not having 
results information may not yet be seen to outweigh the costs and 
perceived burden of putting in place a comprehensive results meas-
urement regime.

Current Thinking on the Integration of Evaluation and Results 
Measurement

Not surprisingly, there are different views across government and 
in academia on the role of evaluation in results measurement. While 
there are no data on where responsibility for results measurement is 
currently located in federal government departments, it is known that 
some departments have integrated the two functions; some have re-
sults measurement in a separate organizational unit, some subsume it 
within a planning or fi nance group, while others simply acknowledge 
it as a management function. The reasons for different placements 
and emphases in government are likely more administrative than 
values-based. It is what evolved in the organizational milieu of a par-
ticular department, based on management objectives that may have 
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had little to do with trying to promote a results-focused environment. 
The current evaluation policy (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 
2001) provides a good deal of scope for evaluation’s level and type of 
involvement, saying that managers are responsible for managing for 
results and that evaluators should “help,” “support,” and “work with” 
them to make it happen. Similarly, there is a lot of fl exibility in how 
involved evaluators need to be in implementing the policy on trans-
fer payments (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2000a), which 
requires results measurement for grant and contribution programs. 
Subsequent direction from Treasury Board Secretariat’s (TBS’s) 
Centre of Excellence for Evaluation called for the head of evaluation 
to sign off on measurement plans, but the degree of involvement in 
the development of those plans has not been well defi ned.

Evaluation experts outside government are divided on whether evalu-
ation and results measurement should be integrated. As James C. 
McDavid points out, evaluation experts’ opposition to integration 
stems largely from a belief that performance measurement is part of 
organizational management and lies outside the evaluation fi eld. It is 
seen to be a management tool that does not have the methodological 
complexity of evaluation (McDavid & Hawthorn, 2006). On the other 
hand, McDavid’s view, one shared by the author, is that regardless 
of who carries out performance measurement, it requires an under-
standing of evaluation principles and practices. It is complementary 
to evaluation: both seek to inform management decision-making; both 
are grounded in logic models, research designs, and measurement.

THE TRANSPORT CANADA CONTEXT

The Old Boundaries: Evaluation Studies Long on Time and Resources 
and Short on Impact

Until the late 1990s, evaluation in Transport Canada (TC) was typical 
of the evaluation function across the Government of Canada. It was a 
small unit of about 10 people with a variety of research backgrounds 
who carried out a few evaluation frameworks and studies each year. 
Study planning could take several months, sometimes as long as the 
study itself, and studies were broad in scope, frequently taking over 
a year to complete.

Planning was done in-house and all evaluation studies were con-
tracted out. In keeping with this approach, it was senior offi cers, 
classifi ed as administrative support (AS-06 and AS-07), who carried 
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out the work. These offi cers usually managed a contracted study on 
their own; teamwork was not the norm. The unit was quite stable, and 
while co-op students were brought on staff for four to eight months, 
they were rarely hired at the end of their co-op term.

TC’s evaluation unit was, in essence, a pure function, focusing almost 
exclusively on evaluating departmental programs, hence its name: 
the Program Evaluation Directorate. It kept a fairly low profi le. 
Structurally, it was part of a review group that included internal 
audit, although the two units were managed separately. Managers 
routinely confused the evaluators and auditors and viewed them both 
with apprehension. Independence, objectivity, and integrity were 
central to the function; however, evaluation’s impact on departmental 
decision-making, while likely better than in many departments, was 
not profound.

Since the evaluation unit was not routinely following up on the im-
plementation of evaluation recommendations, nor was it doing client 
satisfaction surveys, the above observations are based on the recol-
lections of the author, who was a senior offi cer in the unit for some of 
this period. Objective evidence of the state of evaluation in TC can be 
seen in the 1993 Auditor General’s report on evaluation (Offi ce of the 
Auditor General, 1993), which praised the department for the impact 
of its search and rescue evaluation. There is also some evidence from 
the late 1980s, when the evaluation unit commissioned a consultant 
to carry out interviews with TC program managers. These interviews 
were intended to help the evaluation unit recover from a perceived 
malaise and improve its departmental impact. The key fi ndings were 
that managers perceived the evaluation function to be accountable 
only to itself, and that studies took much too long to complete.

Breaking Out: The End of the “Pure” Evaluation Unit

By the late 1990s, evaluation in TC was emerging from a diffi cult 
period. It was in a slump, trying to fi gure out how to resurrect itself 
after a few years of sluggish activity. It had the additional stress 
of coping with a major departmental transition coming out of the 
program review and resulting in the divestiture of transportation 
operations and a stronger focus on policy and regulation.

Evaluation, like the rest of the department, had to fi nd a new focus, 
a new direction. It had shrunk to eight people and had been moved 
around among groups, separate from internal audit. By the late 1990s 
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it had grown to 10 and was located within the Policy Group. It stayed 
there until mid-2005 when it moved to Corporate Services, by which 
time it had grown to its current size of 14. It is this revitalization of 
TC’s evaluation unit from the late 1990s to today that is the subject 
of this article. And it was the adoption of a results measurement 
mandate for evaluation that provided the impetus for evaluation to 
reinvent itself.

In the federal government of the late 1990s, there were signifi cant and 
largely unmet demands for results measurement to feed the develop-
ment, implementation, monitoring, and improvement of government 
policies, programs, and special initiatives. TC was trying to respond to 
new results-oriented policies and initiatives of TBS through changes 
to its planning, fi nancial management, and reporting approaches. In 
addition, it embarked on a series of internal reviews intended to help 
rationalize the budget allocation process by linking information on 
resources, activities, and results. Given this environment, Evaluation 
began to see that it was doing itself a disservice by maintaining a pure 
evaluation unit that left results measurement to program managers 
and consultants. Here was a new business line that had the poten-
tial to revitalize the evaluation unit, improve program information, 
and meet many departmental and central agency needs. Here was 
an approach based on many of the same concepts and methodologies 
as evaluation.

TC’s evaluation unit started to move into results measurement terri-
tory to meet this growing demand. At the same time, it maintained its 
other business line of carrying out evaluation studies. It found, as did 
most other federal departments, that there were huge gaps in results 
information. For example, the directorate charged with rail safety at 
TC knew going back several years how many main track derailments 
had taken place, how many grade crossing and trespassing fatalities 
— these data were regularly collected by the Transportation Safety 
Board — but it had little information that would help it determine 
what difference regulations, inspections, enforcement actions, and 
awareness campaigns were having on safety levels.

TC’s evaluation unit recognized that, over the longer term, having 
good results data would improve the quality of evaluation studies. It 
had typically been forced to rely on one-time survey data; labour-in-
tensive hard-copy fi le reviews; interviews with industry representa-
tives, program staff, and transportation modal experts; and anecdotal 
information that was a poor substitute for solid trend data on results 
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indicators. To the discouragement (and sometimes embarrassment) 
of evaluators, their studies had ended up looking weak. The whole 
profession suffered.

The reporting of results also proved to be an area in need of a major 
overhaul. Reporting to Parliament had been a concern of evalua-
tion for some time, but it found that its peripheral involvement in 
reviewing drafts of Part III of the Main Estimates (the departmental 
performance report) had done little to give it more of the results fo-
cus that TBS was demanding. TC, like other departments, had been 
largely ignoring results and using the Part IIIs to explain how busy 
it was drafting new regulations, carrying out inspections, injecting 
funding into federal-provincial transportation projects, consulting 
stakeholders on new policies, and so on. Evaluators noted that even 
when results information was available from evaluation studies or 
from the research and records of programs themselves, it seldom 
appeared in the Part IIIs. They saw this as a disturbing indicator of 
the extent to which evaluation fi ndings were irrelevant to the real 
world of program management.

TC’s evaluation unit pondered how to maintain its core business of 
producing evaluation studies while taking advantage of these results 
measurement demands and gaps, and integrating them into its busi-
ness plan. It soon became apparent to evaluators on the front lines 
that they were, in fact, entering a results measurement vacuum. They 
were pulled in several directions at once, trying to respond to others’ 
only vaguely understood wish lists: “Can you help me pull together 
some performance measures for my program? It’s in my performance 
agreement this year” Or “TBS is telling me I need an accountability 
framework — can you guys in evaluation help me with that?” Or “My 
manager wants a results-based strategic plan. Do you know what that 
is? Can you help me deliver on that?” These demands were occasion-
ally overwhelming, but they were not uniformly spread throughout 
the department. Policy areas faced particular challenges in focusing 
on results, given the often conceptual and developmental nature of 
their work, the long time period before results could be expected to 
be measurable, and the diffi culties in attributing high-level results 
such as changes in economic indicators to specifi c policy activity.

Coincident with evaluation being drawn into results measurement, 
the evaluation unit was growing, restructuring, and reorganizing. It 
acquired four new positions specifi cally to carry out result measure-
ment-related activities; staff classifi cations changed from administra-
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tive support (ASs) to economists, sociologists, and statisticians (ESs); 
more junior positions were created; there was more teamwork carried 
out within a matrix organization; and there were fewer contracts and 
more in-house work. Not all of these changes were entered into with 
the explicit objective of moving the evaluation unit into the fi eld of 
results measurement. They did, however, give evaluation the capac-
ity, the competencies, and the confi dence to fi ll some of the results 
measurement vacuum.

TC’s evaluation function was not governed by a formal departmental 
policy, and some of the anomalies inherent in the addition of results 
measurement to its core business were not dealt with in any explicit 
way. For example, there was little discussion around the question of 
who were the clients for the evaluation unit’s products and services. 
It was recognized that the deputy minister was intended to be the 
ultimate client for evaluation studies, but in practice there was con-
siderable consultation with program managers at both the planning 
and recommendation phases of studies. It did not seem to be a big 
leap to see these managers as clients for results measurement, to talk 
about delivering services to them, and, ultimately, to measure their 
satisfaction with services provided.

Leadership was a key factor in changing the direction of TC’s evalu-
ation unit. The head of evaluation needed to adopt the philosophy of 
“just do it”: no waiting for a formal mandate, or new work descrip-
tions, or terms of reference, or accountability accords. It was a case 
of not asking for permission, so not running the risk of being told 
to stay out of it. What it came down to was a series of questions, 
the answers to which led the evaluation leadership to decide that 
results measurement was where it should be: Is this something that 
will help the department carry out its mandate? Can anyone else in 
the department deliver on this? Can evaluation deliver? Will this 
improve evaluation’s effectiveness? Its reputation? And fi nally, it 
was recognized that becoming a service organization, in addition to 
an accountability and oversight unit, would allow evaluation to re-
energize itself, to bask in the glow of satisfi ed, grateful clients who 
actually welcomed evaluation staff into their offi ces.

MAKING IT WORK AT TRANSPORT CANADA

Where did these changes lead evaluation in TC? To a new name: 
Departmental Evaluation Services, a new product line: results frame-
works, and a new philosophy: be useful or be gone. In the past three 
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years, in addition to a risk-based program of evaluation studies 
— about 9 or 10 per year — evaluation has helped develop over 60 
frameworks, including the results-based management and account-
ability frameworks (RMAFs) demanded by TBS’s transfer payment 
policy. This is getting into the results measurement business in a big 
way. Approximately one-quarter of the unit’s professional staff time 
is now spent on frameworks and other results measurement activity, 
such as performance reporting, results measurement training, and 
assistance on outcome measurement for the MRRS.

New Evaluation Offi cer Skill Sets

What were some of the consequences of making results measurement 
a legitimate activity for evaluators? First of all, it meant that evalua-
tion managers had to revise evaluation offi cer competencies. It’s not 
just a matter of being a good sociologist, economist, methodologist, 
or statistician, but of having an outgoing personality, being able to 
communicate effectively with a group, think on your feet, handle con-
fl ict, soothe hurt feelings, be patient, and be polite. Evaluators with a 
more introspective bent may not be interested in or comfortable with 
a teaching, coaching, and facilitating role. Evaluation managers have 
to deal with the reality that some long-time evaluators whose entire 
career has focused on managing evaluation studies may not want to 
take on this new role. The effort required to accommodate them while 
bringing in new evaluators with the competencies needed for results 
measurement cannot be underestimated. It requires innovative re-
cruitment strategies, long lead times, and a substantial investment 
of time and money. TC’s evaluation unit is currently undertaking a 
major national staffi ng initiative open to the public. In addition, it 
has been routinely hiring co-op students into entry-level positions.

A Different Approach to Managing Staff

With the infl ux of new, inexperienced staff members, most of whom 
are new to both results measurement and evaluation, the importance 
of training, coaching, and mentoring has increased substantially. 
Mandatory training includes a three-day facilitation course in addi-
tion to the Canadian Evaluation Society essential skills series and 
an evaluation report-writing course. Staff members routinely attend 
conferences, workshops, breakfast sessions, seminars, and retreats 
that focus on results measurement, in addition to evaluation issues. 
In 2005–06, TC’s evaluation unit spent an average of almost $3,000 
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per employee on training, a signifi cant increase compared to fi ve 
years ago. A major task of senior evaluators, and the head of the 
unit, is working with team leaders and team members to help them 
develop results measurement skills, to coach them through their fi rst 
training or workshop experience, and thereby build a solid results 
measurement practice.

New Products and Services Guided by a New Business Philosophy

The new focus on providing a results measurement service has meant 
that the evaluation unit has had to break out of its more low-key 
role of evaluating a few programs each year, based on a policy that 
says evaluation is a legitimate activity, and move to a more proac-
tive marketing strategy. It has to be out there looking for work and 
making the case that it is the right unit to take on the work. While 
demand remains high, there is a continuing need for evaluation to 
fi nd innovative ways to attract the reluctant and recalcitrant. It has 
challenged organizations to come up with a results framework by 
pointing out who has a good framework and who doesn’t, by creating 
comparisons and provoking competition.

A new way of doing business has meant new products and services, 
and a new business philosophy. The products have been guided to 
some extent by central agency requirements. So, for example, TC’s 
evaluation unit has used TBS guidelines on RMAFs required for 
transfer programs, but it has also developed its own templates and 
training packages. It has then worked with program and policy offi c-
ers so that they are able to prepare RMAFs themselves. Over time, 
as program expertise has grown, the time that evaluation must 
devote to RMAFs has been decreasing. This approach has worked 
well: RMAF quality is good; the document itself is generally short 
and focused on a few key indicators; and follow-up by the evalua-
tion unit has found that programs are actually implementing their 
RMAFs. Training packages on results frameworks have also been 
developed for organizational units. Evaluators have led workshops 
to help groups build their frameworks. The success in implementing 
these frameworks has been shown to be less than for RMAFs, likely 
due to the less serious consequences for inaction: it is only your boss 
who may be disappointed, not the Treasury Board.

In its business philosophy, evaluation has had to behave more like a 
service organization and less like an audit shop. It must respond to 
requests for help no matter where they originate. What has frequently 
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happened is that programs hand over the work on performance or 
results to the administrative/coordination unit, which then staffs it 
down to a fairly low level: the management trainee or even the co-op 
student. They give it a try, get stuck, get desperate, then ask around 
about who could help them. Whether it is the co-op student or the 
director general asking for assistance, all have to get the same re-
spect and good service from evaluation. For the new business plan to 
be successful, the evaluation unit needs to be known as the home of 
results measurement experts who are approachable and can get the 
job done while treating program people as valued contributors to the 
process. There is no room for patronizing behaviour or disparagement 
of a program’s activities or achievements. Evaluators need to check 
their egos at the door. When they take on a results measurement job 
they need to focus on being helpful, collegial, respectful, and open 
— building strong relationships based on trust.

CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS

As TC’s evaluation unit has moved further into results measurement 
territory, it has discovered a series of minefi elds waiting for the un-
wary. This section will explore the nature of some of those mines and 
how evaluation has tried to defuse them.

Staying Focused on the Core Business

A major problem has been evaluation’s reluctance to turn down 
requests for assistance, to accept that it cannot be all things to all 
people. Succumbing to the lure of popularity not only threatens the 
unit’s capacity to deliver a good results measurement service, it can 
eat into the resources needed for its other core business: high-quality 
evaluation studies. Evaluation found three ways of mitigating this 
problem. First, it tried to identify framework requirements well ahead 
of time — early in the calendar year when the evaluation plan was 
being developed. This had limited success, as framework requests 
still seemed to spring up out of nowhere over the year. Second, it 
provided groups with the names of consulting fi rms that had results 
framework expertise and encouraged their use. This proved to be a 
workable alternative, especially if an evaluation offi cer was available 
to sit in on some of the sessions. It did have the drawback of a lack of 
control over approach and product, and the inability to keep within 
the department all the new knowledge gained about a program’s 
logic and results. Finally and most importantly, evaluation set out 
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specifi cally to make program and policy offi cers more competent to 
manage the framework process themselves. There is no doubt that 
this approach was successful, especially for RMAFs: in many cases 
evaluation offi cers went from spending a few weeks writing up RMAFs 
themselves to a few days or even hours reviewing and revising what 
program staff had written and providing comments and follow-up.

Measuring Results in an Imperfect World

Through its hands-on involvement in results measurement, TC’s 
evaluation unit has found that results measurement is always a work 
in progress. Evaluators have had to learn to compromise, to accept 
less than the ideal, to fi ght the important battles and let the rest go 
until the next opportunity to review and update.

Constraints are imposed by data-collection costs, imprecise or gran-
diose program objectives, lack of appropriate measurement tools, 
the way a program has been structured or delivered (deliberate or 
otherwise), and the attitudes of program staff about what could or 
should be measured or about results measurement in general. For 
example, groups frequently want to include an internal activity like 
good management as a program outcome in their logic model. It is 
really important to them and they want to see it highlighted. Much 
as it may make the perfectionist cringe, acquiescing to these demands 
is often the best solution. Then there are rogue elements to deal with, 
managers who do not see the value of results measurement, feel 
threatened by it, or simply feel it is not a priority in their already 
overburdened world. And some organizations may be so dysfunctional 
that evaluators wonder whether it is worthwhile to even try to get 
them focusing on results.

There are also structural and governance issues that make results 
measurement a challenge for those with the best of intentions. For ex-
ample, partnership programs frequently have to rely on others outside 
government to maintain results data. Even when this requirement 
is part of a funding agreement, the program may not be able to force 
the issue. Evaluators need to continue to seek solutions to these kind 
of measurement dilemmas, moving as far out of the box as they can, 
while at the same time staying in the game and making the best of 
what is currently doable, meaningful, and useful.
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Seeing it Through to Implementation

TC’s evaluation unit has found that a good way to keep grounded in 
the reality of what is happening with results measurement in the de-
partment is to monitor framework implementation. This information 
helps keep the department on track toward a stronger results focus 
and gives evaluation an indication of what difference it is making to 
the success of that process. At the same time, it has to be recognized 
that, while evaluation has a stake in getting things done, it has no 
real authority to force any organization to play along, except for the 
RMAF sign-off requirement set by TBS. But, even if it had the formal 
authority to take action and force a program to participate, evalua-
tion still must rely on the goodwill and commitment of the program 
to make results measurement happen. It is just too easy for the pro-
gram to go through the motions, especially if senior management is 
disengaged and not ready to take the next step to actually implement 
a results framework. When a framework that generated a good deal 
of enthusiasm and hard work does not get implemented, frustration 
and disillusionment can ensue. Evaluation has discovered that it 
needs to pay more attention to the factors that prevent framework 
implementation, such as too many indicators, too-vague indicators, 
or lack of resources to update and restructure databases. Then it can 
work with programs in a collegial way to overcome those barriers.

Clarifying Accountabilities

It is not always clear who is responsible for activities that contain 
some element of results measurement. Evaluation offi cers have been 
asked to participate in strategic planning exercises because program 
offi cers saw them as people who could help with results-based strate-
gic planning. These experiences have been positive in building good 
relationships and have the potential to incorporate constructive re-
sults measurement exercises, but there can be a downside when, after 
several months of effort on the part of evaluation, the plan reverts 
to a safer activity focus. It is especially important to guard against 
being seduced into leading these processes, tempting as that may be 
because of the control it allows the evaluator to exert. If evaluation 
leads the process, then it becomes accountable for its success. Program 
managers may fi nd it convenient to blame the evaluators when the 
process falls apart, quietly grinds to a halt, or doesn’t produce what 
they, or their bosses, want.

It can also happen that a program just gets comfortable working with 
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evaluation, which it sees as an accessible, and free, service-oriented 
organization comprising some “nice guys.” So the evaluation unit gets 
calls to come and do any kind of facilitation, as though it was an in-
house consulting fi rm. In those cases, a very clear “no” is needed.

Maintaining Evaluation Independence

Close involvement in the development of a program’s results measure-
ment regime can weaken the independence of the evaluation function 
and create perceptions of a lack of objectivity. Evaluators who become 
deeply immersed in a program or policy area through framework de-
velopment and implementation often develop an ongoing professional 
relationship with program people. When they return to evaluate the 
program a few months or years later, it is hoped that they will have 
some good results data to work with, but they may fi nd it diffi cult to 
stand back and resume their stance as independent evaluators exam-
ining a program that may have problems and defi ciencies. Program 
and policy people may fi nd it equally diffi cult to view evaluators as 
independent and objective. This situation has the potential of creat-
ing more than just social awkwardness; there could be real confl ict of 
interest if the evaluators, now wearing their evaluation study hats, 
criticize gaps or weaknesses in a results measurement regime that 
they helped to create.

There may be a temptation to rationalize evaluators’ involvement 
in results measurement as an extension of the notion of a “process 
evaluation,” an approach that involves program stakeholders in all 
phases of an evaluation. The intention is that they will learn from 
the evaluation experience, which will lead to individual changes in 
attitudes and behaviours, and program or organizational changes in 
procedures and culture (Patton, 1997, 1998). Certainly TC evaluators 
involved in results measurement hope that their work will lead to a 
results-oriented organizational culture. However, the two functions 
are viewed quite differently at TC. The results measurement practice 
is very much driven by the demands of program managers who set 
the time and scope, and fully control the fi nal product. Evaluators 
try to infl uence this process, but they are defi nitely not in control. In 
this regime, program managers have clearly maintained their status 
as clients of the evaluation unit. On the other hand, TC’s evaluation 
study practice has moved away from serving the program manager 
as client. There is not a strong process or participatory approach to 
evaluations. The evaluators, while infl uenced by program managers, 
are largely in control of when the evaluation gets done, what issues 
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are looked at, and what goes into the report, including recommenda-
tions. TC evaluators have found that maintaining a distance from the 
program is critical to producing evaluation reports that give a strong 
message, particularly when it comes to program relevance. In the 
past three years they have produced two reports that strongly recom-
mend termination of program components based on lack of relevance, 
one report that challenges relevance based on inconsistent policies, 
and another that suggests a program would be more appropriately 
placed in another government agency. As might be expected, these 
recommendations were not well received by many of the managers 
who would be affected by them.

There is no magic bullet solution to dealing with threats to independ-
ence and objectivity. If an evaluation unit is going to have a results 
measurement practice, then it has to be committed and deeply in-
volved in seeing it through to full implementation. The key mitigating 
measure that the TC evaluation unit relies on is to be very clear on 
roles and responsibilities at the beginning of results measurement 
projects and during planning for an evaluation. Then it is truly a 
matter of the evaluator changing hats in a very public way.

Promoting Evaluation Unit Stability

Another downside to close working relationships with programs on 
results measurement is that, more than ever, young evaluators are 
lured away by lucrative job offers from these same programs. When 
this is combined with the weak ties young evaluators feel to evalua-
tion as a profession and the high demand for people in the ES category 
across government, evaluation units are more and more becoming 
short-term career stops. At TC, with an evaluation unit of 14 posi-
tions, there were six departures in 2004–05, fi ve to jobs outside of 
evaluation; in 2005–06, three of four departures were to areas other 
than evaluation. As of mid-year 2006–07, two people have left for 
positions outside of evaluation. A results measurement practice can 
attract those who have not come out of an evaluation education or 
experience stream, but it may not be attracting the best researchers 
and it may not be able to keep them in the function beyond a couple 
of years. On the plus side, this kind of turnover means that there is 
a constant infl ux of bright, young, enthusiastic employees who are 
keen to leave their mark on the function.
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Making Sense of Central Agency Requirements

Federal government evaluators in line departments have a special 
challenge in responding to central agency demands with respect 
to results measurement development, implementation, reporting, 
and use. Evaluators become the people who are seen to be able to 
interpret and decode these requirements for the rest of the depart-
ment. This becomes a challenge when central agency guidelines and 
practice are not consistent with what the evaluators have been say-
ing with respect to logic models, measurement strategies, reporting 
approaches, or accountability for results. TC’s evaluation unit has 
on occasion advised a different course of action than that eventually 
adopted by the centre. When that happens, it is the departmental 
evaluation unit that is seen to have “got it wrong.” Its credibility is 
undermined, and it can lose the confi dence of harassed program and 
policy managers who may decide to just “feed the beast” and never 
mind trying to come up with something sensible that works for them. 
Evaluation’s response to these situations is simply to forge ahead, 
doing what makes sense, and backtracking or compromising when 
there is a need to placate central agencies.

WHAT SUCCESS LOOKS LIKE

While TC still has a long way to go before it has a fully integrated 
results management culture, its evaluation unit has been a positive 
force in moving the department in the right direction. The founda-
tion for future success has been laid through the cultivation and 
maintenance of strong, positive relationships with program and 
policy people who are no longer as likely to see evaluators as outsid-
ers determined to fi nd fault, but as part of the departmental team. 
Surveys of managers involved in results measurement projects have 
shown that they value the knowledge gained in developing a logic 
model, while acknowledging the diffi culties in fully implementing 
a results measurement strategy. Almost all programs in TC have 
at least made a start on results measurement by developing a logic 
model; many have indicators and data collections plans; some are 
implementing those plans; a very few are showing solid results that 
are integrated into planning, investment decisions, program delivery 
improvements, and reporting.

Improvements in results measurement have had a positive impact 
on evaluation studies, although so far only in a limited way. There 
is considerable potential for evaluations to be much better grounded 



THE CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PROGRAM EVALUATION90

in good data, which is collected by the program itself over time, so 
that there is a baseline and trends can be documented and analyzed. 
Of highest importance at this stage are the efforts evaluation has 
made to document data gaps in its evaluation reports and to recom-
mend data improvements. In addition, it is doing regular follow-up 
work with programs to determine what progress has been made in 
implementing a results measurement strategy and, if good progress 
is not being made, to try to put it back on the agenda as a program 
priority, and to offer advice and concrete help.

Evaluators themselves have benefi ted greatly from being involved in 
results measurement. They have become very knowledgeable about 
what is really going on in the department and what is driving this 
agenda; they have developed a nose for political sensitivities. They 
are less likely to be criticized as naive researchers who are out of 
touch with political realities. The result is that more and more they 
are asked to participate in corporate activities, from Management 
Accountability Framework assessments to reviews of cabinet docu-
ments.

The evaluation unit has discovered that there is a new generation of 
evaluators out there who are ready and willing to develop and apply 
the soft skills that were not required of earlier generations of evalu-
ators. They don’t see the results measurement job as a burden, but 
as a way to make life at the offi ce more stimulating, interesting, and 
interactive. Leading a workshop or training session may be stress-
ful, but it is a great way for evaluators to meet people, share their 
expertise, learn something about the policies and programs of the 
department, and make a difference. While it is true that it usually 
takes years for a results measurement strategy to bear the fruit of 
good trend data, evaluators on the front line in results measurement 
work can see within hours or days that they are having an impact as 
managers and staff start to focus on how their program is making a 
difference to Canadians and, on occasion, to question some long-held 
assumptions.

WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS: THERE ARE NO LIMITS

The interest in results on the part of politicians, the new government, 
parliamentary committees, the media, and the public will not go away. 
While the post-Gomery1 focus in Canada is on control frameworks 
and audits, there is a growing realization that good management is 
not just about doing things right, but doing the right things. A key 
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message emerging post-Gomery is that while “managers need to be 
held to account for the way money is spent and what controls and 
audit provisions are in place…they will also be judged on how effec-
tively they manage for results” (Harrison, 2006). The federal govern-
ment’s new Accountability Act, while not directly referring to results 
measurement — or evaluation — will reinforce the need for results 
information in an open, transparent, and accountable government.

As the new, softer skills become more visible and valued, evalua-
tors are fi nding their niche and expanding their infl uence. They are 
capitalizing on their newfound popularity by expanding into areas 
where they have determined they can have the greatest impact on 
creating a departmental results culture: by helping on strategic 
planning, work planning, risk management, performance reporting, 
or any other fi eld that will get them where they want to be, as much 
or as little as they want. Given scarce resources, it is important that 
evaluation units select the scope and intensity of their activities in 
a very strategic way, always monitoring the impact they are having 
and looking ahead to consider future impact as they make decisions 
about their role, responsibilities, mandate, and management style.

NOTES

1. During 2005, a public commission led by Justice Gomery reviewed a 
major spending scandal that had occurred in the federal government. 
The review included an examination of accountability and control in 
government and recommended numerous steps for improvement. See 
<http://www.gomery.ca/>.
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